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e-HRM Transformation and Strategic HRM

Chapter I
Making Sense of e-HRM: Transformation, Technology and Power Relations........................................ 1
	 Steve Foster, University of Hertfordshire, UK & NorthgateArinso, UK

Chapter I immediately confronts us with the complex issue of e-HRM transformation. Foster, an aca-
demician as well as an experienced consultant, observes that many organizations fail to take advantage 
of the transformational potential of e-HRM. He explains this idea with the concepts of sense-making 
and technological frames. These concepts are taken from the work of Orlikowski and Gash (1994), 
two scholars who have contributed heavily to the field of information technology research, and whose 
main work is inspired by the work of Anthony Giddens (Structuration Theory), a British sociologist. As 
Foster describes, the technological frames concept provides a useful analytical perspective for explain-
ing and anticipating actions and meaning. Incongruence between frames held by different stakeholders 
is assumed to be a barrier to transformational change. Interestingly, Foster applies a grounded theory 
approach in order to reveal the different views HR managers and line managers hold towards e-HRM 
technology. More specifically, there is a significant frame incongruence regarding the relevance of e-
HRM for achieving transformational outcomes.

Chapter II
HR Portal: A Tool for Contingent and Individualized HRM................................................................. 20
	 Cataldo Dino Ruta, Bocconi University, Italy

Chapter II focuses on the role of e-HRM portals for intellectual capital development. Ruta starts with 
the observation that intellectual capital is of strategic importance to companies and that companies in-
creasingly create HRM strategies to stimulate intellectual capital development. e-HRM portals function 

Detailed Table of Contents



as intermediating tools between employees and the HR function, and offer opportunities to customize 
HRM practices to the individual employee’s needs and preferences. The latter aspect in particular allows 
HR managers to align and leverage individual performances to the company strategy. This underlines 
the strategic and transformational role of the HR portal.

Chapter III
E-Work and Labor Processes Transformation....................................................................................... 34
	 Barbara Imperatori, Catholic University, Milan, Italy
	 Marco De Marco, Catholic University, Milan, Italy

Chapter III presents a study on the impact of the introduction of e-work projects on labor transformation 
processes. The authors observe that values such as loyalty to a company and a job for life are giving 
way to concepts like employability, professionalization, and entrepreneurship. E-work solutions can 
facilitate or inhibit this process and the psychological contract between an employee and the organiza-
tion. The case studies presented provide a number of critical issues and guidelines for the design and 
implementation of e-work solutions.

Section II
User Involvement and User Participation

Chapter IV
Early User Involvement and Participation in Employee Self-Service Application Deployment: 
Theory and Evidence from Four Dutch Governmental Cases............................................................... 56
	 Gerwin Koopman, Syntess Software, The Netherlands
	 Ronald Batenburg, Utrecht University, The Netherlands

Chapter IV starts from the assumption that user involvement and participation are important factors for 
information systems success. They present five case studies of governmental organizations that deployed 
employee self-service applications and found that the deployment success of such systems was positively 
related to the extent of early user involvement and participation.

Chapter V
Does User Centered Design, Coherent with Global Corporate Strategy, Encourage 
Development of Human Resource Intranet Use.................................................................................... 78
	 Karine Guiderdoni-Jourdain, The Institute of Labour Economics and Industrial Sociology 
	     (LEST), Université de la Méditerranee, France
	 Ewan Oiry, The Institute of Labour Economics and Industrial Sociology (LEST), 
	     Université de la Méditerranee, France

Chapter V analyzes HR intranet use by line managers in a large aeronautical firm. The results show 
that the managers hardly used the system since it conflicted with the dominant structures of their main 
activities, in which time constraints, a preference for face-to-face communication, and charisma as the 
basis for authority were considered important. A second version of the HR intranet was more successful 



when it met the expectations of the line managers. Especially the fact that the new version was coherent 
with the global corporate strategy increased the support of line managers for the HR intranet.

Chapter VI
In-House vs. Off-the-Shelf e-HRM Applications.................................................................................. 92
	 Nawaf Al-Ibraheem, KNET, Kuwait
	 Huub Ruël, University of Twente, The Netherlands & American University of Beirut, Lebanon

The authors of Chapter VI assume that user involvement and participation in e-HRM systems developed 
in-house are higher than in off-the-shelf e-HRM projects. Therefore, they must also be more successful. 
Through a comparative case-study approach, an in-house e-HRM project and an off-the-shelf e-HRM 
project were compared. The results show that factors such as continuous user involvement, effective 
communication, and strong change management are considered more in the in-house e-HRM project, 
while business process reengineering, planning and vision, and project management are stressed more in 
the off-the-shelf e-HRM project. The in-house e-HRM project achieved increased efficiency, customer-
oriented service excellence, and improved self-services.

Chapter VII
Adaptive Municipal Electronic Forms................................................................................................. 116
	 Pieternel Kuiper, Exxellence Group, The Netherlands
	 Betsy van Dijk, University of Twente, The Netherlands

Kuiper and Van Dijk describe how municipal electronic forms can be improved by adaptation. As mu-
nicipalities offer more and more e-forms for citizens to place a request, adaptation of e-forms seems 
to be a step forward, they feel, to reduce the burden for citizens. Through an online questionnaire they 
surveyed the needs of citizens, municipal employees and local government organizations regarding the 
implementation of adaptation in municipal e-forms. All three respondent groups preferred the use of 
adaptation in e-forms and felt that municipal products and services could be improved by the use of 
adaptation.

Section III
e-HRM in Multinational Companies

Chapter VIII
HRIS Project Teams Skills and Knowledge: A Human Capital Analysis............................................ 135
	 Hazel Williams, Nottingham Trent University, UK
	 Carole Tansley, Nottingham Trent University, UK
	 Carley Foster, Nottingham Trent University, UK

The authors of Chapter VIII present a study of project teams working in a multinational organization 
implementing and maintaining the HR ‘pillar’ of a SAP global enterprise information system. The pur-
pose of their study was to identify the human resource information system (HRIS) skills and knowledge 
in the key roles for the global project and to provide suggestions for the development of project team 



members. The authors provide a framework which can be used as a clarification tool by those responsible 
for managing people working in hybrid roles on global HRIS projects.

Chapter IX
IT-Based Integration of HRM in a Foreign MNC Subsidiary: A Micro-Political Perspective............ 153
	 Adam Smale, University of Vaasa, Finland
	 Jukka-Pekka Heikkilä, University of Vaasa, Finland

Smale and Heikkilä focus on the design and implementation of a globally integrated e-HRM system 
within a multinational corporation. This requires the parties involved to reach some form of agreement on 
which HR processes to standardize and which to adapt locally. By means of a longitudinal, in-depth case 
study approach, data was collected on micro-political behavior in an e-HRM system project in a Finnish 
subsidiary of a large, European-owned MNC over a period of nearly two years. The results showed that 
the key areas of conflict were system design, the standardized use of English, and grey areas of the HR 
policy. The three key parties involved used a range of negotiation resources such as business case logic, 
technical know-how, internal benchmarking, local constraints, and ignorance.

Chapter X
Studying Human Resource Information Systems Implementation using Adaptive 
Structuration Theory: The Case of an HRIS Implementation at Dow Chemical Company................ 171
	 Huub Ruël, University of Twente, The Netherlands & American University of Beirut, Lebanon

Chapter X aims at demonstrating how adaptive structuration theory can be of use in studying human 
resource information systems. By applying key concepts of the theory to a global e-HRM case study, 
the author shows that those concepts help to increase our understanding of the social nature of e-HRM 
systems.

Section IV
E-Recruitment and National Culture

Chapter XI
Applicant Information and Selection Strategies in Corporate Web Site Recruiting: 
The Role of National Culture............................................................................................................... 187
	 Jonas F. Puck, Vienna University of Economics and Business Administration, Austria
	 Dirk Holtbrügge, University of Erlangen-Nuremberg, Germany
	 Alexander T. Mohr, Bradford University School of Management, UK

Chapter XI describes a study on the influence of the cultural context on the comprehensiveness with 
which companies in different countries make use of applicant information and selection strategies in 
corporate website recruiting. The results suggest that the use of the internet for management purposes 
is influenced by cultural factors.



Chapter XII
What is the Potential of E-Recruitment to Transform the Recruitment Process 
and the Role of the Resourcing Team?................................................................................................ 202
	 Emma Parry, Cranfield School of Management, UK
	 Shaun Tyson, Cranfield School of Management, UK

Parry and Tyson conducted a study on the potential of e-recruitment to transform the recruitment pro-
cess and the role of the resourcing team. They observed that HR practitioners are often expected to be 
efficient administrators of the employment relationship and to act as a strategic partner. Based on the 
assumption that e-HRM may be a way of achieving these dual aims as technology can both improve 
the efficiency of HR processes and help the HR function to become more strategic, three case studies 
were conducted. They showed that the use of e-recruitment can potentially have an impact on both the 
strategic role and the efficiency of the resourcing team.

Chapter XIII
The Role of National Culture on E-Recruitment in India and Mexico................................................ 218
	 Pramila Rao, Marymount University, USA

Chapter XIII addresses the role of the national culture on e-recruitment practices in India and Mexico. 
According to the author, the role of culture on information technology is just emerging, and internet 
recruiting will definitely play a prominent role as the world becomes more digitized. Further, the author 
suggests that practitioners and researchers would benefit from making a ‘what if’ chart or spreadsheet 
based on cultural dimension scores and adaptability to internet usage.

Section V
Modeling and Designing e-HRM Architectures

Chapter XIV
Modeling Human Resources in the Emergent Organization............................................................... 232
	 Marielba Zacarias, Universidade do Algarve, Portugal
	 Rodrigo Magalhães, Instituto Superior Técnico, Portugal
	 José Tribolet, Instituto Superior Técnico, Portugal

Chapter XIV presents a bottom-up modeling framework. The framework can be used for the analysis 
and design of HR behaviors, starting from the assumption that the process of emergence lies at the root 
of the usage of technologies. The authors illustrate the way the framework should be applied and how 
it works out through a case study.

Chapter XV
Utilizing the Lead User Method for Promoting Innovation in E-Recruiting....................................... 252
	 Elfi Furtmueller, University of Twente, The Netherlands
	 Celeste Wilderom, University of Twente, The Netherlands
	 Rolf van Dick, Goethe University Frankfurt, Germany



Furtmueller, Wilderom, and Van Dijk propose applying the lead user method for e-service settings, a 
method stemming from the new product innovation literature. In their study registered applicants at 
an e-recruiting portal were compared with so-called lead users regarding new service idea proposals. 
The results showed that most users suggested social-network features they were already familiar with 
from other platforms, while lead users came up with more novel service solutions for different user 
segments. 

Chapter XVI
What Makes the Difference? Introducing an Integrated Information System Architecture 
for Employer Branding and Recruiting................................................................................................ 275
	 Sven Laumer, University of Bamberg, Germany
	 Andreas Eckhardt, University of Frankfurt a. Main, Germany

Chapter XVI starts with an architecture for a next-generation holistic e-recruiting system. Based on this 
architecture, the authors propose to extend it by adding employer branding as a new component. They 
show how employer branding should be integrated in the existing architecture to develop and imple-
ment an effective employer branding strategy. As a result, Laumer and Eckhardt conclude that the newly 
proposed architecture is a first step towards a holistic e-HRM management system.

Chapter XVII
The Enrichment of the HR Intranet Linked to the Regulation’s Processes Between HR Actors........ 289
	 Karine Guiderdoni-Jourdain, The Institute of Labour Economics and Industrial Sociology 
	     (LEST), Université de la Méditerranee, France

Guiderdoni-Jourdain focuses on the regulation between online HR designers and HR experts. She ex-
tends the concept of e-HRM by a systematic approach and uses it to study the interaction between the 
different actors involved in an e-HRM project.

Section VI
e-HRM Use and Performance Improvement

Chapter XVIII
Exploring Perceptions about the Use of e-HRM Tools in Medium Sized Organizations.................... 304
	 Tanya Bondarouk, University of Twente, The Netherlands
	 Vincent ter Horst, Saxion Knowledge Center Innovation and Entrepreneurship, 
	      The Netherlands
	 Sander Engbers, COGAS BV. Business Unit Infra & Networkmanagement, The Netherlands

Chapter XVIII presents a study of the acceptance of HRIS in small and medium-sized organizations 
(SMEs). The authors looked at this topic by investigating perceptions about the use of these systems. 
Four case studies were conducted, and results showed that e-HRM tools in SMEs are perceived as use-
ful, but not easy to use. The companies involved in the study considered the use of HRIS as helping 
them to make HRM more effective.



Chapter XIX
Perceived Performance of the Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS) and Perceived 
Performance of the Management of Human Resources (HRM).......................................................... 324
	 Loubna Tahssain, IAE Graduate School of Management in Aix-en-Provence, France
	 Mouna Zgheib, IAE graduate School of Management in Aix-en-Provence, France

Chapter XIX focuses on the questions of how to improve the efficiency of HRM and enhance its status 
in organizations. The authors show that information technology can be of help in transforming the role 
of HRM departments in organizations. One of the challenges for managers nowadays is to determine 
the success factors for implementing HRIS.

Chapter XX
Employee Life-Cycle Process Management Improvement with Web-Enabled 
Workflow Systems............................................................................................................................... 335
	 Leon Welicki, Microsoft, Canada
	 Javier Piqueres Juan, Systar, Spain
	 Fernando Llorente Martin, ONO, Spain
	 Victor de Vega Hernandez, ONO, Spain

Welicki, Piqueres Juan, Llorente Martin, and De Vega Hernandez their experience in building a Web-
enabled workflow system for managing employee life-cycle processes. They describe how the system 
was able to successfully manage a large number of employee requests, brought reliability, traceability and 
auditability to employee life-cycle management processes. The web-enabled workflow system became 
a core system for supporting HRM operations.

Section VII
Extended e-HRM Topics

Chapter XXI
Information Technologies’ Impact on Individual Learning Process: The Case of a Community 
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	 Manel Guechtouli, ESCEM Business School, France
	 Widad Guechtouli, CNRS, France

Chapter XXI describes a study on the impact of information technology on individual learning processes. 
The authors of this chapter started with the question of whether those technologies can possibly help 
increase an individual’s competencies in order to improve learning. By using agent-based simulation, 
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Aim of this book

Information technology (IT) continues to impact HRM. For a decade now, digital possibilities have been 
challenging the traditional ways of delivering HRM services within business. The huge investments in 
IT applications for HRM lead to new rounds of intra-organisational competition, challenging HRM and 
making it more complex to achieve organisational performance improvements. 

The e-HRM field is fed (and complicated) by two academic backgrounds: studies oriented towards 
IT implementation and ‘pure’ HRM studies. The former usually investigate the usage of IT for HR 
purposes and mainly focus on the growing sophistication of the technology and the qualities neces-
sary for its adoption. Such studies usually cover topics like IT acceptance, resistance, effectiveness, 
equality, information security and privacy in the context of e-HRM technology usage. However, they 
remain silent about changes in HR practices resulting from e-HRM. HR-based e-HRM studies, on the 
other hand, generally only examine single e-HR practices, focusing on the changes in HR processes 
and functions following automation. These studies tend to avoid issues related to implementation and 
the ongoing use of IT.  

At the same time, we do not even know where e-HRM should be placed. Is it a new and substantial 
research area, or the ‘crossroads’ of two academic domains? Theoretical complexity has practical con-
sequences for e-HRM projects and their management. It seems increasingly unclear exactly what the 
advantages of e-HRM are, and to what extent e-HRM helps to attain organisational HRM goals. The 
one-sided, scholarly e-HRM works fail to address this lack of clarity fully and, if anything, deepen the 
division between the two academic domains. 

In order to reduce the aforementioned confusion, this volume has set a three-fold goal:

•	 To achieve a state-of-the-art overview of theoretical and empirical contributions on the impact of 
the integration of HRM and IT on the transformation of HRM.

•	 To address the integration of HR- and IT-based e-HRM research.
•	 To identify future cutting-edge research directions.

This book is a collection of interesting chapters on the intersection between HRM and information 
technology, predominantly referred to as electronic HRM or e-HRM since the mid-1990s. This is not the 
first book on e-HRM that collates chapters by a range of different scholars from around the world, but it 
is the first book that may count as a milestone because it aims to present the state of e-HRM research at 
this point in time! Research on e-HRM started in the mid-1990s and has resulted in books, journal articles, 
special issues and the like. Altogether, the number of scholarly journal articles on e-HRM is currently 
estimated at around 250. This is an impressive amount, based on the hard and persistent work of scholars 
and researchers from around the world. An analysis of the articles would result in a diverse picture in 
terms of the nature and focus of the works, from conceptual articles to mature empirical work.

Preface
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As editors, we have been involved in e-HRM research from the beginning of this century. We have 
done research ourselves and published worked on e-HRM. In addition, from the very start, we aimed 
at bringing researchers on e-HRM together in order to foster the scholarly development of research on 
e-HRM. This has resulted in four international, scholarly, research-oriented events in four years’ time. 
Researchers from the UK, USA, Mexico, Germany, France, the Netherlands, Italy, Spain, Finland, 
Portugal,and the Middle East were brought together to share insights, discuss each others’ work, set 
agendas for further research, and establish collaboration.

This book is one of the results of these events, but it is a very special result. It contains 25 chapters 
on e-HRM, showing the very diverse nature of the e-HRM research area in terms of the topics, research 
approaches, theoretical perspectives, levels, and unit of analysis. This diversity is the strength and the 
uniqueness of this book, as it is a truly useful overview of what is going on in the field of e-HRM re-
search. Once you have gone through all the chapters, you will hopefully have many new questions from 
whence to continue your own e-HRM journey.

Content of this book

In this introduction we, the editors, would like to guide you through the chapters. First of all, it is inter-
esting to identify a number of central themes that can be found throughout the book, and which are the 
key topics in e-HRM research so far: user involvement, user participation, and user adoption of e-HRM 
applications; design and implementation of e-HRM ; modeling; design of architectures of e-HRM systems 
and HR portals; e-HRM in multinational companies and global e-HRM; the role of culture; qualitative 
research methods as the dominant approach for empirical research; grounded theory for e-HRM-related 
theory development; strategic e-HRM and the transformation of the HR function; redefining the role of 
the HR function related to e-HRM implementation; e-recruitment; structuration theory as an approach 
to study e-HRM empirically; and human capital management and e-HRM.

In combination with our own experience in the e-HRM research field, we derived seven e-HRM 
themes from the above-mentioned topics and ordered the 25 chapters in this book along them. 

Section I, e-HRM Transformation and Strategic HRM. When it comes to expectations, it is assumed 
that e-HRM will spur a transformation of the HRM function in organizations, changing HRM into a truly 
strategic issue and the HRM function into a strategic business partner. Chapter I, written by Foster, 
immediately confronts us with this complex issue. Foster, an academician as well as an experienced 
consultant, observes that many organizations fail to take advantage of the transformational potential 
of e-HRM. He explains this idea with the concepts of sense-making and technological frames. These 
concepts are taken from the work of Orlikowski and Gash (1994), two scholars who have contributed 
heavily to the field of information technology research, and whose main work is inspired by the work 
of Anthony Giddens (Structuration Theory), a British sociologist. As Foster describes, the technologi-
cal frames concept provides a useful analytical perspective for explaining and anticipating actions and 
meaning. Incongruence between frames held by different stakeholders is assumed to be a barrier to 
transformational change.

Interestingly, Foster applies a grounded theory approach in order to reveal the different views HR 
managers and line managers hold towards e-HRM technology. More specifically, there is a significant 
frame incongruence regarding the relevance of e-HRM for achieving transformational outcomes.

Chapter II, by Ruta, focuses on the role of e-HRM portals for intellectual capital development. 
Ruta starts with the observation that intellectual capital is of strategic importance to companies and that 
companies increasingly create HRM strategies to stimulate intellectual capital development. e-HRM 
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portals function as intermediating tools between employees and the HR function, and offer opportunities 
to customize HRM practices to the individual employee’s needs and preferences. The latter aspect in 
particular allows HR managers to align and leverage individual performances to the company strategy. 
This underlines the strategic and transformational role of the HR portal.

Imperatori and De Marco’s contribution,  Chapter III, presents a study on the impact of the intro-
duction of e-work projects on labor transformation processes. The authors observe that values such as 
loyalty to a company and a job for life are giving way to concepts like employability, professionaliza-
tion, and entrepreneurship. E-work solutions can facilitate or inhibit this process and the psychological 
contract between an employee and the organization. The case studies presented provide a number of 
critical issues and guidelines for the design and implementation of e-work solutions.

Section II in this book is User Involvement and User Participation. Information systems design and 
implementation aim at meeting the needs of an organization. The end-users are key players in determin-
ing whether or not these needs are met as they are the ones using the systems in their day-to-day work. 
The extent to which end-users should be involved in the design and implementation process and how 
they should be involved are ongoing major topics, also in the case of e-HRM systems.

Chapter IV, by Koopman and Batenburg, starts from the assumption that user involvement and 
participation are important factors for information systems success. They present five case studies of 
governmental organizations that deployed employee self-service applications and found that the de-
ployment success of such systems was positively related to the extent of early user involvement and 
participation.

Chapter V, by Guiderdoni-Jourdain and Oiry, analyzes HR intranet use by line managers in a large 
aeronautical firm. The results show that the managers hardly used the system since it conflicted with 
the dominant structures of their main activities, in which time constraints, a preference for face-to-face 
communication, and charisma as the basis for authority were considered important. A second version 
of the HR intranet was more successful when it met the expectations of the line managers. Especially 
the fact that the new version was coherent with the global corporate strategy increased the support of 
line managers for the HR intranet.

Chapter VI, written by Al-Ibraheem and Ruël, assumes that user involvement and participation in 
e-HRM systems developed in-house are higher than in off-the-shelf e-HRM projects. Therefore, they 
must also be more successful. Through a comparative case-study approach, an in-house e-HRM project 
and an off-the-shelf e-HRM project were compared. The results show that factors such as continuous 
user involvement, effective communication, and strong change management are considered more in the 
in-house e-HRM project, while business process reengineering, planning and vision, and project man-
agement are stressed more in the off-the-shelf e-HRM project. The in-house e-HRM project achieved 
increased efficiency, customer-oriented service excellence, and improved self-services.

Kuiper and Van Dijk, the authors of Chapter VII, describe how municipal electronic forms can be 
improved by adaptation. As municipalities offer more and more e-forms for citizens to place a request, 
adaptation of e-forms seems to be a step forward, they feel, to reduce the burden for citizens. Through 
an online questionnaire they surveyed the needs of citizens, municipal employees and local government 
organizations regarding the implementation of adaptation in municipal e-forms. All three respondent 
groups preferred the use of adaptation in e-forms and felt that municipal products and services could be 
improved by the use of adaptation.

Section III covered in this book is e-HRM in Multinational Companies. As globalization is matur-
ing, multinational companies (MNC) from the West go East and vice versa, issues such as requirements 
analysis, development, implementation and user adoption of e-HRM systems in a globalized world are 
attracting increasing attention. 
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Chapter VIII, by Williams, Tansley, and Foster, presents a study of project teams working in a multi-
national organization implementing and maintaining the HR ‘pillar’ of a SAP global enterprise information 
system. The purpose of their study was to identify the human resource information system (HRIS) skills 
and knowledge in the key roles for the global project and to provide suggestions for the development 
of project team members. The authors provide a framework which can be used as a clarification tool by 
those responsible for managing people working in hybrid roles on global HRIS projects.

Smale and Heikkilä, the authors of Chapter IX, focus on the design and implementation of a glob-
ally integrated e-HRM system within a multinational corporation. This requires the parties involved to 
reach some form of agreement on which HR processes to standardize and which to adapt locally. By 
means of a longitudinal, in-depth case study approach, data was collected on micro-political behavior 
in an e-HRM system project in a Finnish subsidiary of a large, European-owned MNC over a period of 
nearly two years. The results showed that the key areas of conflict were system design, the standard-
ized use of English, and grey areas of the HR policy. The three key parties involved used a range of 
negotiation resources such as business case logic, technical know-how, internal benchmarking, local 
constraints, and ignorance.

Chapter X, by Ruël, aims at demonstrating how adaptive structuration theory can be of use in study-
ing human resource information systems. By applying key concepts of the theory to a global e-HRM 
case study, the author shows that those concepts help to increase our understanding of the social nature 
of e-HRM systems.

Section IV, E-Recruitmnet and National Culture, is covered by three chapters. Chapter XI, by Puck, 
Holtbrügge, and Mohr, describes a study on the influence of the cultural context on the comprehensiveness 
with which companies in different countries make use of applicant information and selection strategies 
in corporate website recruiting. The results suggest that the use of the internet for management purposes 
is influenced by cultural factors.

Parry and Tyson, the authors of Chapter XII, conducted a study on the potential of e-recruitment 
to transform the recruitment process and the role of the resourcing team. They observed that HR prac-
titioners are often expected to be efficient administrators of the employment relationship and to act as 
a strategic partner. Based on the assumption that e-HRM may be a way of achieving these dual aims as 
technology can both improve the efficiency of HR processes and help the HR function to become more 
strategic, three case studies were conducted. They showed that the use of e-recruitment can potentially 
have an impact on both the strategic role and the efficiency of the resourcing team.

Chapter XIII, written by Rao, addresses the role of the national culture on e-recruitment practices in 
India and Mexico. According to the author, the role of culture on information technology is just emerg-
ing, and internet recruiting will definitely play a prominent role as the world becomes more digitized. 
Further, the author suggests that practitioners and researchers would benefit from making a ‘what if’ 
chart or spreadsheet based on cultural dimension scores and adaptability to internet usage.

Section V in this book is Modeling and Designing e-HRM Architectures. e-HRM as a research 
field is an integration between IT-research and HRM-research. Both fields should mutually influence 
each other in order to find answers to the core research questions in the e-HRM research field. The IT-
research side, in particular, can bring in a more engineering-based approach to counter-balance the social 
scientific-based HRM side. In this book we have four chapters that aim at providing design guidelines 
or architectures for e-HRM systems.

Chapter XIV, by Zacarias, Magalhães, and Tribolet, presents a bottom-up modeling framework. The 
framework can be used for the analysis and design of HR behaviors, starting from the assumption that 
the process of emergence lies at the root of the usage of technologies. The authors illustrate the way the 
framework should be applied and how it works out through a case study.
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Furtmueller, Wilderom, and van Dijk, Chapter XV, propose applying the lead user method for e-
service settings, a method stemming from the new product innovation literature. In their study registered 
applicants at an e-recruiting portal were compared with so-called lead users regarding new service idea 
proposals. The results showed that most users suggested social-network features they were already 
familiar with from other platforms, while lead users came up with more novel service solutions for dif-
ferent user segments.

Chapter XVI, by Laumer and Eckhardt, starts with an architecture for a next-generation holistic 
e-recruiting system. Based on this architecture, the authors propose to extend it by adding employer 
branding as a new component. They show how employer branding should be integrated in the existing 
architecture to develop and implement an effective employer branding strategy. As a result, Laumer 
and Eckhardt conclude that the newly proposed architecture is a first step towards a holistic e-HRM 
management system.

Guiderdoni-Jourdain, the author of Chapter XVII, focuses on the regulation between online HR 
designers and HR experts. She extends the concept of e-HRM by a systematic approach and uses it to 
study the interaction between the different actors involved in an e-HRM project.

Section VI in this book, covered by three chapters, is e-HRM Use and Performance Improvement. Fed 
by the numerous empirical observations of the problematic acceptance of e-HRM tools and how e-HRM 
tools can contribute to performance improvement, this issue demands continuous academic attention in 
order to increase our understanding of e-HRM user acceptance and performance improvement.

Chapter XVIII, by Bondarouk, ter Horst, and Engbers, presents a study of the acceptance of HRIS 
in small and medium-sized organizations (SMEs). The authors looked at this topic by investigating 
perceptions about the use of these systems. Four case studies were conducted, and results showed that 
e-HRM tools in SMEs are perceived as useful, but not easy to use. The companies involved in the study 
considered the use of HRIS as helping them to make HRM more effective.

Chapter XIX, written by Tahssain and Zgheib, focuses on the questions of how to improve the ef-
ficiency of HRM and enhance its status in organizations. The authors show that information technology 
can be of help in transforming the role of HRM departments in organizations. One of the challenges for 
managers nowadays is to determine the success factors for implementing HRIS.

Welicki, Piqueres Juan, Llorente Martin, and de Vega Hernandez, the authors of Chapter XX, pres-
ent their experience in building a web-enabled workflow system for managing employee life-cycle 
processes. They describe how the system was able to successfully manage a large number of employee 
requests, brought reliability, traceability and auditability to employee life-cycle management processes. 
The web-enabled workflow system became a core system for supporting HRM operations.

Section VII, the final section covered in this book is what we call Extended e-HRM Topics. The 
previously described chapters cover topics that fit in a relatively narrow definition of e-HRM, namely 
the use of internet technology-based applications for human resource management strategy and practices 
implementation in organizations. However, within this definition, topics such as e-learning, trade unions 
and IT, virtual teams, information overload, and shared service centers do not fit very well. These are 
topics, though, that definitely interest researchers and practitioners within the e-HRM field. Therefore, 
we have given them a place in our book.

Chapter XXI describes a study on the impact of information technology on individual learning 
processes. The authors of this chapter, Guechtouli and Guechtouli, started with the question of whether 
those technologies can possibly help increase an individual’s competencies in order to improve learning. 
By using agent-based simulation, their results showed that communication through e-mail exchange 
appears to make individuals learn more slowly than on a web forum.
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Michaux, the author of Chapter XXII, presents a study aimed at identifying the main trends and 
international convergences when analyzing the impact of IT on unions and trade unionism, and lists 
the challenges, opportunities, and threats that IT poses to trade unions in industrialized countries. The 
author concludes that there is a tension between the opportunities and threats, which can translate into 
four main types of challenges posed by IT for trade unions.

Chapter XXIII, written by Parot, deals with the question of coordination in virtual teams, more 
specifically how the coordination in such teams takes place. The author starts from the assumption 
that it is either trust or control that is needed for the coordination in virtual teams. By means of a case 
study conducted in a high tech firm, Parot presents findings showing that coordination in virtual teams 
is more formalized and more control-oriented, and that the role of the project manager is essential in 
such teams.

Chapter XXIV is about information overload in the new world of work, written by ter Heerdt and 
Bondarouk. A case study conducted at Microsoft suggested that information overload is not perceived 
as a problem, but as a challenge and a possible future problem. Interestingly, some of the interviewees 
in the case study suggested that the next generation of workers, the NetGen, will be better able to handle 
information overload, as they may have incorporated the search strategies for finding information in a 
large amount of data. The results of this study also seem to contradict the popular belief that the phe-
nomena of information overload is an increasing problem.

Finally, Chapter XXV, written by van Balen and Bondarouk, analyses the popular literature on HRM 
shared service centers. By using a grounded theory approach, the authors analyzed 34 articles in the 
international HRM literature for practitioners. The analysis shows that according to the popular HRM 
literature, brand development or service improvement motivations for deploying HR shared service centers 
lead to more positive impacts and a higher success rate. Solely economic motivations are not enough 
to achieve added value. Further, the anticipated risks are not a good predictor for eventual impacts, and 
finally, HR shared service centers have more positive impacts as they develop over time.

The target audience

This book presents insights gained by leading professionals from research, consultancy, and the e-HRM 
projects practice. Therefore, we believe that the twenty-five chapters of this book provide useful information 
for academic researchers, consultancy firms, university graduates and e-HRM / HRIS practitioners. 

We as editors wish you a very interesting journey through the state-of-the-art of e-HRM research.

Tanya Bondarouk, University of Twente, The Netherlands

Huub Ruël, University of Twente, The Netherlands & American University of Beirut, Lebanon

Karine Guiderdoni-Jourdain, The Institute of Labour Economics and Industrial Sociology (LEST), 
Université de la Méditerranee, France

Ewan Oiry, The Institute of Labour Economics and Industrial Sociology (LEST), Université de la Médi-
terranee, France
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Chapter I
Making Sense of e-HRM: 

Transformation, Technology and Power 
Relations

Steve Foster
University of Hertfordshire, UK

NorthgateArinso, UK

ABstract

Several organisations have adopted e-HRM technology as a platform for achieving transformational 
change, improving HR operational processes, allowing distributed access to employees / managers and 
providing better decision support. However, as a consultant working in this field, the author regularly 
encounters organisations that fail to take advantage of the transformational potential of e-HRM, particu-
larly those in the United Kingdom public sector. This chapter argues that the concepts of sense-making 
and technological frames may explain the inertia experienced in some organisations. It contends that 
the analysis of technological frame domains provides a valuable lens for understanding and interpret-
ing e-HRM, where high levels of frame incongruence may act as a barrier to transformational change. 
Research suggests that power relations between key groups of stakeholders, in particular HR Managers 
and line managers, may influence these frames and shape attitudes to technology. This approach may 
also provide the basis for strategies to manage e-HRM related change more effectively. Using a grounded 
theory approach, the research, currently work in progress in support of a professional doctorate (DBA), 
investigates how United Kingdom public sector organisations make sense of, plan for and implement 
HR technology.

The Transformative Effect of 
e-HRM

A wide range of Human Resources (HR) pro-
cesses and information can now be managed 
and devolved to line managers and employees 

through web-based technologies using e-HRM 
(‘electronic Human Resource Management’), with 
potentially significant benefits in terms of cost 
reduction and improved service levels (Ashton, 
2001; CedarCrestone, 2006). Organisations make 
a significant investment of time and resource in 
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implementing e-HRM, with more than $1.5bn pa 
being spent in Western Europe on related software 
and implementation (Lykkegaard, 2007). At least 
91% of midsize and large US organisations claim 
to be using web based HR technology in some way 
(Keebler & Rhodes, 2002).

As a consultant working in the e-HRM field, 
the author has observed that organisations typically 
choose one of three paths when implementing HR 
technology:

•	 Replication: Simply re-creating the content 
and functions of the existing system(s)—
this is typically an IT ‘refresh’ activity, 
often because existing technology becomes 
non-viable or is simply out of date. There is 
generally no intention to restructure HR/
Payroll services.

•	 Enhancement: New systems provide ad-
ditional functionality (such as self-service, 
improved integration and reporting) but are 
intended to have only an evolutionary impact 
on the overall HR service delivery model.

•	 Transformational: Involving a revolution-
ary restructuring of HR service delivery, 
including the use of service centres, out-
sourcing and business partnering. E-HRM 
effectively becomes an enabler for these new 
approaches. 

Reddington, Williamson & Withers (2005) 
claim that the greatest benefits of e-HRM arise when 
transformational outcomes are pursued and clearly, 
HR technology has a role to play in supporting the 
transformation effort. As Boroughs, Palmer and 
Hunter (2008) observe, “The development of human 
resources is bound inextricably to the technology 
that serves it” (p.3). While HR transformation 
appears to be the Holy Grail of e-HRM, the term 
‘transformation’ itself is problematic, since it is 
often mis-used and abused, covering a range of 
activities from simple process redesign through 
to dramatic change. One definition that seems 
to capture the general spirit of current usage is 
“the process of recreating or reinventing the HR 

function—such as re-engineering, restructuring, 
implementing new systems or a new HR service 
delivery model, outsourcing or co-sourcing—with 
the specific intent of enhancing HR’s contribution 
to the business” (Mercer, 2007). 

Although a recent study by the UK’s professional 
HR body, the Chartered Institute for Personnel and 
Development (CIPD, 2006), provided evidence that 
organisations are beginning to use technology to en-
able HR transformation, in practice, the main focus 
of many software implementation projects remains 
administrative efficiency and HR operational cost 
reduction rather than strategic, transformational 
outcomes (Ball, 2001). As Broderick & Boudreau 
(1992) note, “most organisational investments in 
HR information technology support only a narrow 
range of administrative decisions” (p.9) and the 
author’s own experience suggests that the state-
ment remains largely true. Projects often pursue a 
replication or enhancement strategy, implementing 
basic functionality during the first phase, then fail 
to capitalise on the full transformative potential of 
the investment in subsequent phases. 

Research literature typically explains the im-
pact of e-HRM technology on HR transformation 
under three, non-exclusive themes. The first of 
these sees technology as creating more time to be 
strategic—as HR processes become more efficient, 
HR functions are able to devote greater time to 
strategic matters. For example, Snell, Stuebner 
& Lepak (2002), suggest that e-HRM technology 
enables organisations to become not only cost-
efficient, but also strategic and flexible, shifting the 
emphasis towards people management processes. 
The introduction of initiatives such as HR Busi-
ness Partners, a concept championed by Ulrich 
(1997), is therefore enabled through the automa-
tion of transactional work. Several other writers, 
including Davenport (1993); Gourley & Connolly 
(1996); Hannon et al (1996); Liff (1997) and Tyson 
& Selbie (2004) also refer to this transitioning 
theme. Clearly, HR functions need to devote time 
to strategic activity—Lawler & Mohrman (2003) 
found that successful HR functions tend to invest 
more time in planning, organisational design and 



  3

Making Sense of e-HRM

development, career planning and management 
development. However, we can be sure that the link 
is co-relational not causal—simply having more 
time will not make the function more strategic, 
even though most studies are light on explaining 
how the transition will take place. 

Another common theme is that transformation 
is achieved through the greater use of strategic in-
formation, which refocuses the HR function. While 
technology has a strong capability for ‘Automating’, 
it also has the capacity for ‘Informating’ (a term 
first used by Zuboff in 1988), where informating 
refers to generating new forms of information to 
empower managers and provide data that HR spe-
cialists can strategically act upon. Othman (2003) 
for example, refers to the ‘informated workplace’. 
Lawler & Mohrman (2003) found that the greater 
use of information technology may be associated 
with HR being more of a business partner, arguing 
that “..it is much easier for HR to gather strategic 
data and analyze them in ways that can contribute 
to forming and implementing business strategy” 
(p.21). At its boldest, technology provides oppor-
tunities for virtual and networked organisations, 
linking e-learning to knowledge management and 
the potential for new HR business models.

A third theme is the symbolic nature of tech-
nology. Kossek et al. (1994) have noted the role of 
technology in strategic positioning, that can “practi-
cally and symbolically represent the transforma-
tion of Human Resources into a strategic business 
partner” (p.137). Likewise, Tansley, Newell & 
Williams (2001) contend that technology plays a 
critical part in driving HR transformation, acting 
as a stimulus for a fresh approach to Human Re-
source practices and new employment relationships. 
Kovach et al (2002) conclude that the engagement 
of line managers in implementing HR technology 
exposes line managers to HR issues and gives them 
better appreciation of HR practices, with significant 
outcomes for HR transformation. The introduction 
of technology therefore makes a statement about 
transformational intent and becomes a powerful 
vehicle for driving change. 

e-HRM and the UK Public  
Sector

The UK Public Sector generally has a poor repu-
tation for Human Resource Management, being 
associated with low status, low influence roles 
and representing an ‘enclave’ in the personnel 
profession (Lupton & Shaw, 2001). While some 
research (Kelly & Gennard, 1996) found that some 
Personnel1 Directors have developed a strategic 
role in managing the consequences of government 
changes, in others, the HR role has declined, as 
industrial relations issues have seemingly become 
less critical. Evidence seems to support the idea that 
the HR function in the public sector is relatively 
immature and less sophisticated than its private 
sector counterparts (Harris, 2002). 

As a result of the Gershon Report (Gershon, 
2004), there has been pressure on the UK Public 
Sector to become more efficient, by reducing over-
staffing and inefficiency. Transformation of the 
HR function has therefore become a key priority 
in recent years, awakening an interest in technol-
ogy. Although e-HRM has been widely used by 
the private sector over recent years, many public 
sector organisations are now embarking on a pro-
gramme of investment in e-HRM as part of their 
transformation strategy, providing an excellent 
research platform for investigating perceptions 
of technology, its role and the approaches taken 
towards implementation.

The e-HRM Landscape

One barrier to greater understanding of HR 
technology is that a multiplicity of terminology 
is used—HRIS, HRMS, web portals, e-HR and, 
of course, e-HRM, all of which serve to confuse 
potential users. However, for the purposes of this 
chapter, the term ‘e-HRM’ will refer to a fully 
integrated, organisation-wide electronic network 
of HR related data, information, services, data-
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bases, tools, applications and transactions, best 
summarised as:

The application of any technology enabling manag-
ers and employees to have direct access to HR and 
other workplace services for communication, per-
formance reporting, team management, knowledge 
management and learning…in addition to admin-
istrative applications. (Watson-Wyatt, 2002)

Figure 1 highlights the wide range of func-
tionality contained within contemporary e-HRM 
technology:

Functionality may be categorised into two 
areas, each of which has different but significant 
transformational potential. The first of these (Pro-
cess Technology—lower half) provides support 
for basic transactions, now well-established and 
the foundation of all commercial HR technology. 
These functions include managing payroll, personal 
/ organisational data and routine administration 
and are aimed at reducing costs and achieving 
HR operational efficiencies through automation. 

The second group, shown in the upper half, are 
‘Human Capital’ functions, aimed at supporting 
people management activities such as performance 
management, skills profiling and analytics. Because 
of the wider impact on business outcomes, these 
functions are more strategically oriented. It has 
been suggested elsewhere (Foster, 2006) that the 
term ‘e-Human Capital Management’, or ‘e-HCM’ 
should be used to describe these more sophisticated 
applications of HR technology. 

This model, developed by the author, has proved 
to be highly useful as a strategic planning tool to 
demonstrate the ‘art of the possible’. In reality, 
the impact of HR technology is likely to be some 
combination of process and human capital func-
tions, analysis of which is beyond this chapter. 
However, the breadth of literature on these themes 
is rich enough to suggest that definitions of e-HRM 
which focus only on operational or administrative 
outcomes are likely to be inadequate. 

While organisations are becoming more sophis-
ticated and ambitious in their use of e-HRM, many 
HR professionals and line managers continue to 

Figure 1. e-HRM landscape
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lack a clear knowledge of its transformative effect. 
For some, technology is seen as little more than 
an ‘electronic filing cabinet’, a basic repository 
of data, with little understanding of its potential 
for enabling change. As we have seen from the e-
HRM landscape model (Figure 1), there is now a 
bewildering choice of functionality available, either 
as a module in a company-wide ERP solution, as 
standalone ‘best-of-breed’ software or as a series 
of modules in traditional HR software. Arguably, 
e-HRM technology is advancing faster than many 
organisations are able to comprehend and imple-
ment what is available, raising questions about 
how organisations make sense of what technology 
can offer. This has critical implications for the ap-
proach to e-HRM.

Making sense of e-HRM

The concept of sense-making has its roots in the 
personal construct theories of Kelly (1955), which 
see our understanding of the world as a social pro-
cess. Organisations are essentially a collection of 
people trying to make sense of what is happening 
around them through interpretations, translating 
events, developing models for understanding and 
assembling conceptual schemes—mapping out 
their world to create an intelligible whole (Daft & 
Weick, 1984). E-HRM takes place exclusively in 
an organizational setting, with technologies that 
are often new and unfamiliar. In order to interact 
with technology, people first have to make sense 
of it; in this sense-making process, users develop 
assumptions, expectations and knowledge of the 
technology, which then serve to shape subsequent 
actions toward it. These perceptions have a power-
ful influence on expectations—Ginzberg (1981) 
showed how users’ expectations of technology 
influenced their perceptions of it and how cogni-
tive and ‘micro-level processes’ became important 
to understanding these perceptions. The mental 
models formed when exploring technology are 
important sense-making devices during processes 

of organizational change (Bartunek & Moch, 1987). 
As Weick (2005 p.411) states “sense-making starts 
with chaos and involves labelling and categorising 
to stabilise the streaming of experience, connecting 
the abstract with the concrete”. This idea of creating 
‘order out of chaos’ will be familiar to anyone who 
has been involved in a technology project, where 
goals are discovered through social processes in-
volving argument and debate (Daft, 1986). 

If we accept that the use of e-HRM is funda-
mental to HR transformation, then being able to 
comprehend, plan for and ultimately implement 
e-HRM becomes a core organisational capability, 
not just for HR teams, but for all business lead-
ers. Various explanations are available as to why 
organisations differ in their ability to make sense 
of e-HRM. One useful concept here is the idea of 
‘absorptive capacity’. Zahra and George (2002), 
adopting the earlier work of Cohen and Leventhal 
(1990), define absorptive capacity as the acquisi-
tion, assimilation, transformation and exploitation 
of knowledge to produce a new organisational 
capability. Those with higher absorptive capacity 
(i.e. those better able to make sense of its potential) 
will naturally be better able to exploit technology2. 
Likewise, group learning processes may also be 
seen as important mechanisms in understanding 
and developing technological knowledge. Bond-
arouk (2006) argues that acceptance of technology 
is related to group learning processes, which can 
only be achieved through complex interactions. 
Using Kolb’s (1984) learning theory, Bondarouk 
describes a 5 step action-oriented group learning 
approach where individuals start to use technology 
in a haphazard way and gradually, through shared 
understanding, mutual adjustment occurs in which 
the use of technology is agreed.

Technological frames

Orlikowski & Gash (1994) argue that the concept of 
‘technological frames’ offers a useful analytic per-
spective for explaining and anticipating actions and 
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meaning. Frames are related to sense-making and 
personal constructs, being cognitive structures or 
mental models that are held by individuals, typically 
operating in the background with both facilitating 
and constraining effects. These individual frames 
of reference have been described as “a built-up 
repertoire of tacit knowledge that is used to impose 
structure upon, and impart meaning to, otherwise 
ambiguous social and situational information to 
facilitate understanding” (Gioia, 1986 p.56). They 
have a powerful effect on people’s assumptions, 
expectations and knowledge about the purpose, 
context, importance and role of technology. Frames 
can be both positive and negative—where they are 
positive, there is shared understanding and mutual-
ity, whereas negative frames can become “psychic 
prisons” that inhibit learning because people “can-
not look at old problems in a new light and attack 
old challenges with different and more powerful 
tools—they cannot reframe” (1991 p.4). 

E-HRM implementation projects are often 
intensely political in nature, due to the challenges 
associated with the cost of investment and the 
changes to ways of working that are involved. 
Strong frame congruence may therefore be seen as 
a critical pre-requisite of project success and where 
frame incongruence exists, difficulties and conflict 
may arise. Orlikowski & Gash (1994), researching 
the introduction of Lotus Notes into a consultancy 
organisation, found that three ‘domains’ charac-
terised interpretations of technology:

•	 Technology in use: People’s understanding 
of how the technology will be used on a day-
to-day basis.

•	 Nature of technology: People’s images of 
the technology and their understanding of 
its capabilities and functionality.

•	 Technology strategy: Their understanding 
of why the organisation acquired and imple-
mented the technology.

The current research is aimed at exploring 
how various organisational actors make sense of 

e-HRM by examining how the various frames of 
reference between stakeholders shape the planning 
and development of e-HRM, both before and during 
implementation. It suggests that this understanding 
is critical to an organisation’s ability to plan for and 
ultimately deliver HR transformation. If stakehold-
ers are unable to make sense of technology and 
agree common (congruent) technological frames, 
as a minimum there will be issues of resistance 
and potentially significant barriers to progressing 
beyond administration towards transformational 
HR. 

Research Methodology

Approach

The underlying methodology of the research is 
based on the formative work on grounded theory 
by Glaser & Strauss (1967). Grounded theory is 
an inductive approach to theory development that 
attempts to account for observed behaviour through 
a series of theoretical propositions. In this case, 
the focus is on how organisations make sense of 
e-HRM, its use as a transformational tool, how it 
is perceived by HR and line managers and how 
those perceptions are manifested through to final 
implementation and use.

Research Sample & Approach

Several methods were used to collect data, the 
primary method being a series of semi-structured 
interviews. Research also included documentary 
analysis, workshops, participatory observation 
and the maintenance of a reflective diary. Inter-
views were aimed at obtaining an insight into 
the sense-making processes of human resource 
professionals and line managers with regard to 
the use of e-HRM technology. Participants were 
drawn from public sector organisations at dif-
ferent stages of their implementation of e-HRM 
technology, a mix of consultancy clients of the 
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author or obtained via direct approaches through 
networking at conferences, events etc. Participants 
either used, or expected to use, a range of software 
products to meet their e-HRM needs. Some initial 
screening was performed against participants to 
understand the current stage of their project and 
whether reasonable access could be granted. The 
organisations participating were:

•	 6 Local Councils (with extended access to 
one Council)

•	 1 regional police constabulary
•	 2 Government agencies
•	 1 Health Authority

To date, 41 interviews have been conducted, 
including HR professionals, HR Directors and line 
managers on an individual basis, plus a series of 
group workshop discussions with line managers. 
Interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 2 hours 
and were recorded and transcribed for analysis. 
Interviewees were encouraged to engage in a broad-
ranging discussion in order to provoke responses, 
rather than the interviewer being a ‘speaking 
questionnaire’. Views were invited on the context 
of e-HRM, including an insight into what progress 
had been made with technology, concerns relat-
ing to its introduction and their perceptions of the 
impact of technology. They were also asked about 
the role of the HR function and the people manage-
ment capability of the organisation. Line manager 
access has proved to be challenging—experience 
suggests that HR managers are protective of their 
‘customers’ and initially act as gatekeepers. They 
are often reluctant to give permission to meet line 
managers until they have at least been through the 
research process themselves. 

Key Themes

A prototype template analysis approach was used 
to analyse interviews. Although originally intended 

to provide context for the technology discussion, 
two key themes arose consistently throughout:

Theme 1: Risk-averse, bureaucratic and under-
valued—An HR function under pressure.

It was no surprise to find that interviews sup-
ported the stereotypical idea of a public sector HR 
function, struggling to establish a credible repu-
tation and highly concerned with demonstrating 
value. The HR functions studied were typically 
working under great pressure, with sub-optimal 
resources, often failing to deliver a good service. 
Line managers were especially critical of the qual-
ity of HR service delivered:

They don’t give a s**t [Council, Line Manager]

And:

We get a c**p service [Council, Line Manager]

All too often, interviews portrayed organisa-
tions as highly rule-bound and bureaucratic. Line 
managers frequently expressed a concern that the 
HR function was defensive, risk averse and often 
uninterested in strategic people development is-
sues:

We’re probably a bit more slaves to the rules of the 
processes here. I think probably we made things a 
bit difficult for ourselves in areas—we do tend to 
tie ourselves up in knots and I do think it sets us 
back, a different way with more freedom would be 
good. [Council, Line Manager]

Even HR Managers confess a tendency to: 

Play it safe, rather than make a decision which needs 
to be made. We’re less bold in making decisions, 
we’re good at administrative decisions but less bold 
on big decisions. [Council, HR Manager]
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For many line managers, it seems that HR is 
‘only there for the bad things in life’, rather than 
providing strategic support for organisation devel-
opment activities:

HR is much more like a sort of emergency plumber 
service, there to give us help when things go wrong, 
such as where we have a long-term sickness issue 
or for sorting out the back-office processes like 
salaries and sickness. [Council, Line Manager]

The lack of strategic focus or direction was a 
source of frustration for managers:

I’m not sure we’ve all got a shared understand-
ing of what the hell they’re supposed to be doing. 
I think that’s the problem. For me, it’s a people 
business; we should have a very strategic view 
of what the role of our HR support is. [Council, 
Line Manager]

Of course, the meaning of ‘strategic’ in public 
sector HR terms invites wide interpretation, beyond 
the scope of this chapter. For one HR manager, 
strategic had a very operational meaning:

Strategic means assessing the policies, making sure 
the council operates in a consistent way and like 
any organisation employing people, that people 
abide by it. [Council, HR Manager]

One recurring theme was that line managers 
seemed to appreciate the contribution of individual 
HR people but were dismissive of the function as a 
whole. A complex relationship exists between line 
managers and functional HR staff that is beyond 
this chapter to explore.

Theme 2: Line Managers are perceived as lacking 
people management capability.

A second major theme was a series of strong 
concerns about the capability of line managers 
in their people management role. HR managers 

expressed this in terms of a frustration with line 
management’s need for constant ‘hand-holding’ 
whenever people management issues arose. A 
common view was that:

Some managers would like HR to come along 
and take away the people management function. 
[Council, HR Manager] 

HR teams were typically cynical about the abil-
ity of line managers to cope with managing people 
and were critical of their ability to perform basic 
tasks such as attendance interviews, grievance 
discussions, or running performance management 
processes. As one HR manager stated: 

I see it time and time again, one recent example is 
where a senior manager was in a terrible state, she 
had never thought that as part of being a manager, 
she would find herself in an employment tribunal, 
she didn’t have the skills to manage the situation. 
[Council HR Manager]

Line managers themselves commented that 
their colleagues:

Won’t face up to their responsibilities, disciplinary 
processes can take forever because the managers 
don’t like disciplining, grasping the nettle and 
dealing with it. [Council Line Manager]

An often expressed sentiment was that line 
managers tend to see people management as a 
secondary activity to the ‘real’ management duties 
of managing a budget and providing an opera-
tional service, describing people management as 
“a necessary evil” [Council, Line Manager]. Some 
HR managers were even forgiving of poor people 
management:

There are some managers for whom it’s impossible, 
they’re managing huge numbers of people, there 
is legislation which requires them to work within 
boundaries, they don’t have the luxury to be good 
people managers. [Council, HR manager]
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However, one organisation, a Government 
Agency, saw the development of managerial ca-
pability as so important that they defined it as a 
key driver in their e-HRM strategy, seeking a need 
for a transformation in management culture and 
the HR approach:

That’s part of the culture change, we’ve been trying 
to give managers more accountability and trust. It’s 
been a hard year for the centre, because they feel 
they have to check everything—we said we’re not 
going to be checking everything in future. Some of 
the managers think everything will get checked. 
[Government Agency, HR Manager]

Although not stated so explicitly, other HR 
managers expressed an aspiration that improved 
line management capability may be an additional 
outcome of the e-HRM investment, where technol-
ogy acts as the ‘symbolic’ representation of a new 
way of working (see Tansley, Newell & Williams, 
2001).

Theory Development

Following the structure proposed by Orlikowski & 
Gash (1994), research findings were analysed from 
the perspective of an interpretative technological 
frames model using the prototype template analysis 
structure. The three core technological domains 
form the basis for comparing differing views about 
the use, nature and strategy of technology, revealing 
varying degrees of frame congruence and some 
significant frame incongruence.

Technology in use: People’s understanding of how 
the technology will be used on a day-to-day basis. 
This domain addresses the operational perception 
of e-HRM—that is, how technology is being (or 
will be) used to support HR delivery, particularly 
in administrative areas. Without exception, HR 
managers were enthusiastic about the automating 
impact of e-HRM:

What we’re really hoping in terms of the new com-
puter system we’re introducing is that it will take 
away some of that pressure, particularly on some 
of the administrative things which will now be done 
automatically. We are relying very much on this new 
system doing that. [Council, HR Manager]

HR managers tended to assume that managers 
would intuitively understand the benefits of using 
the technology, making assumptions about how 
readily they would adapt to e-HRM in daily use: 

Managers will see the benefits quickly… they’re not 
stupid, they will see it. There’ll be a bit of work, 
but a lot of gain. So I’m hoping that there will be 
a balance and the fact that there is a vast amount 
of information available to them that they will 
actually appreciate that overall it is a good thing 
for them. [Council, HR Manager]

Line managers often had a different view on 
the benefits that had been achieved:

 
There was an attempt at trying to tell us what the 
benefits were but I don’t think I’ve reaped those ben-
efits yet. [Government Agency, Line Manager]

We were all trained some time ago, it may be that I 
haven’t picked up on some of this. I think it’s quite 
difficult. [Council, Line Manager]

Far from seeing the benefits, there was a sense 
that HR had simply transferred its work in another 
form:

I remember leaving the training session and think-
ing, well that’s another load of extra work for me 
for no perceived benefits. I don’t mind putting extra 
effort in if I’m going to get something tangible 
at the end of it, and I just thought well here we 
go, we’ve a great deal more to do. [Government 
Agency, Line Manager]
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There was quite a bit of resentment initially about 
the system and I have to say my team were quite 
sympathetic, saying this is going to give you a lot 
more work and feeling sorry for me and they were 
kind. [Government Agency, Line Manager]

Even HR managers expressed cynicism at the 
benefits argument:

Let’s be honest, however you dress self-service up, 
you’re giving them an additional task to do that 
they didn’t do before, that work doesn’t actually 
go away and if you transfer it over you can fool 
yourself into thinking you’ve actually made some 
efficiency savings and you haven’t. [Council, HR 
Manager]

Others had a desire to return to more traditional 
ways of working:

I always preferred the old system, where once a year 
you get a manual form and confirmed. This system 
doesn’t pick up those people who have forgotten 
or can’t be bothered to tell you they’ve moved 
home whereas it it’s just relying on remembering 
to go in. It all sounds a bit dodgy. [Council, Line 
Manager]

I think it’s good for processing between the manag-
ers and HR but I think between the staff and the 
managers it’s cut the tie a little bit [Government 
Agency, Line Manager]

Some HR Managers expressed frustration at 
negative line management responses to e-HRM 
and recognised the need to embed the technology 
deeply into a new way of working:

I think they want the accountability but they don’t 
want to fully own the responsibility that goes with 
it. I think managers do kind of want it both ways. 
The organisation is saying one thing and allow-
ing another. We have to follow it through, let’s say 
it much firmly, much more clearly. [Council HR 
Manager]

Although managers often placed a high value on 
improved management reporting, they were gener-
ally far less ambitious in their expectations than 
HR managers, often questioning whether e-HRM 
functionality would be relevant to them:

I’m not sure [managers] would want too many 
fancy functions because they don’t have very much 
freedom to act anyway… more sophisticated tools 
wouldn’t be that much use to them. [Council, Line 
Manager]

Although there is a broad level of agreement 
about the potential of e-HRM for administrative 
improvements, with high expectations about how 
it will be delivered, there appears to be a mismatch 
of views about e-HRM in practice, revealing short-
comings in the way that the new systems had been 
implemented.

Nature of Technology: people’s images of the 
technology and their understanding of its capabili-
ties and functionality.

This domain deals with the overall capabilities 
and potential of e-HRM and the perceived impact 
on the roles of HR and line managers. HR managers 
generally held a highly positive view of e-HRM 
capabilities, with several describing it in terms of 
a ‘magic bullet’, solving a variety of process prob-
lems. This is not uncommon in IT projects and can 
lead to highly unrealistic expectations (Markus & 
Benjamin, 1997). For example:

Self-service is going through meteoric development, 
isn’t it, in terms of the potential of what it can do, 
there’s nothing that we can’t do through self-service. 
[Council, HR Manager]

Some HR managers saw e-HRM as a form of 
‘expert system’, not just managing transactions 
but helping managers decide what to do next, in 
the form of online alerts to prompt actions. As one 
HR manager stated:
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It would be the manager’s friend—basically the 
manager would relate completely to that system 
and it would help him or her actually manage their 
staff. It gives them all the information they need, 
members might say we need to know the turnover 
in your area. In future, no matter what the person-
nel question is that comes up—I want the manager 
to feel confident they can interrogate the system 
easily and out it comes in a report. [Council, HR 
Manager]

Others were more realistic, yet saw the enabling 
potential:

It’s partly about being an enabler, a large percentage 
of the personnel staff are out there professionally 
qualified, and I would like them to be using that 
as much as possible which means having fewer 
of them and fewer of them passing bits of paper, 
also it’s much more motivating for them. [Council, 
HR Manager]

Others saw e-HRM as an opportunity to make a 
step change in the maturity of the HR function: 

There were two drivers really, one was definitely 
efficiency to get the cost of the service down and 
the other driver was to get a more modern and 
professional service to meet the needs of the busi-
ness. They were the two catalysts of change really, 
efficiency and modernising the service. [Govern-
ment Agency, HR Manager]

HR teams often tended to see the implemen-
tation of e-HRM as having a positive impact on 
line manager roles, giving them a set of powerful 
tools to manage their staff. Indeed, a commonly 
held view was that once implemented, e-HRM 
had helped to raise the profile of the HR function 
as a result:

I think a year ago, some managers would have 
thought ‘I don’t know what HR does’, but they are 
now trying to use HR technology to link into their 

systems, their processes which in turn makes it 
better for everybody. [Council, HR Manager]

From an HR management perspective, e-HRM 
was often expected to have major impact on 
management accountability. Some organisations 
had integrated e-HRM into other management 
activity:

We do other things around reporting so that on the 
personnel intranet site you can set an alert which 
tells you for example when the latest turnover fig-
ures for your department are available so I’ll do 
a report, put it on the intranet and you get an alert 
telling you about it. [Council, HR Manager]

Others saw e-HRM as a tool to monitor the 
activities of line managers, perhaps even ‘weeding 
out’ the weaker managers:

When I ask them what they’ve done about absence, 
with this new system, they can’t say they don’t know. 
[Government Agency, HR Manager]

With the system now, we can do compliance reports 
on who has done appraisals, who hasn’t, who has 
recorded absence and who hasn’t, and they are 
regular kind of reports… it goes to the Directors, 
it goes to members, they go to the chief executive. 
[Council HR Manager]

In fairness, many respondents were pragmatic 
about the ‘policing’ role of e-HRM:

I don’t think that technology is seen as the tool for 
policing us. Managers can get a breakdown of 
absence and there are lots of reports available for 
monitoring so in that sense they are getting some-
thing out of the system. Staff may not have cottoned 
on to that yet but I personally think it’s great that 
we’ve got the information there and we can do 
something about it. [Council, Line Manager]
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It will take us out of the role of chasing managers, 
having to police them, instead the system should 
help them and only that small minority of managers 
that aren’t capable will say the system is coercing 
them, that the technology isn’t delivering. [Council, 
HR Manager]

However, interviews revealed major frame 
incongruence with regard to the capabilities and 
outcomes of e-HRM; whereas HR managers saw a 
step change in their capability, line managers often 
did not recognise or acknowledge the transforma-
tional outcomes or where e-HRM might change or 
enhance their line roles.

Technology Strategy: People’s understanding of 
why the organisation acquired and implemented 
the technology.

This domain addresses the more strategic 
aspects of e-HRM and is particularly relevant to 
transformational objectives. Unless actors have a 
common point of reference and clear understand-
ing of the transformational effect of e-HRM, a 
process-focused strategy is likely, so strong frame 
congruence about the strategic objectives of e-HRM 
would appear to be a pre-requisite. However, we 
find very different frames of reference among the 
two key stakeholder groups. Some HR Managers 
took the view that e-HRM would lead to a ‘time-
shift’ transformation, where the automation or 
devolvement of administrative workload would 
allow the HR function to concentrate on strategic 
issues. Others saw a more active, direct transfor-
mational impact of e-HRM, where the technology 
itself would enable higher levels of managerial 
capability: 

Eventually, we want to reduce HR administration, 
but also it’s about strategic change, giving line 
managers the tools to be more effective, that’s what 
it boils down to, putting things online, Personal 
Development Reviews, sickness etc. we’re giving 
you all that technology, they will have to deal with 
it in future. [Police Authority/HR manager]

There is a chain—the technology can drive changes 
in the way that managers operate and the way we 
recruit—I also get really enthusiastic about this. 
[Council HR Manager]

Expectations of a transformational impact were 
high among many HR managers, many believing 
that technology would change their role at the stra-
tegic level by improving managerial capability. This 
view was also shared by some line managers: 

It was always seen as a way of helping managers 
do their job better with better management infor-
mation, understanding learning and development 
interventions, looking at their record of attendance, 
all of those things, so it was more a tool to do your 
job but not the end in itself. [Government Agency, 
HR Manager]

The other aspect to it is that you’d hope that not 
only will it allow us to take out posts across the 
organisation, but if set up properly it should allow 
mangers to manage their teams in a better way. 
[Council Line Manager]

There is also evidence in this domain that e-
HRM has had a transformational impact. When 
asked about the relationship between HR and line 
managers, one HR Director responded that:

Yes, the good ones use the information or know 
the information is there and will ask us to get 
more involved in professional issues rather than 
processes. The less good ones will still complain 
about having to do personnel work. [Council, HR 
Manager]

The whole system coming has completely changed 
their perceptions they are now beginning to see the 
value of it, to take away the tedious systems and 
they’ll see it pay back for all the work they’ve put 
in, I see self service as a starting point. [Govern-
ment Agency, HR Manager] 
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While there were doubts about the true transfor-
mational potential of e-HRM, several line managers 
also saw see the strategic potential of technology, 
although they also questioned the capability of 
the HR function to deliver the strategic potential. 
Some HR interviewees were well aware of the 
limitations of technology: 

The system won’t make us strategic—because we 
have to believe we are already strategic. [Council, 
HR Manager]

However, one interviewee responded:

No, I think that’s rubbish. I think because of the 
nature of HR you are driven operationally. I think 
the biggest barrier is professionals not having 
the capability to be strategic and really focusing. 
[Council HR Manager]

However, some managers were highly cynical 
about the likely impact of e-HRM:

My feeling is that time will just be swallowed up 
with day to day work. I’ve never yet seen—and one 
of the reasons why I’ve been a bit of a wet blanket 
in terms of supporting the system—I’ve never yet 
seen a successful personnel system and I’ve seen 
three. The reason is they all get watered down and 
Personnel say “we can’t do this” and managers 
don’t get engaged and the managers say that it does 
nothing for them. [Council, Line Manager]

Even where there are transformational aspira-
tions, the ability of the function to realise those 
aspirations in the form of detailed plans is weak. 
As one HR professional said: 

I don’t think we’ve thought it through. We know 
we’re going to save some costs, but beyond that 
we don’t really know what to expect. [Council, 
HR Manager]

One finding of concern was that HR Business 
Partners (those staff directly supporting line manag-

ers in an internal consultancy role) tended to avoided 
involvement in e-HRM projects, seeing little or no 
relevance to technology beyond administration. It 
has been difficult to test this technological frame, 
since several planned interviews with Business 
Partners were cancelled at short notice. It may be 
that this subset of HR managers underestimates 
or misunderstands the potential transformational 
impact of technology, which would also restrict the 
scope of transformation programmes. Attempts will 
be made to explore this frame further as research 
progresses. 

Analysis of Findings

Interviews reveal that HR managers and line man-
agers have very different views of technology in 
terms of its day-to-day use, capability and strate-
gic value. Using the technological frames model 
developed by Orlikowski and Gash (ibid.), we can 
compare attitudes along the three core technologi-
cal sense-making domains. Table 1 summarizes 
the key themes from interviews in tabular form 
against these domains:

There is an irony lurking here—while the 
HR function regards technology as an enabler of 
transformation and a tool to enhance its strategic 
impact, if the line managers it serves doubt the gen-
eral strategic capability, why should they trust HR 
management to introduce a strategic HR system? 
A poor track record of strategic HR engagement is 
more likely to lead to a belief that technology will 
also be poorly implemented. If this is true, then an 
analysis of e-HRM limited to the three technologi-
cal domains may provide an inadequate explana-
tion of sense-making processes. We must also 
examine the context in which technology operates, 
in particular the power relations between groups 
of stakeholders, forming a three-way relationship 
to technology. This is consistent with Klein and 
Kleinman (2002), who argue that power relations 
play a key role in the social shaping of technology. 
As a result, the following proposition is made:
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Table 1. Technological frames for HR managers and line managers

STAKEHOLDERS

DOMAIN How HR Managers see e-HRM How Line managers see e-HRM

Technology in use Managers will understand and use the system and 
will intuitively grasp the system
The manager’s friend: alerts, warnings, guidance

Technology takes lot of time to get working and needs 
an investment from users to get benefits; it’s just one 
more thing to learn
HR is ‘dumping its dirty work’
Those with experience feel that that the system doesn’t 
help them much

Nature of technology Initially see technology as a way of reducing the 
cost of HR operations, reduced headcount
Technology seen as a magic bullet, expert system, 
giving them greater control over non-compliant 
managers
Believe that e-HRM will make managers better at 
their roles
Believe e-HRM will produce better HR information

Technology should bring about process improvement
“These things never work”.
Technology not likely to be ‘sold’ to managers prop-
erly.
Assume that better management information will be 
delivered
Cynicism that it will lead to meta-regulation from the 
centre

Technology strategy Strategic aspiration often limited to administration 
and HR services
Desire to make long-term shift in HR function (time 
shift)
Doubt that technology will bring about a shift in 
strategic focus
Technology is unlikely to impact on professional 
HR roles

Technology is an opportunity (but only one among 
many other strategies)
HR needs to prove its operational capability before 
they can be trusted to implement technology

Table 2. Power relations: Moderating frames

DOMAIN HR Manager View Line Manager View

HR function  
strategic capability

Under valued 
Lack good information or know how to use it
Technology will improve strategic information 

HR is bureaucratic and policy driven
Value individual HR people but not the function as a 
whole
No clear idea of the role and strategy of HR
Doubt that HR can deliver strategic e-HRM

Management 
capability

Managers need a lot of ‘hand holding to manage people
Managers don’t understand their people management 
responsibilities
Technology will improve managerial capability + 
weed out the weak managers

People management sometimes seen as a ‘necessary 
evil’, secondary to operations 
Colleagues won’t face up to their people management 
responsibilities 
No coherent view on technology

Context is critical: technological frames are 
moderated by the power relations between groups 
of actors, in this case, the mutual opinions of HR 
teams and line managers.

One particularly revealing interview with a 
Local Council Line Manager highlighted the need 
for transformational e-HRM decisions to be taken 
in the context of a clear HR strategy, by a credible 
HR function:

Without a clear vision of where the authority needs 
to be, we’re struggling to fit with HR initiatives, it’s 
still an authority with glib statements about what it 
wants to do. If it embeds properly, the information 
will be invaluable in helping to develop a strategic 
approach, but without the information, no, it will 
struggle to be any more than something that en-
hances processes. [Council, Line Manager]

Table 2 sets out these additional ‘power rela-
tions’ domains, examining how HR managers 
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and line managers see one another. For example, 
whereas HR managers are likely to believe that 
e-HRM will improve strategic information, line 
managers often doubt that the HR function has 
the ability to deliver strategic e-HRM and deliver 
transformative change. Sadly, one key area of 
frame congruence is with regard to line manager 
capability—line managers believe their colleagues 
don’t take it seriously and HR managers agree with 
this, seeing technology as a means of identifying 
poor managers. One conclusion from this is that 
transformational objectives with regard to technol-
ogy are more likely to be supported and shared 
where good levels of credibility and capability 
are in place.

When viewed in conjunction with the three core 
technological domains, power relations domains 
offer a new insight into the context of e-HRM 
implementation. (see Figure 2)

Discussion and Conclusion

The technology to bring about transformational 
HR change has existed for some time. While some 
organisations have succeeded in e-enabling their 

HR organisation, others have created bold plans 
but have been unable to bring them to fruition. One 
reason for this is that software capability is often far 
ahead of organisational ability to take make sense 
of and take advantage of its potential. As a result, 
greater understanding is needed about the process 
through which organisations define and understand 
e-HRM, as well as how they plan for its use. 

This chapter argues that this process is not 
simply about understanding technology in terms 
of the three core domains (use, nature and strat-
egy), but that power relations between groups of 
stakeholders also moderate attitudes towards it. So, 
where the HR function doubts that line managers 
are capable of managing people effectively, or 
line managers doubt that HR knows how to get 
the best out of technology, there will be an impact 
on expectations of what technology can achieve. 
While there appears to be basic frame congruence 
about e-HRM as an administrative tool, there is 
likewise significant frame incongruence on the 
relevance of e-HRM for achieving transformational 
outcomes. These include a major gap between 
what HR feels it has achieved and the reality of 
those managers that are using it, who can tend to 
feel under-prepared and under-whelmed by their 
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experience. It appears that HR managers and line 
managers lack a common language or frame of 
reference for discussions about technology—as 
long as there is mutual disrespect between the two 
groups about their capabilities, these discussions 
will always be strained. By examining the differ-
ent, often polarised attitudes of line managers and 
HR teams towards technology, we can cast light 
on which frames of reference are shared within 
and across groups and with what consequences. It 
may be that, ironically, organisations which do not 
already have strong HR capability tend to pursue 
technology replication or enhancement strategies 
rather than transformational ones.

An investigation of e-HRM is in itself a sense-
making process and the concept of technological 
frames is proving to be a valuable tool for analysing 
and categorising stakeholder attitudes. Research 
continues into this area and it would benefit from 
greater input by line managers, to understand 
better their relative technological frames and ex-
plore the impact of power relations. Of particular 
value would be to identify the conditions that 
lead to increased or decreased congruence, so 
that transformational objectives could be more 
precisely stated and realised. Frame analysis may 
also prove to be a useful tool in tracking changes 
in the meanings ascribed to technology over time. 
To address this, this research will continue into 
2009 with further interviews planned with line 
managers. It is hoped that this work will make 
an important contribution to real-world usage of 
e-HRM and the development of tools to support 
change management initiatives.

REFERENCES

Ashton, C. (2001). eHR Transforming the HR func-
tion: Business Intelligence.

Ball, K. (2001). The use of human resource in-
formation systems: a survey. Personnel Review, 
30(5/66), 677-693.

Bartunek, J. M., & Moch, M. (1987). First order, 
second order and third order change and orga-
nization development interventions: A cognitive 
approach. Journal of Applied Behavioural Science, 
23(4), 483-500.

Bolman, L. G., & Deal, T. E. (1991). Reframing 
Organizations: Artistry, Choice and Leadership. 
San Francisco, California: Jossey-Bass.

Bondarouk, T. V. (2006). Action-oriented group 
learning in the implementation of information tech-
nologies: results from three case studies. European 
Journal of Information Systems, 15, 42-53.

Boroughs, A., Palmer, L., & Hunter, I. (2008). HR 
Transformation Technology: Delivering Systems to 
Support the New HR Model. Aldershot: Gower.

Broderick, R., & Boudreau, J. W. (1992). Human 
resource management, information technology 
and the competitive edge. The Executive., Spring, 
6(2), 7-17.

CedarCrestone. (2006). CedarCrestone 2006 Hu-
man Capital Survey: Cedar Crestone.

CIPD. (2006). Technology in HR: How to get the 
most out of technology in people management. 
Wimbledon: CIPD.

Cohen, W., & Leventhal, D. A. (1990). Absorp-
tive capacity: A new perspective on learning and 
innovation. Administrative Science Quarterly, 35, 
128-152.

Daft, R. L. (1986). Organization Theory and Design 
(2nd ed.). St. Paul, MN: West.

Daft, R. L., & Weick, K. E. (1984). Toward a model 
of organizations as interpretation systems. Academy 
of Management Review, 9(2), 284-295.

Davenport, T. H. (1993). Process Innovation. Bos-
ton M.A: Harvard Business School Press.

Foster, S. (2006). A high tech future. Payroll Man-
ager’s Review, November 2006, (pp. 38-40).



  17

Making Sense of e-HRM

Gershon, P. (2004). Releasing Resources to the 
Frontline: Independent Review of Public Sector 
Efficiency. In H. Treasury (Ed.).

Ginzberg, M. J. (1981). Early diagnosis of MIS 
implementation failure: Promising results and 
unanswered questions. Management Science, 
27(4), 459–478.

Gioia, D. (1986). The Thinking Organization. San 
Francisco, California: Jossey-Bass.

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The discov-
ery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative 
research. New Tork NY: Aldine.

Gourley, S., & Connolly, P. (1996). HRM and com-
puterised information systems—have we missed 
a link? Paper presented at conference—strategic 
direction of HRM.

Hannon, J., Jelf, G., & Brandes, D. (1996). Human 
resource information systems: operational issues 
and strategic considerations in a global environ-
ment. International Journal of Human Resource 
Management., 7(1).

Harris, L. C. (2002). The future for the HRM 
function in local government: everything has 
changed- but has anything changed? Strategic 
Change, 11, 369-378.

Keebler, T. J., & Rhodes, D. W. (2002). E-HR be-
coming the ‘path of least resistance’. Employment 
Relations Today, 29(2), 57-66.

Kelly, & Gennard, J. (1996). The role of Person-
nel Directors on the board of directors. Personnel 
Review, 25(1), 7-24.

Kelly, G. A. (1955). The Psychology of Personal 
Constructs Vol 1 and 2. New York: Norton.

Klein, H. K., & Kleinman, D. (2002). The Social 
Construction of Technology: Structural Consid-
erations. Science, Technology & Human Values, 
27(1), 28-52.

Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning. Experi-
ence as the source of learning and development. 
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.

Kossek, E. E., Young, W., Gash, D. C., & Nichol, 
V. (1994). Waiting for innovation in the Human Re-
sources Department: Godot implements a Human 
Resource Information System. Human Resource 
Management, Spring, 33(1), 135-139.

Kovach, K., Hughes, A., Fagan, P., & Maggitti, P. 
(2002). Administrative and strategic advantages 
of HRIS. Employment Relations Today, 29(2), 
43-48.

Lawler, E. E., & Mohrman, S. (2003). HR as a stra-
tegic partner—what does it take to make it happen? 
Human Resource Planning, 26(3), 15-29.

Liff, S. (1997). Constructing HR information 
systems. Human Resource Management Journal, 
7(2), 18-30.

Lupton, B., & Shaw, S. (2001). Are public sector 
personnel managers the profession’s poor rela-
tions? Human Resource Management Journal, 
11(3), 23-38.

Lykkegaard, B. (2007). Western European Human 
Capital Management and Payroll Applications 
Forecast, 2007-2011: IDC.

Markus, M. L., & Benjamin, R. I. (1997). The magic 
bullet theory in IT enabled transformation. Sloan 
Management Review, Winter, (pp. 55-58).

Mercer. (2007). HR Transformation 2.0: It’s all 
about the business.

Orlikowski, W., & Gash, C. (1994). Technological 
frames: making sense of information technology in 
organisations. ACM transactions on Information 
Systems, 12(2), 174-207.

Othman, R. (2003). On developing the informated 
work place: HRM issues in Malaysia. Human Re-
source Management Review, 13, 393-406.



18  

Making Sense of e-HRM

Reddington, M., Williamson, M., & Withers, 
M. (2005). Transforming HR: Creating value 
through people. Oxford: Elesevier:Butterworth-
Heinemann.

Snell, S. A., Stuebner, D., & Lepak, D. P. (2002). 
Virtual HR departments: Getting out of the middle. 
In D. B. G. R. L. Henneman (Ed.), Human Resource 
Management in virtual organisations (pp. 81-101). 
Greenwich: Information Age Publishing.

Tansley, C., Newell, S., & Williams, H. (2001). Ef-
fecting HRM-style practices through an integrated 
human resource information system: An e-green-
field site? Personnel Review, 30(3), 351-370.

Tyson, S., & Selbie, D. (2004). People processing 
systems and human resource strategy. International 
Journal of HR Development and Management, 
4(2), 117-127.

Ulrich, D. (1997). Human Resource Champions: 
The Next Agenda for Adding Value and Delivering 
Results. Boston MA: Harvard Business School 
Press.

Watson-Wyatt. (2002). B2E/e-HR Survey Re-
sults.

Weick, K., Sutcliffe, K. M., & Obstfeld, D. (2005). 
Organising and the process of sensemaking. Or-
ganization Science, 16(4), 409-421.

Zahra, S. A., & George, G. (2002). Absorptive 
capacity: A review, reconceptualisation and ex-
tension. Academy of Management Review, 27(2), 
185-203.

Zuboff, S. (1988). In the age of the smart machine. 
New York: Basic Books.

Key terms

e-Human Capital Management (e-HCM): 
Technologies that are specifically focused on 

supporting the people management aspects of an 
organisation, providing managers with the tools 
to support this activity

Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP): Sys-
tems such as SAP and Oracle, covering a wide 
range of business functions such as Finance, 
Manufacturing, Logistics and Procurement. These 
large systems typically have a Human Resources 
module.

HR Transformation: “The process of rec-
reating or reinventing the HR function—such as 
re-engineering, restructuring, implementing new 
systems or a new HR service delivery model, out-
sourcing or co-sourcing—with the specific intent 
of enhancing HR’s contribution to the business” 
(Mercer, 2007).

Human Capital Technology: Systems or parts 
of systems that support the management of people, 
such as providing decision support, planning and 
employee data 

Process Technology: Systems or parts of sys-
tems that re aimed at supporting transactional HR 
processes such as payroll, personal data manage-
ment, enrolment etc

Sense Making: People in organisations try 
to understand what is happening around them 
by making interpretations, translating events, 
developing models for understanding or bringing 
out meaning and assembling conceptual schemes. 
These sense-making processes are thought to be 
critical in influencing the decisions that are made 
about e-HRM

Technological Frames: Cognitive structures 
or mental models that are held by individuals 
that impose structure on and provide meaning 
for social and situational information to facilitate 
understanding. They influence our assumptions, 
expectations, and knowledge and can be positive 
and negative.
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Endnotes

1	 Many UK Public Sector organisations still 
refer to the Human Resources function as 
‘Personnel’. The significance of this is beyond 
discussion in this chapter.

2	 I see the concept of absorptive capacity as 
analogous to a sponge, that becomes full of 
water and has no further capacity for ideas 
until more capacity becomes available
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Chapter II
HR Portal: 

A Tool for Contingent and 
Individualized HRM

Cataldo Dino Ruta
Bocconi University, Italy

Introduction

Recent studies have ascertained the positive rela-
tionship between HR strategy and organizational 
performances, such as individual performance 
and turnover (Arthur, 1994), market-based perfor-
mance (Huselid, 1995), return on investment (ROI) 

(Delery & Doty, 1996), employee retention and 
firm productivity (Guthrie, 2001). Other authors 
have discussed how intellectual capital, which 
has been described as the sum of all knowledge 
firms utilize (Nahapiet & Goshal, 1998; Subra-
manian & Youndt, 2005) can be explained in 
terms of organizational performance, and more 

Abstract

Intellectual capital is today considered a key issue in analyzing the critical determinants of company 
performance. Companies design more and more human resource (HR) strategies when creating and 
developing intellectual capital. HR portals are applications that enable single personalized access points 
designed for specific user profiles and organizational positions. Our clarifications and recommendations 
highlight that HR portal implementation and use can be contingent if the HR function offers a specific 
set of HR applications to single employees based on differentiation strategies. HR portal implementa-
tion and use can also be individualized if the HR function offers a set of alternatives where the single 
employee can choose a personal HR configuration that is still aligned with the strategy and based on the 
differentiation of the workforce. Our contribution intends to underline the role of HR portals as a tool 
for the pursuit of a mature differentiation strategy of the workforce, where the technologies can increase 
the opportunities for negotiating and exchanging preferences and expectations between employees and 
the HR function. 
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generally, competitive advantage. Furthermore, 
Youndt, Subramanian and Snell (2004) found that 
organizational performance can be enhanced by 
HR configurations, facilitating the development 
of intellectual capital. Despite the numerous 
studies on the theme, it is still not clear how the 
variables of HR configurations and intellectual 
capital interact. There is a gap in literature with 
regards to the current debate focusing on the de-
velopment of some Information Technology (IT) 
tools that are intensely changing the HR function 
role (Lepak & Snell, 1998) and the contemporary 
organizations’ way of doing business. Investiga-
tions and arguments are however intensifying, 
as the implementation of HR portals, state of the 
art IT applications which support HR practices, 
provide many relevant benefits to the creation and 
development of intellectual capital.  

Objective of this study, aside from filling in 
some of those intermediate gaps, is to integrate 
HR strategy theories and configurations, intel-
lectual capital, and information systems and 
explore the concept of HR portal alignment and 
personalized HR configuration as key variables 
for future HR strategies.

Proposition 1: the HR portal configuration, 
if aligned with the HR strategy, will increase 
employee contributions to intellectual capital 
creation and development.

Proposition 2: the HR portal configuration, if 
offering a range of alternatives through which 
employees create a personalized HR configura-
tions, will increase employees contribution to 
intellectual capital creation and development.

The first section of this article discusses the 
theoretical background of the manuscript, link-
ing strategic human resource management and 
information system theories. Thereafter, the 
interpretation of the contingent and personalized 
HRM strategies through the design of HR portals 
is presented. Implications for theory and practice 
are discussed in the final section.

Intellectual capital and HR 
Portals

Intellectual Capital and  
Organizational Performance

Amongst the most widely accepted manage-
ment constructs, intellectual capital has now 
been firmly established (Dean & Kretschmer, 
2007) and defined as the gap between a firm’s 
market value and its financial capital (Edvisson 
& Malone, 1997), collective brainpower (Stewart, 
1997), knowledge and knowing capability of a 
social collective (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998), and 
knowledge and competence for brand, reputation 
and customer relationships (Teece, 2000). The 
dimensions of knowledge employed and activated 
in the organization are emphasized by its holistic 
approach together with the impact of  knowledge-
based activities on the performance of the orga-
nization (Youndt, Subramanian & Snell, 2004). 
A considerable number of recent studies have 
examined the development, use, and performance 
effects of intellectual capital, contributing a more 
accurate classification of the intellectual capital 
dimensions (Bontis, 1998; Edvinsson & Malone, 
1997; Stewart, 1997) and presenting intellectual 
capital as a multidimensional entity composed 
of three basic types of capital: human, social 
and intellectual (Subramaniam & Youndt, 2005). 
The entire knowledge base of the organization 
is grouped together by these three sub-domains 
according to its nature and knowledge-bearing 
entity—individual, network and organization.

Human capital is defined as the knowledge 
each employee has within the organization. Their 
knowledge, abilities and skills form part of the 
company’s knowledge resources and constitute 
a unique source of innovation and strategic re-
newal (Shultz, 1961). Social capital instead, is 
the knowledge in groups and networks of people 
(Burt, 1992; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998),consist-
ing of knowledge resources embedded within, 
available through, and derived from, a network 
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of relationships. Organizational capital includes 
a more comprehensive and formalized type of 
knowledge: codified experiences stored in data-
bases, manuals, patents, routines, structures, and 
so forth (Tomer, 1987; Walsh & Ungson, 1991). 

Treating human, social and organizational 
capital as discrete and independent constructs 
helps to understand  more abstract concepts such 
as intellectual capital. Looking at an organiza-
tion’s overall profile of intellectual capital in the 
aggregate—as they can not be created, developed 
and leveraged in isolation—may be beneficial in 
order to comprehend how it develops and drives 
performance. A strict interconnection in fact ex-
ists between them and a single action on one of 
them is likely to have an impact on the intellectual 
capital in its entirety. 

As can be seen from empirical evidence, the 
combination of human, social and organizational 
capital (Youndt, Sumbramanian & Snell, 2004) 
can form unique intellectual capital profiles for 
companies, whereas the tendency is to focus pri-
marily on one type of capital and its development 
based on the perceived organizational perfor-
mance and competitive advantage (Subramaniam 
& Youndt, 2005). For a better understanding of 
how HR portals can enhance knowledge flows 
in organizations, the classification of intellectual 
capital, its integrated character and unique profile 
based on strategy, must be considered.

The HR Portal Potential

Shilakes & Tylman (1998) defined the HR portal 
as an application that provides employees (users) 
with a single gateway to personalized information 
needed to make informed business decisions. Mer-
ril Lynch, an American financial institution, first 
used the word HR portal in 1998 to describe an 
integrated access point to their corporate informa-
tion (Kakumanu & Mezzacca, 2005). A number 
of authors believe that HR portals are targeted at 
accomplishing different key functions according 

to their basic characteristics (Bottazzo, 2005; 
Rose, 2003; Voth, 2002), and are able to design 
and structure a completely new way of working 
(Strohmeier, 2007), altering routines and based on 
national cultural characteristics (Ruta, 2005). 

For the user, they represent first of all an in-
formation pool, combining data from different 
external or internal sources, and this integration 
process can be more dynamic and adaptive through 
portals: combining diverse documents, capturing 
changes in data and information and monitoring 
knowledge flows. Portals are therefore interac-
tive tools enabling bi-directional exchange flows 
whilst the use that is made of the portal and views 
on corporate information can be personalized by 
tailoring ad hoc information  and adapting the 
portal interface acccordingly. This personaliza-
tion process is crucial as it enables people to set 
the portal in accordance with their own needs and 
requirements. Individual employees on the other 
hand, are responsible for uploading personal data 
(e.g. personal information, etc) and directly and 
autonomously consulting areas of personal interest 
(e.g. remuneration, benefits, working hours, holi-
days, communities of practice, databases, etc). 

At the same time,  HR portals allow HR staff 
to distinguish the various interventions, granting 
access to some areas of the portal according to 
needs and authorization and profiling the work-
force whilst considering individual differences, 
preferences, capabilities, roles within the orga-
nization and future organizational and strategic 
needs and thereby gaining the highest value from 
the human capital. 

HR portals are usually organized into macro 
areas and offer employees the following options 
in terms of access (Ruta, 2005): 

•	 The HOME folder is mainly dedicated to 
general corporate information: different 
areas lead to different information, such as  
links to the most popular access functions, 
a search engine to surf the portal faster, a 
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People Finder to gain information on col-
leagues, a Frequent Questions and Answers 
area and a Feedback and Support area.

•	 The LIFE/WORK folder, with personal and 
password protected access for employees. 
This represents an area linked with the HR 
function: information is exchanged and 
transactions with the company take place 
here. 

•	 The ORGANIZATION folder is a more 
content/country specific area sharing in-
formation on a specific division or country 
branch. A survey/poll area and a bulletin 
board is often included here.

•	 The MY portal folder represents the most 
personalized area of the whole HR portal. 
Each individual can customize this section 
according to their interests and needs and 
often includes a calendar of events and 
reminders akin to a personal diary.

The interpretation of the role of the HR portal 
needs further consideration within the intellectual 
capital framework. Youndt & Snell (2004) consider 
the information technology infrastructure as the 
basis for the development of high levels of orga-
nizational capital which leads to the assumption  
that an HR portal configuration that is focused on 
accessible, user-friendly, and integrated informa-
tion systems can be considered part of a firm’s 
organizational capital. Although acknowledging 
the HR portal as a crucial function of IT, its role 
can be amplified through boosting the develop-
ment of the three dimensions of intellectual capital 
using a series of application that impact on skills, 
knowledge, networks, documents, etc. 

The different HR applications that configure an 
HR portal need to be designed and implemented 
coherently with the HR strategy. Table 1 below 
synthesizes  the most used HR applications with 
specific impact on the forms of capital supported 
(Ruta, forthcoming).

Table 1. A framework for the HR portal applications
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Although the HR applications have generic 
titles in this model, it is quite common to find 
titles by IT products and brands. The objective is 
to gain an understanding of the general function-
alities of these applications and their contribution 
in sustaining the three forms of capital. 

A further benefit of the introduction of an HR 
portal is that it leads to a natural reconfiguration 
of the HR function and its tasks, allowing it to 
develop into a more strategic HR function. This 
only takes place if HR staff become  relevant 
players in defining the organizational strategy, its 
implementation and management, which, in turn 
enhances HR’s strategic role. HR staff become 
responsible for the critical task of aligning people 
into the firm’s strategy and are accountable for 
monitoring resources and their development as 
well as for creating suitable opportunities to foster 
this development. 

The use of a technological instrument such as 
an HR portal finally allows HR staff to differenti-
ate between various interventions, profiling the 
workforce and taking into account individual dif-
ferences, preferences, capabilities and roles within 
the organization and future organizational and 
strategic needs, extracting the highest value from 
the human capital.  The HR function should also 
have the possibility to answer employees’ and the 
organization’s needs by adopting a new business 
and strategic point of view, trying to effectively 
measure the value of intellectual capital and the 
IT dimensions.

If HR managers strategically align the HR 
portal with the HR strategy, with the employees’ 
preferences and adopting a new strategic point 
of view, then employees could be managed and 
monitored more easily. In the next section, the main 
issues of a strategic human resource management 
(SHRM) based on differentiation strategies are 
presented. The section on solutions and recom-
mendations discusses the contingent and person-
alized approach for HR portal configurations, 
according to the propositions presented above.

contingent and individualized 
hr

Managing a Differentiated Workforce 

The development of intellectual capital is greatly 
affected by Strategic Human Resources Manage-
ment (SHRM) . Training programs, for instance,   
help employees build relationships with their 
peers and transfer and share knowledge amongst 
themselves (increasing their social capital) but also 
increase employees’ personal knowledge and hu-
man capital. Similarly, knowledge that potentially 
forms the foundation for organizational learning 
and knowledge accumulation (organizational 
capital)  can be created as individuals learn and 
increase their human capital.

Although the correlation of HR investments 
with human capital has been evidenced (Guthrie, 
2001; Huselid, 1995; Huselid, Becker & Beatty, 
2005), very little research has examined the 
effects of HR configurations on social and or-
ganizational capital. This issue has successfully 
been addressed by Youndt & Snell (2004) with 
the development of three types of HR configura-
tions: Acquisition and Developmental—in order to 
develop Human Capital (through intensive/exten-
sive staffing, competitive pay, intensive/extensive 
training programs, promotions), Egalitarian and 
Collaborative—for the development of Social 
Capital (through broad banding, team structure, 
socialization, mentoring), Documentation HR and 
Information Systems—for the  development of 
Organizational Capital (through soft management 
system to motivate employees to share and record 
their knowledge and experience and HR policies 
that reinforce knowledge capture and access). The 
implications are that HR activities do not directly 
boost the company’s performance, but instead 
help the development of the three types of capital, 
which in turn, drive organizational performance. 
Every company can have a unique organizational 
capital profile and as a consequence a unique 
HR configuration when following a contingency 
perspective based on strategy.
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When applying the contingency perspective 
within the organization, it is usually oriented to 
individualize positions that are most critical for 
executing the strategy (Huselid, Becker & Beatty, 
2005; Lepak & Snell, 1999, 2002). Lepak & Snell 
(1999, 2002) argue that in order to appropriately 
manage  employees it is not possible to rely on a 
single HR configuration (architecture) and thus de-
veloped a framework for differentiating employee 
groups on the basis of their strategic value and 
uniqueness. Huselid, Becker and Beatty (2005) 
suggested a strategy of differentiation among A, 
B and C positions, designing an appropriate HR 
configuration for each of these positions able to 
support the performances of players A, B, and C. 
A set of HR practices for each position must be 
coherent with the strategy (vertical fit) and coher-
ent amongst themselves (horizontal fit).

On the basis of the theory presented, it can 
then be argued that there are core positions that 
directly impact on intellectual capital creation and 
development. In order to develop the unique intel-
lectual capital profile each core position must have 
an HR configuration designed to chiefly  support 
one of the three forms of capital: human, social 
and organizational. To introduce and integrate 
the HR portal potential of managing employees 
requires  individualization of each  HR configura-
tion which then represents a single personalized 
access point designed for specific user profiles and 
organizational positions. A specific goal of the 
HR function, through an appropriate and strategic 
HR portal configuration, is to manage positions 
in order to create and develop intellectual capital 
which then increases its effectiveness.

Solutions and Recommendations: 
The Strategic Alignment of the HR 
Portal for Intellectual Capital  
Creation and Development

The importance of Information Technology (IT)-
business alignment has been documented for some 
time now. Reich & Benbasat (2000) proposed a 

definition of alignment as the degree to which the 
information technology (mission, objectives, and 
plans) is designed and implemented according to 
the business mission, objectives, and plans. IT 
delivers systems and services that are crucial to 
the company’s strategy, operations or user needs 
where such an alignment is present. Executives 
can consequently distinguish the contributions 
that IT makes and users are more likely to ac-
cept and utilize IT resources (Huang & Hu, 
2007). This study adopts a contingency-based 
perspective according to which IT resources in 
themselves may add little value, and only when 
they are planned and used to support a firm’s 
main strategic objectives, do they play a major 
role in improving a firm’s performance (Oh 
& Pinsonneault, 2007). The lack of alignment 
between information systems (IS) and business 
strategies, according to Henderson and Venkatra-
man (1999),  is the reason many businesses fail 
to realize value from investments in information 
technology. The correlation between IS alignment 
and performance or organizational effectiveness 
has instead been demonstrated by Chan, Huff 
and Copeland (1997). A key issue in information 
system management is the relationship between 
business strategy and IT alignment (Brancheau, 
Janz & Wetherbe, 1996), however, the alignment 
of information systems and business objectives 
has yet to be fully developed despite a profusion 
of research on this theme (Chan, 2002). 

Henderson and Venkatraman (1999) developed 
a Strategic Alignment Model focusing on how IT 
based decisions enhance or threaten those made 
in the HR domain. The Strategic Alignment 
Model pertaining to this study requires that two 
types of alignment between business and the 
HR portal be specified: the strategic integration, 
contending with the HR portal capacity to both 
shape and support HR strategy, and the opera-
tional integration, referring to the link between 
organizational infrastructure and processes and 
IS infrastructure and processes. As the aim of 
this study is  HR portal configuration, the focus 
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is specifically on the strategic integration, exam-
ining the impact of the HR Strategy on the HR 
portal and vice versa.

The impact of the HR Strategy on the HR portal 
(HR portal substitution). This study assumes that 
HR managers are the HR strategy formulators 
who decide to leverage one or more dimensions 
of intellectual capital according to the overall 
business strategy objectives. The differing HR 
configurations are consequently designed  accord-
ing to positions within the organization, which in 
IT terms also means differentiating by profiling 
the access of those specific positions to the HR 
portal, thereby supporting the chosen HR strategy 
and configurations. 

The “HR Portal Substitution” variable mea-
sures this concept. It measures the capacity of 
the HR portal to support all the HRM processes 
ensuring the correct balance between face-to-face 
and technology based activities. This measure-
ment is calculated with the following ratio:  the 
“Number of HRM Practices implemented in the 
HR portal that are not technology driven” by the 
“Number of HRM Practices defined in the HR 
configuration that are not technology driven”. The 
specification “not technology driven” means that 
those practices can also be designed and consid-
ered without an IT infrastructure. In this case the 
IT infrastructure is a facilitator of the process itself 
(e.g.. performance appraisal, recruiting, etc)

The impact of the HR portal on the HR 
Strategy (HR portal leverage). Generating new 
HRM processes delivered through HR applica-
tions implemented in the portal is a further key 
role of the HR portal because it shapes the HR 
Strategy and contributes to its alignment. This 
effect is extremely crucial and relevant in the 
interpretation of the alignment in order to avoid 
a simple substitution effect. This study therefore 
assumes that “technology driven” HR practices 
(those that could not have been designed and 
considered without an IT infrastructure, i.e. e-
learning, virtual communities, job posting, etc) 
can be implemented by the HR staff and planned, 

supplemented and shaped directly by employees 
reinterpreting the technology for their own pur-
poses (Ciborra, 1997).

The “HR Portal Leverage” variable measures 
this concept. It measures the capacity that the 
HR portal has to transform and shape a new HR 
configuration, to implement new applications 
and increase the number of HRM processes ac-
tivated throughout the portal. The measurement 
is calculated by the “Number of HRM Practices 
implemented in the HR portal that are technology 
driven”. The specification “technology driven” 
means that those practices could not have been 
designed and considered without an IT infra-
structure (e.g.. e-learning, virtual communities, 
job posting, etc)

Considering the approach of a clear HR differ-
entiation strategy where positions are valued and 
segmented based on their strategic contribution 
and uniqueness (Lepak & Snell, 1999), this study 
proposes a first measurement of HR portal align-
ment for each specific position in an organization. 
The formula shown in Figure 1 is the combination 
of the two variables presented above:

The HR Portal Alignment for one specific 
position is the result of the “HR Portal Substitu-
tion” multiplied by the “HR Portal Leverage”. The 
alignment is zero when for that specific position 
(i.e. sales manager) none of the basic HR processes 
are implemented into the HR portal or when 
none of the technology driven HR practices are 
implemented in the HR portal. In both situations 
HR managers are not using the portal potential 
to better execute traditional processes or even to 
develop new ways to deliver HR processes. 

In order to have a more reliable measure of 
alignment and to assess the HR portal Alignment 
for all the positions identified in a certain organi-
zation, this study proposes a second formula as 
shown in Figure 2.

Following the main model in Figure 1, the 
HR portal Alignment is linked to the creation of 
intellectual capital and can be explained based 
on the formula shown in Figure 3 that expresses 
the moderating effect:
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Figure 1.

Figure 2. 

Figure 3.
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The formulae presented in this section should 
be interpreted only as a guide to researchers’ 
interpretations and practitioners’ decisions. They 
are not intended as a means of actually calculating 
indexes or exact measurements.

Solutions and 
Recommendations

The Personalized HR Configuration 
of the HR Portal for Intellectual  
Capital Creation and Development

Can we be certain that all persons in a similar role 
are motivated, committed and treated fairly if the 
organization adopts the same HR configuration? 
This study considers that organization does not 
only consider a strict vertical (top down) strategy 
approach (the strategic alignment of the HR portal 
configuration) where people must behave accord-
ing to specific rules and procedures set in the HR 
applications. HR managers can design a broad 
framework of applications where people can select 
alternatives in order to behave strategically yet 
follow their preferences. The HR portal is then a 
tool that can help employees attain a personalized 
HR configuration.

This interpretation is coherent with the em-
ployee-organization relationship (EOR) theory 
that is focused on the relationship between the 
employee and the employer, based on assump-
tions of social exchange (Blau, 1964) and the 
inducements–contributions model (March & 
Simon, 1958). 

While there are differing views on social 
exchange, there is a general consensus amongst 
theorists that social exchange involves a series of 
interactions that generate obligations to recipro-
cate (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). There are 
essentially three fundamental aspects to social 
exchange: relationship, reciprocity and exchange. 
A social exchange relationship begins with one 

party conferring a benefit on another. Feelings 
of mutual obligation are created between the 
parties once the beneficiary reciprocates, and is 
then followed by a series of benefit exchanges. 
Social exchange relationships consequently in-
volve repeated exchanges of benefits in which 
both parties understand and abide by the “rules 
of engagement” — an obligation to reciprocate is 
created when a benefit has been bestowed.

Coyle-Shapiro and Conway (2004) argue that a 
simply focus on exchange and reciprocity may not 
consider all the range of norms that explain how 
individuals behave in their relationship with the 
organization. Whilst a complementary relational 
framework based on employees’ concern for the 
welfare of the organization, termed communal 
exchange (Clark & Mills, 1979), may help ex-
plain positive organizational behaviors beyond a 
reciprocation motive , it is generally characterized 
by the giving of benefits to meet the needs of the 
other party without expecting that these benefits 
will be reciprocated. 

The HR portal can be considered a virtual 
organizational site that facilitates reciprocal and 
communal exchange processes. Through the HR 
portal, the organization communicates and pres-
ents specific opportunities to single employees and 
they decide how to behave and reciprocate. The 
HR portal is also the place where HR managers, 
amongst other actors, can monitor employees’ 
contributions and plan if and how to reciprocate. 
Most of the exchange processes that occurs among 
different actors in the organization can now be 
supported and tracked by the HR portal whilst 
employees can change the data, information and 
knowledge presented in the HR portal. In this way, 
the virtual site works in both directions: from the 
organization to the employees and vice versa. This 
approach is not intended to underestimate the role 
of face-to-face interaction amongst employees 
and managers, but merely intends to point out 
the potential of transparency and fairness which 
can increase the quality of employee-organization 
relationships.



  29

HR Portal

As a consequence, one of the main issue of the 
EOR theory, aside from the relationship and the 
exchange process, is the specification of agents 
representing the organization (Coyle-Shapiro & 
Shore, 2007). According to Levinson, Price, Mun-
den, Mandl and Solley (1962), employees view 
actions by agents of the organization as actions 
taken by the organization itself. The assumption in 
EOR research is therefore that employees view all 
possible agents and contract makers (even admin-
istrative contract makers such as human resource 
policies and mission statements) as grouped into 
one “humanlike” bundle. The humanization of 
the organization can be harnessed in the contract 
maker so that the employee has a relationship with 
one single entity (i.e., the organization).

An employee’s immediate manager is likely to 
play an important role in shaping an individual’s 
psychological contract according to Shore and 
Tetrick (1994) which is supported by Liden, Bauer, 
and Erdogan (2004) who claim that the “immediate 
supervisor plays a critical role as a key agent of the 
organization through which members form their 
perceptions of the organization” (pp. 228). 

The role of the immediate manager may be 
one of facilitating the fulfillment of, or breaking 
the terms of, the more distal exchange which 
is however not  likely to come to the forefront 
until  triggered by an event such as the layoff, 
restructuring, removal or addition of benefits, 
or policy changes. Based on agency theory, they 
argued that a relatively narrow exchange with the 
employee is expected, and that the role assigned 
to the immediate manager is to put into practice 
formalized contracts that lay out clear expectations 
for the behavior and performance of the employee. 
Yet the opposite is expected from a dynamic 
capability perspective where, based on a rapidly 
changing environment (Coyle-Shapiro & Shore, 
2007), EORs need to be highly individualized and 
regularly revised by the manager to address the 
changing needs of the organization. Theorizing 
therefore on the specification and role of the agent 
could begin from the context in which exchanges 
are embedded— the organizational strategy.

The HR portal changes the scenario of agents 
and relationships in EOR theory. The HR portal 
allows employees to interact directly with multiple 
and selected agents, and can be considered a chan-
nel where expectations and preferences are col-
lected. Following a contingency perspective, the 
HR function doesn’t offer the same set of practices 
to all employees. It differentiates the workforce 
and defines sets of practices for different positions, 
based on SHRM and the differentiation strategy. 
EOR theory suggests a balanced approach in the 
relationship, where employees can negotiate and 
exchange resources. For this reason, one possible 
option would be to design a range of alternatives 
(of the same practice) for each position (employee). 
In this way, the HR portal becomes a place where 
exchanges of resources occur (opportunities and 
preferences).  Each position has a certain range 
of alternatives and employees build their own 
personalized HR configuration.

The HR portal can be interpreted as an “HR 
market place” that activates negotiation pro-
cesses between employees and the organization 
(HR function, managers, etc). For instance, an 
employee has to develop a specific competence 
and can choose from among: training courses, 
e-learning, one-to-one or virtual learning; or an 
employee can decide the parameters of the incen-
tive systems from among group, organizational 
or individuals goals or a combination of them; or 
an employee can contribute to the organization 
by formalizing methodologies or leading a com-
munity of practice. In these scenarios technology 
cannot be the only tool for negotiation, but it is 
certainly a  strong facilitator. HR portals increase 
transparency and fairness, decreasing the risk of 
agent’s opportunism.

A top down strategy must coexist with a bot-
tom up approach of behaviors. The aim of the 
organization is to design organizational mecha-
nisms, improving individual and organizational 
performance, where both these approaches work 
together. In the HR portal context, the HR function 
has to design HR portal configurations based on 
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strategy, setting a range of alternatives in order 
to meet employees’ preferences.

Researchers have theorized this approach 
known as the individualized organization (Lawler 
III & Finegold, 2000), however, only with the full 
potential of the HR portal is  the HR function 
able to effectively design and manage employee-
organization relationships.

future trends 

In the near future the concepts of e-transformation 
and human resource management technologies 
will simply become human resource management 
processes as technologies become familiar and 
available in all contexts. In this new scenario, 
the HR portal is not only a tool implemented to 
simplify the employees’ access to data, informa-
tion and knowledge, but will become a new way 
to set the employee-organization relationship. The 
HR function has to differentiate the workforce 
but at the same time has to make the portal a 
place where employees can create their own HR 
configurations, meeting their preferences. 

Some significant future directions for research 
are indicated with this setting Firstly, relationships 
need to be tested through quantitative analysis 
with better and more reliable measurements of 
the contribution of the HR portal for the develop-
ment of intellectual capital. Secondly, the design 
focus should be complemented with an in-depth 
analysis of the implementation process of HR 
portals. Not all well-designed and aligned HR 
portals are actually used by employees. Nonethe-
less, as employees consider the portal a good way 
of improving individual performance, alignment 
could be one variable to clarify usage. Thirdly, 
the effect of misaligned HR portals on individual 
performance and internal communication would 
be interesting to study. This is an important area 
of research that could explain the success of the 
HR portal as a crucial tool for HR effectiveness. 
Fourthly, how to design the set of alternatives 

and how the employees make their choices is an 
important research area that can improve the ef-
ficacy of such technologies in the workplace. 

conclusion 

This work is intended to offer an integrative model 
for HR portal and intellectual capital development. 
A firm’s workforce should always be concentrated 
on increasing intellectual capital  consistent with 
the company strategy. An organization’s specific 
strategic position significantly influences the 
impact of HR practices on performance: the rela-
tionship between the use of specific HR practices 
and organizational performance is contingent on 
an organization strategy. Empirical evidence sug-
gests that a tighter fit between human resource 
competencies and strategy leads to superior per-
formance. Considering the theoretical background 
and the particular features and characteristics of 
the HR portal, some explicit advantages can be 
derived from the alignment and the design of the 
HR portal. It is HR managers who are account-
able for HR Portal design; they are responsible for 
selecting the content and the proper configuration 
through the adoption of different applications 
and the design of specific practices. The differ-
ent components and configurations they select 
will intrinsically guide and support employees’ 
activities coherently with the company strategy. 
The expansion of human, social or organizational 
capital is impacted by different practices whilst 
different applications can be rejected according 
to their contribution to the development of the 
different components of intellectual capital. 

Through the configuration of the HR portal, 
HR managers can align and leverage the workforce 
contribution to the company strategy. However, 
different alternatives of practices must be designed 
at the same time in order to meet employees’ pref-
erences. These findings, together with the existing 
literature on HR portals, confirm the propositions 
of this study and underline the strategic role of the 
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HR portal and the necessity of its management in 
order to achieve superior performance, both in a 
contingent and individualized approach. 
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key terms

HR Portal: An application that enables com-
panies to unlock internally and externally stored 
information, and provides users with a single 
gateway to personalized information needed to 
make informed business decisions.

HR Portal Alignment:  The degree to which 
the HR portal is designed based on the business 
mission, objectives, and plans. When alignment 
exists, the HR portal delivers systems and ser-
vices that are crucial to the company’s strategy, 
operations or user needs. 

Human Capital: There are four individual fac-
tors which, when combined, define human capital: 
the genetic inheritance, education, experience, 
and attitudes about life and business.

Intellectual Capital: The sum of the knowl-
edge an organization is able to leverage in the 
process of conducting business to gain competi-
tive advantage.

Personalized HR: The possibility that em-
ployees can create a personalized HR configura-
tion, based on a range of alternatives that the HR 
function offer to employees.

Organizational Capital: All the knowledge 
within the company that has been institutionalized 
or codified through several instruments, such as 
databases, routines, manuals, patents, etc. 

Social Capital: The connections at organi-
zational level, within different individuals and 
parts of the organization, and at inter- organiza-
tional level and their ability to create and share 
knowledge.
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Abstract

The evolution of the managerial discourse is the result of fashion lifecycles that sometimes have no 
rational or technical foundations and find no real application within the firms. Taking our cue from the 
new-institutional perspective, the chapter explores the real labor transformation processes related to 
the introduction of e-work projects, considering their outputs, outcomes and impacts. The study is based 
on a multiple-case analysis and underscores the relevance and impact of information and communica-
tion technology (ICT) on both “rational” firm’s productivity and “normative” employees’ psychologi-
cal contract, also considering different institutional environments. Some critical issues and guidelines 
inherent the design and implementation of technology-based work systems are discussed, such as the 
dual perspective approach (the organizational and the employer viewpoint) during the needs-analysis 
and goal-setting phases; the relevance of coherent organizational culture and human resource practices; 
the removal of organizational structural constraints; the management of cognitive resistance; and the 
importance of the evaluation and monitoring phases.
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INTRODUCTION

Many economic business analyses confirm the 
strategic relevance of both internal resources and 
organizational flexibility: in the global scenario, 
modern firms can remain competitive if these 
are able to continually develop distinctive com-
petencies (Grant, 1991, Lepak, Takeuchi & Snell, 
2003, Prahalad & Hamel, 1990), maintaining their 
agility and efficiency (Sambamurthy, Bharadwaj 
& Grover, 2003). According to this double impera-
tive, firms invest in their human capital to attract 
new talents and to generate new knowledge and 
skills (Taylor & LaBarre, 2006) and yet are also 
on a continual search for organizational solu-
tions capable of responding to changes that are 
unpredictable. These dynamics have a substantial 
impact on the organizational structures and oper-
ating systems that influence the working practice 
and relationships within the firms (Rousseau & 
McLean Parks, 1993).

The new technological opportunities seem to 
bridge the two diverse outlooks of flexibility and 
knowledge development, yet have a huge impact 
on the labor processes (Empirica, 2003; Valenduc 
& Vendramin, 2001).

Is ‘e-work’ just a managerial fashion or a real 
practice? Do firms invest in technology to support 
new ways of working to create real business op-
portunities or to enhance their social legitimization 
among the institutional environment? 

BACKGROUND AND MAIN FOCUS 

In recent years, the academic and managerial 
literature (the “discourse”) on e-work has devel-
oped by also taking into account the impact of the 
technology on work flexibility (Robinson, Kraatz 
& Rousseau, 1994).

Some scholars suggest that the evolution of the 
managerial discourse—what is said and written 
about managerial issues - is the result of fashion 
lifecycles that sometimes have no rational economic 

foundations (Abrahamson, 1996) and which do 
not always find valid application within the firms 
(Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999).

According to the new-institutional theory, 
institutional pressures lead to convergence in an 
organization’s structural features through a pro-
cess of isomorphism. Indeed, the isomorphism of 
organizations that share a common context helps 
to legitimize the actual organizational methods, 
thereby increasing the likelihood of survival (Hin-
nings & Greenwood, 1988; Powell & DiMaggio 
1991). 

These institutional pressures include the legal 
aspects that characterize the socio-economic con-
text, but also, and more generally, ideas, values, 
and beliefs that are exogenous to the organiza-
tion. Isomorphic processes are social processes 
that could be the result of the dissemination of 
fashion “waves”, which induce organizations to 
adopt (sometimes only formally) specific practices 
to enhance their legitimization among customers 
and stakeholders.

Management fashion-setters propagate fash-
ions, by which we mean transitory collective 
beliefs that certain management techniques are 
at the forefront of management progress. These 
fashion-setters—consulting firms, management 
gurus, mass-media business publications—do not 
simply leverage fashions onto gullible managers. 
Indeed, to sustain their images as fashion-setters, 
they must lead the race to anticipate the emergent 
collective preferences of managers for new man-
agement techniques; develop rhetoric that describe 
these techniques as the vanguard of management 
progress; and disseminate these rhetoric back to 
managers and organizational stakeholders ahead 
of other fashion-setters (Abrahamson, 1997, Barley 
& Kunda, 1992; Guillen, 1994).

In recent years, the development of managerial 
literature on the technology mediated employee-
organization relationship has mainly focused on 
the technology impact on work flexibility (Brodt 
& Venburg, 2007). ICT working solutions are 
undoubtedly a managerial fashion.
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Several management scholars have recognized 
two contradictory types of employee-management 
rhetoric (McGregor, 1960), adopting the terms 
“rational” and “normative” to distinguish between 
the two. 

The key assumption underlying the rational 
rhetoric is that work processes can be formalized 
and rationalized to optimize productivity. There-
fore, management’s role is to engineer or reengineer 
organizational machines and systems to maximize 
production processes and to reward employees for 
adhering to such processes. 

The key assumption underlying the normative 
rhetoric is that employers can boost employee 
productivity by shaping their thoughts and capi-
talizing on their emotions. The role of managers 
is to meet the needs of employees and to channel 
their unleashed motivational energy through a 
clear vision and a strong culture. Therefore, the 
normative rhetoric prescribes methods of hiring 
and promoting those employees who possess the 
most suitable cognitive and psychological profiles, 
as well as techniques that satisfy the psychological 
needs of employees through benefits, enriched tasks 
and empowered management styles. These offer 
ways to survey and shape employee thoughts and 
loyalties with visionary leadership and organiza-
tional cultures in order to channel the motivational 
energy and creativity that these techniques release 
(Imperatori & De Marco, 2008).

We adopted the new-institutional perspective 
to analyze the new technological solutions for e-
work as managerial fashion. Indeed, this “fashion 
perspective” focuses on two important aspects of 
the technology and work flexibility issue, which 
we want to test through our research project: 
first, does management adopt technical solutions 
in a rational way to enhance their productivity 
or in a normative way (i.e. socio-affective adop-
tion) merely to legitimate themselves with their 
stakeholders? Second, could managerial fashion 
techniques have a lower impact in practice than 
in managerial discourse? 

E-Work Solutions as a “Rational” 
Way of Organizing Labor

The advent of ICT is changing the traditional ways 
of working as well as affecting the individual’s 
spatial relations within the company (McKinlay, 
2002; Stover, 1999). ICT is a critical resource in 
creating organizational value (Kohli & Devaraj, 
2004). 

Mobile technology, which can support com-
puting-on-the-move through the use of portable 
devices and wireless networks (Malladi & Agrawal, 
2002, Varhney & Vetter, 2000), has emerged as the 
next wave of the IT revolution. Mobile technology 
includes technological connectivity infrastructure, 
such as Wireless Application Protocol (WAP), 
Bluetooth, 3G, and General Packet Radio Service 
(GPRS), as well as mobile information appliances, 
such as mobile phones, PDA, and laptop computers. 
By extending computing and the internet into the 
wireless medium, mobile technology allows users 
to have “anytime-anywhere” access to information 
and applications, which provides greater flexibility 
in communication, collaboration and information 
sharing (Shung et al., 2006). 

The changes underway in the ICT sphere enable 
the progressive abandonment of the old work logics 
because sharing space is no longer a constraint to 
which to subject many types of employees. Indeed, 
not only does the organization transfer certain types 
of knowledge through the electronic channels to 
the workforce, but also the people working inside 
and outside the company exchange information and 
knowledge electronically (Anderson et al, 2003; 
Gavensky, 2002; Kakihara & Sǿrensen, 2004). 
Potentially, these factors translate into a gradual 
leaving behind of the traditional concept of work 
space to create the basis of the “e-worker” rhetoric, 
according to which technology is a mediator of the 
relation between the employee and the company 
and enables the work to be moved from inside to 
outside the organization. This can foster different 
positive outcomes for the organization, such as 
the possibility to relocate production and business 
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units, trim labor costs, enhance organizational 
and workforce flexibility, coordinate geographi-
cally remote operations, and improve the use of 
organizational space and working time.

Nevertheless, several companies that have cho-
sen or offered this method of distance work have 
retraced their steps and “e-working”, cited in the 
managerial discourse as a flexible and innovative 
solution, is finding it hard to get off the ground.

E-Work as a “Normative” Way to  
Organize Labor 

Rousseau and McLean Parks (1993) describe the 
employee-organization exchanges as promissory 
contracts, where commitment of future behavior 
is offered in exchange for payment. According to 
this definition, employees develop some expecta-
tions about the organization’s context and adapt 
their behaviors according to their perception of the 
reciprocal obligation (Gouldner, 1960). 

Research on labor contracts suggest that they 
are idiosyncratically perceived and understood 
by individuals (Rousseau, 1989; Schein, 1980). 
Subjectivity can lead to disagreements between the 
parties on terms and their meanings, especially in 
transforming organizations, where the reciprocal 
obligation can vary in time. The subjective inter-
pretation of the labor contract has been called the 
“psychological contract”. Originally employed by 
Argyris (1960) to underscore the subjective nature 
of the employment relationship, the present use of 
the term centers on the individual’s belief in and 
interpretation of a promissory contract. Research 
has confirmed that employees look for reciprocity 
in a labor relationship and that their motivation to 
work is heavily influenced by their perceptions: 
the more the relationship is perceived as balanced, 
the more the employees are disposed to contribute 
and perform, even beyond the duties called for by 
their role (Organ, 1997; Van Dyne, Cummings et 
al.,1995). 

ICT enables work solutions that move the work 
from inside to outside the organization and can 

have different positive outcomes on the employees’ 
perception of the organization’s determination to 
meet their needs. In a word, ICT solutions could 
have a positive impact in shaping psychological 
contracts as a form of signaling.

E-WORK: ADOPTION AND RESULT 
METRICS 

To measure the two main adoption perspectives 
of our research project (rational vs. normative), 
we propose a framework that is generally used 
to evaluate the implementation of public policies, 
especially when the results: (a) may be both tangible 
and intangible; (b) have to be evaluated according 
to the different stakeholders, sometimes with objec-
tives that do not coincide; (c) can be evaluated from 
both a “rational” and a “normative” viewpoint; and, 
ultimately, (d) when the “what”, how” and “when” 
questions are of key relevance to the evaluation 
process because the decisions about these issues 
tend to determine the final results (Hirschheim & 
Smithson, 1999).

The evaluation model proposed assesses public 
policies according to three different effects: outputs 
(i.e. products-services generated), outcomes (i.e. 
results when products reach their target market), 
and impacts (i.e. underlying problems addressed 
or developed by the program in the longer term) 
(Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973).

The preliminary conditions are definitely ap-
plicable to the evaluation process of the aims and 
results of the projects analyzed. Therefore, we 
decided to use the same framework to measure 
the results of the four projects object of our case 
studies to identify and understand any differences 
and homogeneity between the projects and to clas-
sify and code their relative managerial process as 
“rational” or “normative”, according to our research 
objectives.

Specifically, in line with the two formats 
adopted, we will operationalize our variables 
according to the following indicators. Normative 
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adoption: dominant focus: impacts; secondary 
focus: outputs (as a mean); residual: outcomes. 
Rational adoption: dominant focus: outcomes and 
outputs (as investment); residual (but evident and 
persistent): impacts.

RESEARCH DESIGN 

In accordance with the descriptive and explanatory 
nature of the research project, multiple-case studies 
were designed in order to analyze the organizational 
variables, including their development from when 
they were established to the present day, as well 
as identify the various determinant factors. Our 
research is based on a longitudinal study of four 
emblematic cases: the European Mobility Project 
at IBM; the Italian Tele-working Systems at I.Net, 
the Italian (international) Agile Mobile Worker 
Project at Unisys and the British BT Workstyle 
Project at British Telecom in the UK. All the proj-
ects analyzed had the goal of enhancing workforce 
mobility through technology.

The relevance and the significance of these 
projects to our research is confirmed by the fact that 
each of them: (a) centers on advanced technology 
solutions; (b) uses metrics to measure project suc-
cess; (c) adopts the longitudinal perspective (from 
needs analysis to the implementation and evaluation 
phase); (d) produces different outcomes/results; and 
(e) are representative of different project phases.

While British Telecom, IBM, I.Net and Unisys 
are four separate companies, they each share several 
key features that make them good comparable for 
the purposes of our research. Indeed, each one 
focuses on internal technological innovation (i.e. 
employs technology-oriented people highly famil-
iar with new solutions) and external technological 
innovation (i.e. supplies clients with technology 
solutions). 

The heterogeneity of demographic variables was 
offset by the strict homogeneity of the sampling 
parameters directly connected to the research 
question (Miles & Huberman, 1984). E-work is an 

umbrella term for the working processes related to 
the new spatial dimension of organization enabled 
by the new ICT solutions. 

The adoption of a longitudinal approach means 
we can move beyond the comparative analysis of 
static solutions and track the evolution of the project 
analyses themselves.

Data Collection

Data was gathered through document analysis, 
semi-structured interviews with the HR and, in 
some cases, the line managers, and project leaders 
of the four organizations.

Each case study followed a standard protocol 
(Yin, 1993). The first interview with the main 
contact person—usually the project leader or the 
HR manager—aimed to: (i) enrich our background 
information; (ii) identify the start-up and consolida-
tion phases of the project; and (iii) identify the main 
project objectives and results. We asked our respon-
dents to give a detailed description of the following 
variables: project objectives and overall aim, project 
sponsors, project organization, target population, 
project phases, main constraints and facilitators, 
technological supports and infrastructures and, 
finally, the project results (see Table 1).

All the interviews adopted a common structure, 
consisting of an open-ended format that enabled us 
to collect both factual data and personal impres-
sions. Our respondents were first asked to recon-
struct their personal experience of the project to 
distinguish the facts from individual observations. 
All the interviews were taped and transcribed. 
Information collected at a later stage requiring 
further probing or clarification of minor discrepan-
cies meant that some respondents were interviewed 
more than once. Multiple interviews helped us to 
reconstruct a “story” for each process. Although, 
our reconstruction was based on our respondents’ 
recall, combining multiple perspectives helped us 
move beyond individual perceptual biases and 
alleviated potential recall problems.
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Data Analysis 

The multiple data sources enabled us to compare the 
perceived, declared, and subjective organizational 
viewpoints of the actors involved, as well as gain an 
objective organizational perspective that described 
the organizational practices actually implemented 
by each company in their mobile projects. 

Data analysis used common methods for 
grounded theory building (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967; Miles & Huberman, 1984) and combined 
within-case analysis with cross-case comparison. 
Within-case analysis, based on rich information led 
to insights that were further developed and tested 
in the cross-case analysis. We began our analysis 
with a detailed chronological reconstruction of the 
project process. Each researcher independently 
highlighted “critical events”, i.e. events or decisions 
that involved a change in the organization. Our later 
comparison of these independent analyses showed 
substantial agreement. Our goal at this stage was to 
identify the main features of each project and the 
“nature” of the adoption (i.e. rational versus norma-
tive). At the end of this process, independently, we 
gave a number to each variable of the evaluation 
model (i.e. focus on output, outcome and impact) 
to cluster the four projects studied. Furthermore, 
we asked five students to read the scripts of the 
cases and to grade the same variables. Finally, we 
computed the average of the ten values assigned 
to each of the variables, encoded according to the 
following Likert scales (see Table 2): 

Focus on outputs: (scale: 1 = low to 10 = high) 
1= no investments (low attention); 5= as mean to 
reach results (medium attention); 10= as an invest-
ment (high attention)

Focus on outcomes (scale: 1 = low to 10 = high): 
1= not defined ex ante, not tangible; not monitored 
(low attention); 5= defined in a de-structured way 
(medium attention); 10= measurable, tangible, 
defined early; monitored (high attention).

Focus on impact: (scale: 1 = low to 10 = high); 
1= no attention (low); 5= as by-product, to prevent 

constraints (medium attention); 10= as the main 
objective (high attention).

Finally, we analyzed the application of the 
e-work solutions taking into account the relative 
managerial processes. While our main research 
focus was on the organizational viewpoint, we 
also identified some organizational constraints 
and facilitators, as well as getting an idea of the 
employees’ viewpoints, also thanks to internal 
climate surveys or similar methods. 

Research Sample and Preliminary 
Results

Case 1: The IBM Mobility Project

In November 1999, IBM launched its Europe-wide 
Employee Mobility Project, an international and 
inter-functional project to develop and increase the 
work mobility initiatives offered by IBM, pinpoint-
ing and implementing technical and organizational 
solutions for mobile work. The project is still under-
way and has already produced numerous effects. 
The project was sponsored internally by two IBM 
vice-presidents and involved the identification and 
assignation of specific responsibilities, as well as the 
definition of organizational roles (Mobility Leader) 
and co-coordinating bodies (Regional Mobility 
Steering Committee and Mobility Project Team). 

Project Design and Implementation
The project coded each IBM employee in a specific 
category that defines them in relation to their pre-
vailing place of work. This enabled the identification 
of the home workers—who carry out almost all their 
work at home (otherwise known as e-workers); the 
mobile workers—meaning those who carry out 
almost 50% of their work off-site and who share 
a desk; the customer workers—those whose work 
is mainly carried out at the customer’s offices and 
who are not allocated a desk, but if necessary can 
use a shared desk; and the transition worker—
those who carry out part of their job off-site (30% 
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on average), but who are allocated a fixed desk for 
their exclusive use.

These combined workers are on the rise com-
pared with earlier years and currently account for 
41% of the total workforce. In addition, all those 
employees who do not occupy a fixed desk account 
for around 35% of the total. These data attest, on 
the one side, to the size of the mobility phenomenon 
in IBM EMEA and, on the other, to the fact that 
35% of IBM EMEA’s total workforce does not work 
regularly at the company’s premises and does not 
have a fixed workstation. Currently, 85% of IBM 
employees have been given personal laptop comput-
ers to provide an incentive for e-working.

Further, the company carried out a survey 
in Italy that enabled it to segment the total IBM 
Italia employee population according to the time 
and uses of the remote connection method. This 
segmentation met the need to associate the dif-
ferent user segments with the most appropriate 
technical tools and supports in terms of efficacy 
and efficiency.

The survey produced three user segments: (a) 
the Anywhere & Always segment, which classi-
fies those employees who normally use the remote 
connection to communicate with the company, 
who do not have a fixed desk and who use the 
remote connection for e-mails and to access the 
internet and the company’s intranet, who spend 
an average of 18.5 hours per month online; (b) the 
Touchdown segment, which groups those workers 
who normally connect remotely from home for an 
average of 8.5 hours per month, and who use this 
access to hook up to the internet and the corporate 
intranet and, prevalently, to send/receive fairly hefty 
documents via e-mail; and (c) the Occasional seg-
ment, which comprises all those workers equipped 
with a laptop computer for remote access and who 
use it for a maximum of 11.5 hours per month, but 
not in a systematic way. These employees account 
for 22%, 43% and 35%, respectively, of the total 
number of users.

After identifying these three segments, the 
company studied specific support tools that would 

respond to the diverse needs in an efficacious and 
efficient way. In particular, the Anywhere and 
Always workers get a laptop PC and a GPRS cell 
phone for connecting to the network. In addition, 
a small number of the Touchdown segment was 
wired with a dedicated ADSL line at home and, 
naturally, a laptop PC, while the Occasional group 
was equipped with a laptop computer.

Ultimately, to support the possibility of remote 
access, a dedicated corporate intranet website was 
designed specifically for IBM Italia. The website 
was launched in September 2001 and streams a 
quantity of useful information for distance work-
ing, promoting these methods also by presenting 
the direct testimonials of the mobile workers.

Organizational Project Setting
The IBM EMEA Employee Mobility project is 
part of the Business Operation function, a unit 
that encompasses all the activities supporting the 
group’s core business, which, on the other hand, is 
related to sales and research and development.

IBM also created an international project group 
dedicated to the project on an ongoing basis. The 
project group is not only international, but also 
inter-functional, enabling the convergence of the 
different project members who head up the HR, 
Technology Development, Real Estate Manage-
ment and Internal Communication corporate 
functions. 

Measuring the Results
The Employee Mobility project also envisages the 
opportunity to heighten IBM’s competitiveness 
through a number of expected benefits for the 
different categories of recipients, defined at the 
beginning of the project. The company. The project 
has enabled the company to improve its economic 
health, thanks to the development of a corporate 
image in line with the e-business era, the improved 
management of the infrastructure, and increased 
work productivity. This latter thanks to IBM’s 
greater appeal in the job market and its improved 
capacity to retain the high-potential employees, 
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reduce absenteeism, and increase the time that the 
employees dedicate to customers, but, above all, 
thanks to the quantifiable and easily monetized 
cost-savings in real estate management. In par-
ticular, much prominence is given internally to the 
enhancing of the real-estate management results, 
which are directly attributable to the project and 
have freed up financial resources.

The number of people sharing a desk at IBM 
EMEA has increased and the average number of 
employees per shared desk is currently 2.6. In ad-
dition, the density of the workforce has increased 
from 180sq.m. to 170sq.m per person.

Another result in Italy following the increase 
in mobile workers is the imminent quitting of two 
office buildings in the Milan and Rome areas in 
the current year, which will enable the company 
to more flexibly manage its work spaces.

The employees. The percentage of employees 
who use this work method has increased, despite the 
reduction in the overall number of staff employed 
by the EMEA group. Project-related results cited 
include an improvement and strengthening in the 
satisfaction of people generally; a more balanced 
management of family and working life; and greater 
flexibility and autonomy in the time management 
of clients (on a par with the hours worked). The 
employee’s decision to join the project is usually 
voluntary and is discussed with their manager. 
More and more people in IBM interpret this new 
method of working as an opportunity.

The clients. The IBM client has experienced 
concrete benefits in the form of higher satisfaction, 
which derives from the greater amount of time 
dedicated to them by the IBM staff; a speeding up 
of the transmission times of critical information; 
and the more optimal response of the organization 
generally.

Nevertheless, some critical issues related to 
the social and interpersonal dimension of the 
work do exist, including the possible diminishing 
of the sense of belonging to the work group; the 
possible loss of identification with the IBM group; 
the loss of social relations with colleagues; and the 

resistance related to the loss of status tied to the 
symbols of space.

Some difficulties also exist in terms of the 
inadequacy of the tools and/or human resource 
management politics, with people remaining an-
chored to the “traditional” places of work. Situations 
have arisen where the employee has complained 
of a feeling of being poorly valued by their boss, 
who, for their part, have reported a fear of losing 
control over their own staff.

Lastly, practical hurdles have been reported 
related to the need to have an “alternative work 
space”, one that adequately meets needs, which is 
not always available at the employee’s home, and 
to have access to the use of efficacious technologi-
cal supports. 

Case 2: The I.Net Tele-Working System 

I.NET group is a market leader in business security 
and business continuity services and solutions. It 
offers businesses a stable and secure technologi-
cal environment through its Internet Protocol and 
Business Factory networks where IP network-
based applications are provided. I.NET’s offering 
is therefore focused on designing, producing and 
managing solutions that respond flexibly, modularly 
and comprehensively to the ICT requirements of 
its client companies, drawing on a portfolio rich 
in services, solutions and know-how. At end-2007, 
I.Net had about 250 employees. 

October 2000 saw I.Net launch its Tele-working 
System, an inter-functional pilot project to help 
some internal employees accommodate specific 
individual work and life balance needs. The project 
was coordinated by the Human Resource Dept. 
and involved different line managers. However, 
the project has now been closed and none of I.Net’s 
employees are currently involved in the scheme.

Project Design and Implementation
The project involved ten Pre-sales Engineers. I.Net 
decided to focus on this organizational role only 
for the pilot version, due to both the nature of the 



42  

E-Work and Labor Processes Transformation

pre-sales work and the initial motivation of the 
sample group. 

In addition, the company decided that the 
teleworking solutions were suitable only for those 
organizational roles/employees with the following 
features (based on the job level and the individual 
level of evaluation): (a) possibility to control pro-
ductivity, even at a distance; (b) low level of paper 
document management; (c) high level of time-
management and self-organization skills. 

The project started with six workers on a 
voluntary basis. The employees were enabled to 
work from home two days a week. Of course, also 
at I.Net (like IBM) technological advancement is 
clearly the vehicle that makes it possible to activate 
and diffuse mobile work. The possibility of always 
being “connected” to the company’s offices using 
technical tools, such as a personal laptop computer 
and cell phone, makes it practical to work from “a 
distance”. 

Each teleworker was supplied with a home 
ADSL connection, a company mobile phone, and 
an I.Net laptop computer. 

Organizational Project Setting
The I.Net Tele-working project was designed and 
managed by the Human Resource function, which 
had to address a number of normative, structural 
and behavioral problems. 

From the normative perspective, Italian legis-
lation was a project constraint due to its rigidity, 
internal articulation, and ambiguity (especially in 
terms of the teleworking contract details). I.Net 
addressed these problems by deciding to stipulate 
a private agreement with each teleworker. 

From the structural perspective, the company 
encountered some problems related to the control 
systems (of work content and times). To solve these 
problems, it decided to use an application system 
that enabled it to code the working processes. In 
addition, as mentioned earlier, it supplied the em-
ployees with the necessary technical equipment 
(i.e. laptop computer; mobile phone, and ADSL 
connection).

Finally, from the behavioral perspective, the 
company decided to limit flexible off-site work-
ing to only two days per week in order to prevent 
feelings of isolation, a low level of corporate iden-
tification, and ensure social interaction among all 
the employees.

Measuring the Results
After the first six months, the project was re-
evaluated internally in a structured way based on 
internal interviews conducted by the HR depart-
ment. The evaluation aimed to measure the em-
ployee satisfaction of all the teleworkers involved 
in the project, but also their bosses and some other 
employees to better understand the internal climate 
around the project.

The preliminary results of the project were 
favorable from all internal perspectives, leading 
to the involvement of additional employees and 
raising the total number of teleworkers to ten (from 
the initial six). 

From the company’s perspective, a key criticism 
was the lack of the employees’ physical presence 
in the event of unforeseeable emergencies. 

Case 3: The Unisys Mobile Working 
Program

In 2002, Unisys launched its Mobile Program in 
Italy. The program was incepted by the Italian HR 
department and channeled through the company 
intranet. 

The e-working project was the idea of the 
Director of Human Resources, who personally 
promoted it to increase the Unisys employees’ 
possibility of reconciling their working life with 
their private life. 

Project Design and Implementation
The program was announced and a pilot program 
launched involving 20 employees, mainly vol-
unteers, covering diverse corporate functions, 
including administrative and office staff.
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The volunteers were given specific training and 
an ad hoc workstation at home from which they 
could also connect and work via the company’s 
intranet. On average, these employees work two 
days per week from home and the other three days 
in the office

The program was open to all the company’s 
employees (i.e. administrative staff, system 
developers) on a voluntary basis, although each 
volunteer had to have specific prerequisites, such 
as a good level of working autonomy, good past 
performance, and to have been on the payroll for 
at least one year. 

Unisys supplied each mobile worker with a 
laptop, a home ADSL connection, a mobile phone, 
and a printer, while some were also given an ergo-
nomic office chair.

Questionnaires were handed out six months 
after project launch to both the employees and 
their bosses to gauge their satisfaction with the 
e-working system. 

The average results of that survey revealed a 
high level of employee satisfaction and a medium 
level of management satisfaction.

Since then the program has been hit by inertia 
(meantime the HR Director also changed) and the 
number of staff involved in the project was still 20 
at end-2006 (although some have since left and 
others have come on board). 

At the start of 2007, however, the project was 
given a new lease of life because of the project 
implemented by the parent company; called “Ag-
ile”, this project has broad international scope and 
sets common goals for all the Unisys subsidiaries: 
the containing of real estate costs to 2.5% of sales. 
This new momentum has spawned a number of 
new initiatives for the re-launch of the Mobile 
project and as incentives for the employees to get 
involved. 

First, the company decided to shape its own 
internal model for structuring and organizing its 
space to meet the new needs, setting up a Business 
Centre, where anyone could book a predefined 
time slot—through the corporate intranet from 

wherever they may be—to use a desk and a phone 
at the office. The goal is to ultimately organize all 
the offices in this way with the aim of reshaping 
and rationalizing the use of space.

Measuring the Results 
To date, the results of the project launched in 
2002 are modest, even though we clearly need to 
separate the period in question into two phases: 
the first between 2002 and 2006, the second from 
the beginning of 2007 to the present day. 

Indeed, the nature of the project has changed 
considerably in this latter phase, when the company 
launched initiatives, also structural, to reorganize 
its work methods. The second part of the project is 
still in the launch phase, but has already produced 
the first visible results in terms of the growth in 
the number of employees enrolled in the program 
in the year to date and, above all, in terms of a 
new drive and orientation towards achieving the 
financial performance targets set. 

The company has decided not to involve the 
labor unions for now, keeping the project in trial 
form with the aim of proceeding in an incremental 
logic so as not to trigger any internal resistance. 
In its present state of evolution, it is not possible 
to check results further, but the HR department 
says it has received favorable signs in terms of 
both the increase in the number of employees 
involved and the absence of internal resistance, 
along with the adaptation of the infrastructures 
deemed necessary.

Among the main problems and constraints, 
the most cited (from different perspectives) are: 
lack of a feeling of corporate identity (from the 
individual perspective) and inadequate country-
urban technical infrastructures (i.e. in terms of 
connection speed and reliability). Finally, in this 
case study, surprisingly, the working culture was not 
perceived as a constraint but a facilitator, thanks to 
the advanced level of the Unisys technical culture 
and working practices. Indeed, at the worldwide 
level, Unisys had already adopted in 1996 an ef-
fective HR ERP system (i.e. PeopleSoft) that well 
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supports and enhances the Agile Program output. 
Further, the company intranet also is highly devel-
oped and largely used as a managerial tool in the 
organization-employee relationship. 

Case 4: The British Telecom (BT)  
Workstyle Project 

BT is one of the world’s leading providers of com-
munication solutions and serves customers in 170 
countries in Europe, the Americas and Asia Pacific. 
Its core business is mainly that of networked IT 
services, local, national and international telecom-
munication services, and higher-value broadband 
products and services. In the UK, BT serves over 
18 million business and residential customers with 
more than 28 million exchange lines, as well as 
providing network services to other licensed op-
erators. The group mainly operates four customer-
facing business lines: BT Retail, BT Wholesale, 
and Open Reach, which operate almost entirely 
within the UK and serve the consumer, business 
and wholesale markets with a broad spectrum of 
communication products and services; and BT 
Global Services, which provides networked IT 
services to meet the needs of multi-site organiza-
tions. BT Group plc is listed on the London and 
New York stock exchanges.

The BT Workstyle project is one of Europe’s 
most successful and largest flexible working pro-
gram. Launched 20+ years ago, the BT Workstyle 
project counted 70,000 BT employees in 2006, of 
whom 11,600 are contractually employed by BT to 
work from home. Currently, around 50 employees 
sign up for home working every week in the UK 
alone. 

Project Design and Implementation
BT pioneered its flexible working policies over 20 
years ago to meet a clear business need. The starting 
point of the project was the awareness of the fact 
that the true competitive advantage of the digital 
networked economy is the ability to anticipate 
and respond quickly to change. BT perceived that 

the traditional 9-5 working day could not satisfy 
the demands of either the business or the people 
working in the new economic and social environ-
ment. The group realized that its true competitive 
advantage would be created by its ability to attract 
talent on a global scale and the ability of that talent 
to anticipate change, the speed at which it could 
respond to new opportunities, and the 24/7 avail-
ability of products and services. BT’s first official 
home workers were established in 1986. Between 
1986 and 1998, the group launched a series of pilot 
and trial programs, introducing other forms of 
flexible working such as annualized hours, time 
banking, compressed hours, and the occasional 
home-based working. At end-1998, BT set a target 
of 2000 home workers for the year 2000, which 
it achieved in the first quarter of that year. By the 
end of the year, that number had increased to 5000 
home workers.

Examples of flexible and home working can 
be found in every area of BT’s business, from 
Systems and Solutions to Technical Design, HR, 
Finance, Directories, Customer Service and many 
others. Flexible working now extends to nearly 
80,000 people across BT. A typical home worker 
is anyone from a Senior Executive to a Personal 
Assistant anywhere in its business.

Becoming a home worker is a very simple 
process. Each BT employee has the option to work 
from home and requires solely the approval of their 
line manager. BT’s Workstyle website enables 
the manager to place an order for a new contract 
and authorize the purchase of equipment and/or 
furniture, while the individual is responsible for 
ordering their business e-mail address, stationery, 
and whatever else they may need. 

Organizational Project Setting
The BT Workstyle project incorporates the fol-
lowing key elements: cultural change; creation of 
flexible estate; accommodation rationalization; a 
flexible technology platform.

The project was introduced from top to bottom. 
Senior executives were strongly encouraged to be 
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early adopters in order to demonstrate manage-
ment commitment. In addition, the HR, Estate 
Management and IT departments forged a close 
working relationship.

Clear polices and practices were established 
and publicized. Metrics such as quality of service, 
productivity, staff retention, and sick leave were em-
ployed. The focus shifted from rewarding people’s 
attendance to rewarding people’s contributions.

A key focus of the internal campaign was to 
celebrate those individuals who were working suc-
cessfully in a new flexible environment.

In terms of accommodation and flexible estate, 
the company established several ad-hoc buildings 
around the world (about 170) and also remodeled the 
company flagship HQ as a workstyle building.

In terms of the technology platform, BT’s work-
style technology architecture provides platforms 
for the ordinary flexible worker as well as for more 

Table 1. Study Sample: Initial Comparison (PART 1)   
 

 Project operative 
origin 

 
Project 
sponsor 

Project 
actual 
phase 

No. of 
employees 

enrolled/tot 
(current) 

Pre-
requisites 

for program 
enrolment 

Technical 
support 

Organizational 
support 

Main 
constraints 

Main 
facilitators 

Project  
results/ 

metrics (levels) 

 
IBM MOBILE 
PROJECT 

Strategic aim and 
costs reduction. 

Business 
Operations  
Dept. 

Maturity 3000/13000 
(IBM EMEA 
Southern 
Region). 
Segmented. 

Everyone is 
admitted on a 
voluntary 
basis. 

Various, 
depends on 
the needs of 
the users: 
generally, an 
ADSL line, PC 
and mobile 
phone, 
intranet 
access. 

Intranet 
campaign.  
Appropriate 
reward and 
performance 
evaluation  
systems. 
Skills assessment 

“Presence = 
productivity” 
culture. 
HR systems. 
Social 
interaction 

Sponsorship. 
IT culture. 
Intranet and 
HR ERP 

At market level 
(legitimacy);  
at employee level 
(satisfaction); 
at company level 
(real estate cost-
savings) 

 
I.NET 
TELEWORKIN
G SYSTEMS 

Employee 
satisfaction 
Internal climate. 

HR Dept. Maturity 
/ended 

Currently 0. 
Was 10/250 
(total). 

1. Possibility to 
control 
productivity; 
2. Low paper 
document 
flow; 3. Good 
time-
management 
skills.  
4.Voluntary 
basis but only 
for some org. 
Roles 

ADSL line, PC 
and mobile 
phone, 
Intranet. 

 Rigidity of 
legislation. 
Isolation. 
Controlling 
productivity.  
IT emergency. 
Infrastructure 
costs. 

IT culture. 
Personal 
drivers 
(geographical 
dispersion). 

At employee level 
(satisfaction); at 
company level 
(employer 
branding). 

 
UNISYS 
MOBILE 
PROJECT 
( PHASE 1) 

Employee 
satisfaction.  
Internal climate. 

HR Dept. and 
Top 
Management 

Maturity Max 20/400 
(total) 

Voluntary 
basis. Good 
level of 
working 
autonomy; 
good 
performance; 
at least one 
year with the 
company 
 
 

ADSL line, PC 
and mobile 
phone 
Intranet 

HR support Infrastructure 
reliability 
(connection 
speed). 
Lack of 
personal 
space at 
home (to use 
as an office). 
 

Personal 
driver. 
Internal IT 
system and 
culture. 

At employee level 
(satisfaction); 
at company level 
(legitimacy with 
clients). 

 

Table 1. Study Sample: Initial Comparison (PART 2)

Project operative
origin

Project
sponsor

Project
actual
phase

No. of
employees

enrolled/tot
(current)

Pre-
requisites

for program
enrolment

Technical
support

Organizationa
l support

Main
constraints

Main
facilitators

Project
results/

metrics (levels)

UNISYS
AGILE
PROGRAM
(PHASE 2)

Cost-savings Top
Management

Start-up Currently
20/250,
(number is
increasing)
expansion
underway;
segmented.

Voluntary
basis
idem as phase
1.

ADSL line, PC
and mobile
phone
Intranet.

HR support plus
office
equipment and
structure.

Infrastructure
reliability
(connection
speed)
Lack of
personal
space at
home (to use
as an office)
Labor unions .

Sponsorship
IT culture
Intranet, HR
ERP
Business
Center.

Prospectively as
for IBM.

BT
WORKSTYLE
PROJECT

Strategic aim and
cost-savings

Top
Management

Maturity 70,000/431.800
(number
increasing).

Voluntary
basis.
Line manager
approval
(based on an
internal
agreement
between the
employee and
his/her boss).

ADSL, ISDN,
GPRS, 3G and
Wi-Fi.
Intranet. PC
and mobile
phone,
Blackberry.
Desk platform
with
ActivCard.
Fixed/mobile
telephony,
working tools.

Training.
Online help
team.
Public and
transparent
practices.

Cultural
constraints (at
the
beginning).
Necessary
equipment
and work
space.

Sponsorship.
Strategic
driver.
Clear policies.
Metrics.

At market level
(legitimacy);
at employee level
(satisfaction,
productivity,
retention..); at
company level
(real estate and
HR cost-savings);
at social level
(lower pollution
impact, whole
CSR; diversity
politics).

Source: Our elaboration

Table 1. Study sample: Initial comparison
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specialized staff who need to access corporate ap-
plications from home or other locations. Another 
crucial factor in the cultural change was fast access 
to the BT corporate intranet.

Measuring the Results
The move to flexible working has helped BT Group 
save more than 725 million of euro per annum in 
property management costs alone. BT has built a 
number of brand new buildings for BT employees 
around the world, installing hot desks and touch-
down areas to move thousands of staff from fixed 
to flexible working. Part of the project also involved 
redesigning the BT Centre in Central London and 
BT currently has 1,500 workstations used by up to 
4000 BT staff every day.

Introducing home-based working gave BT the 
opportunity to draw on a bigger pool of talent, retain 
workers in whom it had invested significantly in 
training and development, and make hefty savings 
in recruitment and training costs, while also reduc-
ing overheads—every fulltime home worker saves 
BT approximately £6000 per year and research 
has shown that these home workers are between 
15 and 31 per cent more productive.

BT home workers are taking 63 per cent less 
sick leave than their office-based counterparts. The 
retention rate following maternity leave stands at 
99 per cent compared with the UK average of 47 
per cent.

Further, BT estimates that it has eliminated 
the annual need for more than 300 face-to-face 
meetings and the ensuing travel needs to get to 
those meetings. 

On the customer side, the BT Workstyle Project 
means that BT people are more project-based and 
a virtual team across many disciplines can be put 
together quickly to address and solve problems.

E-WORK: ORGANIZATIONAL  
OUTCOMES AND CHALLENGES

The experiences of British Telecom, IBM and, 
partly, Unisys in its second phase attest to the feasi-

bility and usefulness of the new work methods and 
solutions in optimizing work space flexibility.

The projects have enabled the companies to 
improve their economic health, also thanks to the 
development of a corporate image in line with the e-
business era, improve infrastructure management, 
and increase work productivity, above all, thanks to 
the quantifiable and easily monetized cost-savings 
in real-estate management. In particular, much 
prominence is given internally to the optimization 
of the use and management of the corporate real 
estate footprint, a factor directly attributable to the 
project and which has freed up financial resources. 
The BT Workstyle project has enabled the company 
and its people to become more agile and efficient 
in a 24/7 market. The number of people sharing a 
desk at IBM has increased and the current average 
number of employees per shared desk is 2.6. Uni-
sys is also paring property management costs and 
has already sublet part of the office space released 
thanks to Project Agile.

All four companies have spurred the percentage 
of employees who use this work method, despite 
the reduction in the overall workforce. The project-
related results outlined include an overall improve-
ment and strengthening in staff satisfaction; a 
more balanced management by employees of their 
family and working life; and greater flexibility and 
autonomy in the time-management of clients (on a 
par with the hours worked). The employee’s deci-
sion to join the project is usually voluntary and is 
discussed with their manager. As outlined in Table 
2, we coded our results according to the evalua-
tion model of outputs, outcomes and impacts. The 
IBM results are measurable as program outputs, 
outcomes and impacts, although less attention is 
paid to the program impacts at the beginning. The 
Unisys results are measurable as program outputs, 
given that these relate to the preliminary phase of 
the program, although recently, in line with project 
advancement, we can also factor in the program 
outcomes and impacts. The BT Workstyle project 
results are measurable as program outputs, out-
comes and impacts.
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On the other hand, the I.Net project had a very 
different organizational impact. Although it has 
since been wound up, it was a successful initiative 
that raised no internal resistance, either from the 
employees or the line managers, and the project 
was closed purely due to the changing needs of 
the employees themselves. This project can be 
easily compared with the first phase of the Unisys 
program.

The stated goal of both the organizations was 
to signal their employee focus, which they did 
successfully. However, no other more productive 
goals were perceived by the company. Currently, 
no employees are enrolled in the I.Net program 
and only a few are countable for the first stage of 
Unisys program. The projects, thanks to I.Net’s and 
Unisys’ internal climates and employer branding 
status in the job market, enabled the companies to 
improve their capacity to meet the work and life 
needs of their employees and reduce absenteeism. 
But even more importantly from the companies’ 
standpoint, the projects have sent the employees 
an emotional signal that makes them feel more 
embedded organizationally.

The I.Net and Unisys (first phase) program re-
sults are measurable as the program impacts, while 
the emphasis on program outputs and outcomes 
are not as relevant.

Table 2 outlines the rational and normative 
framework of adoption and enables us to code the 
I.Net and Unisys (first phase) project adoptions as 

normative and the adoption framework of the other 
three projects as rational.

In addition, each of these cases highlights 
the existence of common critical issues related 
to the social and interpersonal dimension of the 
employees’ work, including potentially negative 
factors, such as a diminished sense of belonging 
to the work group; a loss of corporate identity; 
a loss of social relations with colleagues; and 
resistance related to loss of status and perceived 
career difficulties. Some difficulties also emerged 
in terms of the inadequacy of the tools and/or hu-
man resource management policies, with people 
remaining anchored to the “traditional” places of 
work. Situations have arisen where the employee 
has complained of a feeling of being poorly valued 
by their boss, while these latter have reported a 
fear of losing control over their staff.

Ultimately, practical hurdles have been reported 
related to the need to have an “alternative work 
space”, one that adequately meets needs, which is 
not always available at the employee’s home, and 
to have access to the use of efficacious technologi-
cal supports. 

These preliminary results lead us to draw the 
following conclusions:

First, the case studies confirm a substantial 
coherence between the managerial discourse and 
the effective situation analyzed, even though the 
scenario investigated seems privileged from this 
viewpoint and that even the actors describe it as 
unusual, especially those in Italy when compared 

(scale: from 1 = low; to 10 = high)

Table 2. Rational vs. normative framework adoption: operationalization

IBM Mobile
Project

I.Net
Teleworking

Systems

Unisys Mobile
Project

( Phase 1)

Unisys Agile
Program (Phase

2)

BT Workstyle
Project

Focus on outputs 10 5 8 9 10

Focus on outcomes 10 2 2 10 10

Focus on impacts 2  in advance
10 as results.

9 in advance;
0 as results.

8 in advance;
1 as results.

5  in advance
(non yet
measurable) as
results.

6 in advance;
10 as results.
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with other successful European experiences (such 
as BT Workstyle). This corroborates the theory of 
Abrahamson and Fairchild (1999) on the temporal 
divergence, in some cases, between managerial 
discourse and practice, but, on the other hand, also 
helps us to better understand the dynamics that can 
help or hinder the convergence of practices with 
managerial discourse.

Second, IBM, BT and Unisys adopted the 
ICT solutions in a rational way, with measurable 
outputs on firm productivity. On the other hand, 
the adoption and implementation of ICT solutions 
by I.Net (and by Unisys in its first program phase) 
was more normative, achieving the primary goal 
of having a relevant impact on the psychological 
perceptions of the employees of the reciprocity of 
the contractual obligations.

These factors enable us to confirm the possible 
dual role of ICT-working solutions and their positive 
impact on the employees’ psychological contract, 
even when the adoption is solely nominal. In fact, 
the employees tend to describe e-work as an op-
portunity that meets a number of specific working 
expectations, such as its positive effects on skill and 
performance levels, a better work and life balance, 
the saving of travel time (and costs). 

Further, the case studies lead us to suggest that 
only a rational adoption can be successful and 
durable in the longer term. In fact, the adoption 
of non-rational solutions can translate into project 
hurdles when it comes to future development (i.e., 
not during initial implementation, but more in the 
longer term for large-scale programs). 

Generally, however, this work method is not 
at all widespread, so it is certainly appropriate to 
speak of a managerial fashion that still seems to 
lack a consolidated following. Nevertheless, the 
implementation of these managerial practices in 
the four cases in question can help us identify 
several critical points related to the managerial 
discourse diffusion processes and also some use-
ful guidelines. 

E-WORK: PRELIMINARY EVIDENCE 
ON THE MANAGERIAL DISCOURSE

The cases analyzed and enable us to form a few 
preliminary considerations on the actual transfor-
mation of labor processes in e-work practices. 

 First, the adoption of specific technical-man-
agement models seems to differ sharply depending 
on the company’s competitive scenario. Companies 
that operate in more dynamic environments subject 
to greater competitive pressure report a higher ac-
ceptance of the new management models, as the 
project survey has shown. Size also seems to be a 
key variable. That size is important is attested to by 
the fact that the larger companies are contaminated 
more quickly by or are more sensitive to managerial 
discourse. The poor diffusion of some logic could 
therefore be explained by the smaller average size 
of the Italian companies.

Second, given the distinctive characteristics of 
Italian companies, the differentiated use of par-
ticular flexible work methods could be explained 
by their corporate structures—closely held and 
controlled—where it is difficult to find a clear-
cut separation between owners and management 
and where, in any case, the adoption stimuli are 
lacking.

Third, the theory on managerial fashions 
suggests that the diffusion of the managerial dis-
course goes through a “theorization” process, the 
goal of which is to make the adoption of specific 
techniques appealing to entire organizational cat-
egories, also those which group dissimilar forms 
between them but which share exposure to the same 
environmental stimuli. The non-homogeneous 
diffusion of the techniques in question can be 
explained by the weakness of that theorization 
process or, alternatively and more likely, by the 
difficulty Italian companies have in seeing them-
selves as similar, independently of size. Further, 
still referring to the weakness of the theorization 
process, we underscore the failure to identify the 
tools and univocal management systems required 
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to manage the updated working models (partial 
theorization process). The literature supports the 
flexible work forms without, however, suggesting 
or prescribing new human resource management 
techniques and tools to align with the new work 
models (e.g., new methods of controlling and as-
sessing performance).

Fourth, the theory on managerial fashions 
suggests that, in periods of expansion, the com-
panies show a greater contamination of “rational” 
discourses, or those that promote job productivity 
through techniques that emphasize efficiency, while 
in periods of recession it is easier to find the imple-
mentation of techniques that emphasize the regu-
latory aspects of management and that implicate 
investments in the relationship between individual 
and company (Barley & Kunda, 1992).

Fifth, Guillen (1993) shows how the contamina-
tion is also influenced by the degree to which the 
companies are trade unionized. A higher level of 
unionization translates into a higher probability that 
the companies will adopt the diffused techniques of 
the managerial discourse. In recent years, Italy has 
seen the power of the trade unions diminish and, 
therefore, this variable could explain the irregular 
diffusion of the techniques in question.

Sixth, the institutional context can favor or 
inhibit the theorization process and in Italy neither 
the legal-judicial context nor the cultural context 
yet seem ready to embrace flexible solutions.

E-WORK: HOW TO IMPLEMENT  
LABOR PROCESS 
TRANSFORMATION 

In terms of the cultural context, this paragraph aims 
to indicate several practical guidelines, based on 
the results of our case studies, to help address the 
different critical issues encountered in the process 
of designing and implementing flexible solutions to 
facilitate the “rational and aware” diffusion of the 
managerial discourse on the subject of technology 
and flexible work.

Our analysis, in a longitudinal and dynamic 
perspective, indicates clearly the importance of a 
logical development that envisages a first phase of 
(a) analysis and design; a second phase aimed at 
(b) the effective introduction of the flexible forms 
mediated by technology; and a third and final phase 
aimed at (c) the monitoring and measuring of the 
results achieved by the project. It is important that 
all these steps are designed and planned at the 
beginning of the project.

Bilateral Needs Analysis and  
Definition of the Goals

The redesign of the work times and spaces assumes 
the upstream production of a feasibility study that 
not only analyses the needs of both the organization 
and the employees, but also defines concrete and 
realistic objectives. These bases will enable the or-
ganization to introduce new forms of flexible work 
capable of marrying and reconciling the diverse 
needs of the company with those of the individuals 
without running the risk of designing projects that 
lack coherence and which are de-contextualized 
from the real needs of the interested parties. Several 
projects fail because the organizational presump-
tions about people needs.

Moreover, employees have different expecta-
tions, request and wishes, that are related with their 
individual motivational structures, life-cycles, 
life-styles and so on. It is necessary to understand 
what people really want and to categorize them 
also considering their different needs.

Those premises pave the way for another essen-
tial step, that calling for the clear definition of the 
objectives to be achieved by the organization and 
their levels and measurements: the lack of defined 
specific and measurable goals makes it hard, if not 
impossible, to embark on the project process. 

As seen in our case studies, the successful 
projects are those that promote voluntary member-
ship and take into account the real needs of the 
employees and their trends in the society. More over 
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clear projects objectives are defined and monitored 
across the time. 

Introduction of Flexible Work Forms 
Mediated by Technology

The managerial techniques used for dealing with 
the flexibility of the work space require the evalu-
ation and overcoming of constraints (within and 
without the company) and the development of some 
organizational preconditions capable of maximiz-
ing adoption and acceptance.

In many cases, technology is a facilitator, a tool 
that enables new forms of flexible distance work, 
but there are other kinds of hurdles to leap, which 
are (1) structural, (2) regulatory, (3) cultural, and 
even (4) psychological in nature.

Structural Constraints 

Some workers need to be in direct contact with 
the company’s machinery and plants, which 
thus ties them to the place and time of machine 
loading, operation, and control: this constraint is 
typical of an industrial organization but affects a 
decreasing number of workers. Other jobs involve 
direct contact with the client - where this latter 
physically comes to the company at set times - or 
with other employees or even with colleagues who 
are members of the work group. Other restrictive 
factors might include information and documen-
tation centers that cannot be decentralized. So, in 
theory, flexible solutions are not always a good fit 
for everyone: the corporate population needs to 
be segmented in line with the feasibility and the 
practicability of the various and possibly graded 
solutions. 

That means it is necessary to design flexible 
and mobile solutions according to the specificity 
of the working processes. 

This also applies to the cases presented here: 
even though the context is certainly more technol-
ogy and service-oriented, the presence of different 

types of employees required the implementation 
of different solutions.

In addition, the office layout needed to be 
adapted to the needs of the mobile population as 
did the information technology structures (intranet, 
videoconferences, distance-working tools, virtual 
domains). 

Regulatory Constraints

On the regulatory front, our case studies underscore 
how Italian labor legislation has long impeded the 
introduction of flexibility to the space-time aspect 
of the work performance, given that it has not 
yet been updated to cover the new working pos-
sibilities offered by technology. For example, the 
restrictions and clauses that still today obstruct the 
use of part-time or distance work methods, while 
provided for in the collective contracts and many 
company agreements, are not currently regulated 
by an organic law. Legislation on security and 
safety is also still lacking in this sense. However, 
the cases researched attest to the feasibility of flex-
ible solutions despite such constraints.

Cultural Constraints

A particularly critical aspect in the adoption of 
flexible work forms is the popular view of the 
significance of “traditional” work forms and the 
values that it rewards or, to the contrary, penalizes. 
In Italy, the idea of “always being present” is still 
widespread, by which “presence = productivity”. 
This logic is clearly antithetic to that of “working 
outside the company”. Therefore, it is necessary to 
communicate the same level of value and to give 
status to the new forms of work, to debunk the idea 
that these are residual and sub-optimal.

That aspect is especially clear when we compare 
the Italian projects with the British. It is also clear 
that cultural change not only requires time, but 
involves other aspects of managing the cultural 
change processes, such as starting from the top, 
allocating training resources, and spreading infor-
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mation to support the managerial decision-making 
processes through the transition.

Psychological Resistances

Another factor that can impede a company’s adop-
tion of flexible work forms - at least in the initial 
phases - is the possible psychological resistance of 
the employees themselves. In the cases analyzed, 
diverse measures were taken to address the natural 
resistance to change deriving from the fact that 
any change in working methods necessarily and 
inevitably has an impact on the daily routines of 
the individuals, triggering fear and anxiety. Com-
panies need to focus carefully on these aspects 
and start by preparing a communication plan 
that provides all the information and guidelines 
on the new solution to be introduced into the 
organization and guarantees a response to any 
requests for clarification by the employees. Our 
case studies also suggest that companies should 
not present such solutions as compulsory, but 
propose them as a choice to be made voluntarily 
by the employee.

Closely connected to the subject of the con-
straints to overcome are the organizational precon-
ditions needed to ensure the successful outcome 
of the project, which therefore need to be planned 
in parallel with the other project design aspects. 
These comprise the corporate culture and the hu-
man resource management systems (Lengick-Hall 
& Lengick-Hall, 2006).

If the corporate culture tends to penalize (per-
haps in terms of career) the flexible management 
of the work time, it will be difficult to get the 
employee to accept it. Therefore, flexibility needs 
to be given similar value and this value needs to 
be diffused throughout the company, rewarding it 
wherever it is represented.

The designing of transparent human resource 
management systems - thanks to which the value 
of flexibility is tangibly supported - is also closely 
related to this theme. Management systems are an 
indispensable organizational precondition for the 

adoption of flexible work forms. The existence of 
an organizational system of work processes to meet 
goals, which must be accompanied by an employee 
performance appraisal system to measure the 
results achieved, is an essential part of the effec-
tive project. It is necessary to switch from a logic 
centered on the physical presence of the employee, 
their activities and their duties in the company, to 
a logic oriented to achieving results in line with 
programmed yet flexible processes. This translates 
into new tools, but also new management logics 
that need to be transmitted across all levels of the 
organization (Martin et al., 2008). 

Monitoring and Measuring Results

The last step in the introduction of flexible work 
forms calls for both the continuous monitoring and 
the final measuring of the results achieved by the 
company and the employees. Continuous monitor-
ing is a key factor in enabling the correction of any 
errors and identifying any required changes; while 
the accurate measuring of the results achieved 
(better if concrete, tangible, quantitative) is of sig-
nificant importance because it enables the objective 
assessment of the effects of the project implemented 
and, above all, supports future projects of a similar 
nature, as well as the decision-making process. This 
aspect is especially significant because it marries 
qualitative measures and indicators with other more 
quantitative parameters, which also have an im-
mediately recognizable economic-financial impact 
and provide a people-climate index, such as the real 
estate implications (as in the cases of IBM, BT and 
Unisys) and the perceived satisfaction. Therefore, 
it is only possible to evaluate the results when the 
objectives have been accurately defined.

CONCLUSION

The projects discussed attest to the business oppor-
tunities sparked by the new technological solutions 
in supporting work flexibility, but, more generally, 
in supporting the emotional relationship (i.e. the 
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psychological contract) between the employee and 
the organization. E-work solutions are particularly 
relevant when they come to the actual nature of 
the working relationship. 

The employment market currently is the object 
of a far-reaching cultural revolution that is affecting 
the work relationship. Values and principles, such 
as loyalty to the company and a job for life are 
gradually giving way to concepts such as employ-
ability, professionalization, and entrepreneurship. 
Our case studies underscore how the cultural and 
institutional environment is a crucial factor in the 
success of the labor transformation processes. 

The companies explain (and justify) this trend as 
instrumental to the flexibility and cost-reductions 
demanded by an increasingly competitive and 
global scenario. However, one might assume that 
all this would lead also to a change in the context 
and in the forms of social interaction between the 
individuals working for the company and between 
the company and the employee. Indeed, in this 
sense, companies are moving towards organiza-
tional forms that force them increasingly to make 
a trade-off between greater flexibility and the 
diminishing of the organizational commitment of 
the people who work for them.

The studied cases appear to confirm the 
alignment of the managerial discourse with or-
ganizational practices, although our results are 
also consistent with the “time-lag” theorized by 
Abrahamson & Fairchild (1999). 

Ultimately, the cases enable us to pinpoint a 
number of critical issues and guidelines for the de-
sign and implementation of technology-based work 
systems—to sustain the contamination of practices 
- such as: the dual approach (the organizational and 
the employer viewpoint) during the needs-analysis 
and goal-setting phases; the relevance of a coherent 
organizational culture and human resource system 
(i.e., especially appraisal and reward systems); the 
removal of organizational structural constraints; 
the management of cognitive resistances; and the 
importance of the evaluation and monitoring phases 
during the project processes.
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Key terms

E-Work Solutions: Managerial rhetoric that 
means that employee-organization relationship is 
mediated by ICT. E-work could enable both spatial 
and time working flexible solutions.

Managerial Discourse: What is said and writ-
ten about managerial issues.

Managerial Rhetoric: It is part of the manage-
rial discourse and it describes managerial fashion-
able techniques as the vanguard of management 
progress.

Outputs, Outcomes and Impacts: They are 
three effects along with is possible to evaluate of 
public policies according respectively products-
services generated, results when products reach 
their target market, and finally underlying prob-
lems addressed or developed by the program in 
the longer term. 

Psychological Contract: It is the employee’s 
expectations about his/her labor relationships 
(i.e. mutual obligations, values, expectations and 
aspirations) that operate over and above the formal 
contract of employment.
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Abstract

This chapter theoretically and empirically addresses the notion that user participation and involvement 
is one of the important factors for IS success. Different models and studies are reviewed to define and 
classify types of early end-user involvement and participation. Next, five case studies are presented of 
Dutch governmental organizations (Ministries) that have recently deployed an employee self-service 
application. Based on interviews with developers, project managers and users it can be showed that 
the deployment success of such systems is positively related to the extent of early user involvement and 
participation. In addition, it was found that expectancy management is important to keep users informed 
about certain deployment decisions. In this way, employees can truly use the self-service applications 
without much support from the HR-departments.
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Introduction

In 2007, the Dutch House of Representatives 
asked the Dutch Government questions about their 
ICT-expenditures. Concerns were raised about 
how much money was wasted by governmental 
ICT projects that resulted in failures. The Dutch 
Court of Audit was instructed to come up with a 
report on governmental ICT projects and the pos-
sible reasons for failures. When the report (Dutch 
Court Audit, 2007) was finished, it named several 
difficulties that can be faced when executing ICT 
projects for governmental organisations. Among 
this list is the impact of the changes caused by 
the implementation of the IT-system. Users cur-
rent way of working may be completely changed 
by changing work processes when the system is 
introduced. Users therefore need to be informed 
an trained to completely benefit from the system. 
Another cause for problems is the need for clear 
goals and demands. If the software developer does 
not receive clear demands and wishes, the actual 
end-product might not be what the government 
thought it would receive.

In both of the mentioned problems users 
play an important role in making the system a 
success. There is already a lot of agreement on 
the fact that users should be involved to produce 
usable software programs. It is recommended in 
ISO standard 13407 to get better insights in the 
requirements for a software application. Most at-
tention to user involvement is still on the usability 
testing of systems, which happens on a later stage 
in the development process. However, the sooner 
the end-user is involved, the more efficient it is 
(Noyes et al, 1996; Chatzoglou & Macaulay, 1996; 
Blackburn et al, 2000).

One of the challenges in involving users in 
IT developments is the time factor that plays a 
very important role in governmental IT projects. 
Most of the decisions to implement or develop 
new Information Technology have a political 
background. This means the project will have to 
be delivered at the end of the current cabinet’s 

term. This introduces a certain pressure for the 
project to be delivered as soon as possible. This 
conflicts with the idea that user involvement will 
take a serious amount of extra time needed in the 
development of a new system (Grudin, 1991). The 
systems that have the specific attention of this 
research on first sight also seem to conflict with 
this additional time needed in IT projects when 
involving users. Main reasons for implementing 
E-HRM systems and Shared Service Centres 
(SSC) are increasing efficiency and productivity 
(Verheijen, 2007; Janssen & Joha, 2006). For 
the current Dutch cabinet this is very important 
because it wants to decrease the number of civil 
servants with a number of 12,800 to achieve a 
cost cutback of 630 million Euros in four years 
(Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Konink-
rijksrelaties, 2007). 

Another difficulty in the involvement of users 
is the selection of the right groups of employees to 
have participating in the project (Grudin, 1991). 
This is especially true for most governmental or-
ganisations, because they employ a large amount 
of civil servants. As the applications that are the 
subject of the research are mainly aimed at self-
service these are all potential end-users. This is 
a very diverse group and it can be considered a 
challenge to make the right selection of users from 
this total population.

In this paper we address the question which 
methods are currently used within the Dutch 
governmental institutions to involve end-users 
when deploying employee self-service applica-
tions. We also investigate the relationship between 
end-user participation and involvement and the 
success of such e-HRM applications. Four Dutch 
governmental organizations (Ministries) are 
investigated that have implementing employee 
self-service applications (i.e. e-HRM), which 
offers the possibility to compare the different 
development approaches that are followed. Semi-
structured and topic interviews were held with 
stakeholders within the Ministries to explore 
which methods are already used to involve users 
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in the process of deployment. Their experiences 
are described and reflected upon at the closing 
section of the paper.  

Theory

A Review on the Role of User  
Participation

DeLone & McLean (2003) evaluated empirical 
testing and validation of their original D&M 
IS Success Model (DeLone & McLean, 1992) 
by other researchers and developed an updated 
IS Success Model. An adaptation of this model 
is depicted in Figure 1. It is based on the three 
different levels of communication that were al-
ready defined by Shannon & Weaver (1949). The 
technical level is concerned with the physical 
information output of a system, and evaluated on 
accuracy and efficiency. The semantic level deals 
with the meaning of the output of a system, and 
specifically with how well the output conveys 
the intended meaning. The effectiveness level or 
influence level (Mason, 1978) concerns the effect 
of the information on the receiver.

The top layer of the model contains three dif-
ferent quality dimensions. The two dimensions 
at the left hand side of this layer are similar as in 
the original D&M model (DeLone & McLean, 

1992).Terms to measure information quality were 
accuracy, timeliness, completeness, relevance 
and consistency. This concept and the terms 
thus measure success on the semantic level. For 
system quality these terms were ease-of-use, 
functionality, reliability, flexibility, data quality, 
portability, integration and performance. These 
measures are related tot the technical success 
level. The concept of service quality was added, 
because of the changing role or IS organisations, 
they more and more deliver services instead of 
only products.

The use concept in the model measures suc-
cess on the effectiveness level. It is considered an 
important indicator for system success, especially 
when it is “informed and effective” (DeLone & 
McLean, 2003). There are however some difficul-
ties in the interpretation of the concept use. It has a 
lot of different aspects, for instance voluntariness 
and effectiveness. It therefore received critique 
in research of the original model. One example 
is that use is not a success variable in the case of 
mandatory systems. DeLone & McLean (2003) 
argue however, that no use is “totally mandatory” 
and that mandatory systems will be discontin-
ued if they do not deliver the expected results. 
The differences are thus on the different levels: 
mandatory to use for employees, but voluntarily 
to terminate for management. Nevertheless, to 
overcome some of the difficulties, in the updated 
model a distinction is made between intention to 
use (attitude) and use (behaviour).

User satisfaction is considered a useful 
measure in evaluating the success of informa-
tion systems (Ives, Olson, & Baroudi, 1983). In 
most cases this subjective judgment by users is 
considered to be more user practical, because of 
the difficulties in measuring the success of IS 
objectively (Saarinen, 1996; Lin & Shao, 2000). 
The net benefits concept is regarded as a set of 
IS impact measures, for instance work group im-
pacts and organisational impacts. More specific 
measures are for instance quality of work, job 
performance and quality of work environment. 

Figure 1. Adapted from D&M (Updated) IS suc-
cess model (DeLone & McLean, 2003)
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To reduce the complexity of the model these are 
all grouped together, and which impact will be 
chosen will depend on the information system 
that is evaluated. These two concepts (user satis-
faction and net benefits) measure success on the 
effectiveness level.

Lin & Shao (2000) investigated the relationship 
between user participation and system success. 
They found a significant relationship between both 
concepts, but warn that the context should be taken 
into account. Both user participation and system 
success can be directly and indirectly influenced 
by other factors. Based on the outcomes of their 
data analysis they also suggest that “getting users 
involved in the development process may improve 
their attitudes toward the system and enhance the 
importance and relevance users perceive about the 
system”. Other findings were the positive influence 
of user attitudes on user involvement and the fact 
that users are asked more to participate when the 
complexity of systems increases.

In a survey of 200 production managers 
Baroudi et al, (1986) found positive correlations 
between user involvement and user information 
satisfaction and system usage. User involvement 
in this case was conceptualised as activities during 
the development that enabled the users to influence 
the development. Although, this is more towards 
user participation, it does not completely distinct 
the behaviour and psychological concepts. Inter-
viewing users and developers from 151 projects, 
McKeen & Guimaraes (1997) found a positive and 
significant relationship between user participation 
and user satisfaction. They also noted that projects 
concerning systems or tasks with a high complex-
ity called for more user participation.

To positively influence the success of new 
software applications, developers often turn to 
user involvement. According to Kujala (2003) 
user involvement can be seen as a general term 
and refers to Damodaran (1996) who suggests a 
continuum from informative to consultative to 
participative. However, some researchers suggest 
a difference between user involvement and user 

participation. User participation will then be the 
“assignments, activities, and behaviors that users 
or their representatives perform during the systems 
development process” (Barki & Hartwick, 1989). 
User involvement can be regarded as “a subjective 
psychological state reflecting the importance and 
personal relevance that a user attaches to a given 
system” (Barki & Hartwick, 1989). McKeen et al, 
(1994) in their research on contingency factors also 
describe the development of the division of these 
two concepts. The refined model is even further 
extended, in that user the relationship between 
user participation and system success is influenced 
by other moderating variables like the degree of 
influence, attitude, communication and type of 
involvement. In this study therefore the distinction 
between the two concepts user participation and 
user involvement will also be used.

Several researchers do not only recognize the 
link between user participation and system suc-
cess, but even stress the importance of involving 
end-users in the development of software. Kensing 
& Blomberg (1998) state the participation of end-
users is “seen as one of the preconditions for good 
design” (see also Shapiro, 2005). The workers have 
the information about the working environment 
and organisation, which designers logically do not 
always possess. Combining the domain knowledge 
of the workers and the technical knowledge of 
the designers is considered a foundation for the 
development of a useful application (Kensing & 
Blomberg, 1998).

Reviewing several studies on user involvement 
Damodaran (1996) identified a number of benefits 
of participating end-users:

•	 More accurate user requirements: Nu-
merous problems or defects in software 
applications can be traced back to poorly 
capturing requirements at the beginning of 
the development process (Borland, 2006). 
Pekkola et al. (2006) also argue one of the 
reasons for information system development 
projects to fail are incomplete requirements. 
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In their studies they found user participation 
useful in gathering “credible, trustworthy and 
realistic descriptions of requirements”. In turn 
these accurate user requirements result in an 
improved system quality (Kujala, 2003). 

•	 Avoidance of unnecessary or unusable 
costly system features: Two of the usability 
guidelines given by Nielsen (1993) are “De-
signers are not users” and “Less is more”. 
Designers might think of certain features 
to incorporate in the application without 
consulting end-users. Functionalities that 
are completely logical for developers, might 
be completely incomprehensible for users. 
This might result in users having to spent 
too much time on learning how to use these 
functionalities or even not using them. 
Designers might also have the tendency of 
incorporating too many options to satisfy 
‘every’ end-user. Besides the fact that users 
might never know of these options and use 
them, they can also work contra productive 
by overwhelming to users. A lot of time and 
effort for developing these features can be 
saved by participating end-users. 

•	 Improved levels of system acceptance: 
The levels of system acceptance can be in 
positively influenced by user involvement in 
several ways. Among the list Ives & Olsen 
(1984) have found in other literature are for 
instance the development of development of 
realistic expectations about the information 
system (Gibson, 1977). Also decreasing 
user resistance against the new system and 
actually creating commitment for it are other 
results of user participation (Lucas, 1974). 
Cherry & Macredie (1999) state participa-
tory design as a means to overcome the 
acceptability problems systems might en-
counter without the participation of users. 

•	 Better understanding of the system by the 
user: Logically during the participation users 
will learn about the system by experiencing 

the development (Lucas, 1974). This famil-
iarisation also  leads to the increase in chances 
users will come up with suggestions during 
the development, because they will feel more 
confident (Robey & Farrow, 1982). In the end 
this greater understanding should lead to a 
more effective use of the application. 

•	 Increased participation in decision-
making within the organisation: Clement 
& Van den Besselaar (1993) point to the fact 
that participation is not only restricted to the 
design of an IT-system. The application will 
probably change the way tasks are executed, 
thus affecting the entire organisation and by 
participating employees have the possibility 
to influence this (Robey & Farrow, 1982). It 
might thus not be restricted to the design of 
the application, but also to other decision-
making processes within the organisation.

Although involving users is considered to be 
useful, it also introduces a number of difficulties. 
Firstly, a large amount of a user’s knowledge about 
the process or task the software application will 
have to support has become tacit (Wood, 1997). 
It might therefore be hard to get information 
from these users about the way they work. An 
example of this was also visible at the Ministry 
of the Interior. Developers built a certain func-
tionality based on the description of how a task 
was executed by employees without an applica-
tion. After implementation however, it became 
clear in the former way of working an extra file 
was created by users to keep track of the status 
of the tasks at hand. Since this was not formally 
part of the process, they forgot to mention this 
to the developers. It was thus not incorporated 
in the new application, while this would have 
been relatively easy to realise. To overcome this 
kind of problems it is possible to perform field 
studies, which have the advantage that users do 
not have to articulate their needs (Kujala, 2003). 
Other researchers also suggest the use of (paper) 
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prototypes to counter the difficulties users might 
have in articulating their needs (Pekkol aet al, 
2006; Nielsen, 1993).

Users can also be reluctant to have developers 
observing them while they work (Butler, 1996). 
They might express concerns about justifying the 
time they would have to spent with the design 
team or disturbing their co-workers. Solutions 
to this problem are getting commitment from 
management (Grudin, 1991) and having sessions 
in separate rooms so no colleagues would have 
to feel bothered. Besides these problems Butler 
(1996) mentions the fact that these sessions are 
considered to consume a lot of time, as well in 
planning them, as in executing them. Several 
researchers also point out the fact that involving 
users most of the time delivers a large amount of 
raw data that is difficult to analyse and to use in 
decision making (Brown, 1996; Rowley, 1996). 
This will make projects where users participate 
more time-consuming and thus something devel-
opment teams want to cut back on. Grudin (1991) 
also noted the judgement of developers that user 
involvement would take too much time. However, 
as already stated, allocating more time upfront 
will result in a faster cycle time for software 
developers (Blackburn et al, 2000).

Some members of the design team might 
simply not have the abilities needed to commu-
nicate efficiently with users (Grudin, 1991). They 
might find it difficult to understand the work 
situations of users or miss the empathy needed 
when communicating with users that do not pos-
sess the computer skills they have themselves. 
As a solution to the problematic communication 
between users and developers, mediators could 
be brought into action (Pekkola, Niina, & Pasi, 
2006). They can act as a bridge between both 
groups, translating the different concepts from 
one group to the other. Mock-ups and prototypes 
from the design team are for instance discussed 
with users, while user input and feedback is given 
to the design team. Developers can then focus on 

the design and implementation of the application 
instead of having to spent time and effort on user 
participation methods.

A challenge that occurs even before all of these 
mentioned is the selection of user representatives 
and obtaining access to them (Grudin, 1991). Even 
when a application is developed specifically for 
one organisation, developers might fear the risk 
of missing a certain user(group) in their selection. 
A possible solution is to define a few personas 
based on intended users. A persona is defined as 
“an archetype of a user that is given a name and 
a face, and it is carefully described in terms of 
needs, goals and tasks” (Blomquist & Arvola, 
2002). This can be useful in organisations that 
have large groups of users, which makes it tricky 
to randomly take a small selection out of the total 
group. Subsequently getting hold of the ‘selected’ 
end-users might also pose some difficulties. 
There might be several barriers like information 
managers acting as user representatives, but who 
do not resemble the actual end-user. Also the 
physical distance between developers and users 
might create problems. One of the solutions is to; 
if possible, have the development team working 
on location of the customer. This way easy access 
to users is possible (planned or ad hoc). 

Early Involvement and Participation 
of Users

The reasons of having user participation are clearly 
visible, but when should end-users engaged in the 
development process?  Several researchers sug-
gests that users should be involved early in the 
process. For instance, if users are used as sources 
in the requirements capturing process, the number 
of iterations are less than if they are not (Chatzo-
glou & Macaulay, 1996). Also capturing usability 
problems early in the process is very rewarding. 
Mantei & Teorey (1988) estimate that correcting 
problems early in the development process cost 
three times less than correcting them later on. 
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Nielsen (1993) also supports the involvement of 
users just after the start of the design phase. Regu-
lar meetings between users and designers could 
for instance prevent a mismatch the users’ actual 
task and the developers’ model of the task. 

In comparing software development firms 
Blackburn et al. (2000) found that the ones that 
were considered to have a faster cycle time, were 
the ones that spent more time on for instance get-
ting customer requirements at the early stages of 
the project. In their follow-up interviews of their 
quantitative data analysis, managers mentioned 
that much time in projects is consumed by rework. 
To reduce this time it is important to capture the 
needs of the users early in the development, so 
before the actual programming has started. In 
the end this will actually improve the speed and 
productivity of the software developer.

Damodaran (1996) underlines the justification 
of early user involvement by pointing to one of 
the principles of a number of social design ap-
proaches. That is, organisations will just postpone 
the detection of problems if there is no effective 
user involvement. Again, problems that have to be 
solved later on in the development, or even after 
implementation, will result in higher costs.

User participation can take on a number of 
forms in the development of a software product. 
Kujala (2003) suggests four main approaches are 
detectible, which are user-centred design, partici-
patory design, ethnography and contextual design. 
Since involving end-users from the beginning of 
the project is considered very beneficiary, the focus 
will be on those approaches and methods that take 
place early in the development process. 

Gould & Lewis (1985) in their research on 
user-centred design recommend the early focus 
on users and direct contact between development 
team and end-users. This implies doing interviews 
and discussions with end-users, even before any 
design has been made. Also people should be 
observed when performing tasks, as well in the 
present situation as with prototypes that are de-
veloped during the project. Also the design should 

be iterative, this could for instance be realised by 
using prototypes that can be reviewed by users. 

Participatory design is considered to be a de-
sign philosophy instead of a methodology (Cherry 
& Macredie, 1999). It is not prescriptive and 
therefore the set of techniques that could be used 
should be considered open-ended. The approach 
does have some identifiable principles however, 
firstly it aims at the production of information 
systems that improve the work environment. 
Secondly, users should be actively involved at 
each stage of the development and finally the 
development should be under constant review 
(iterative design). Cherry & Macredie (1999) also 
mention four important techniques, cooperative 
prototyping being the main technique. The other 
techniques are brainstorming, workshops and 
organisational gaming.

Ethnography consists of observing and de-
scribing the activities of a group, in an attempt 
to understand these activities (Littlejohn, 2002). 
In the design of information systems it is defined 
as developing “a thorough understanding of cur-
rent work practices as a basis for the design of 
computer support” (Simonsen & Kensing, 1997). 
The reason for this is the occurrence of differences 
in what users say they do, and what they actually 
do (Nielsen, 1993). The approach is descriptive of 
nature, is from a member’s point-of-view, takes 
place in natural settings and behaviours should 
be explained from their context (Blomberg et al, 
1993). A typical method of ethnography is ob-
serving end-users while they perform their daily 
work. This can be done following them in their 
work, so designers being present at the office, or 
recording the tasks on video and then analysing 
this footage later on. 

Similar to ethnography is contextual design. 
It goal is to help a cross-functional team to agree 
on what users need and design a system for them 
(Beyer & Holtzblatt, 1999). The approach focuses 
on the improvement of the current way of working 
within an organisation. It thus is not only limited 
to the design of a system, but also incorporates 
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redesigning the work processes. Users are the 
main source for data to support decisions on what 
developments should take place. Specific meth-
ods to obtain information from users are (paper) 
prototyping and contextual inquiry. The latter 
method is a combination of observing users and 
interviewing them at the same moment (Beyer & 
Holtzblatt, 1999). 

Co-development, ethnographic methods and 
contextual inquiry are participatory methods 
that are located early in the development cycle 
(Muller, 2001). Most of the approaches actually 
span the entire development. Table 1 summarises 
this section and lists the techniques that could be 
used in the early stages of the development. 

The Case: Employee  
Self-service Applications

As stated in the previous section the type of 
system and the contextual environment are im-
portant factors to keep in mind when measuring 
IS success. In this paper we focus on Employee 
Self-Service (ESS) systems that represent one 
of the fast developing trends in the domain of 
e-HRM (Strohmeier, 2007; Ruël et al, 2004). 
This type of systems is specifically relevant for 
this study as it directly relates to the issue of user 

participation, as it aims to empower employees 
within organizations.

ESS is defined by Konradt et al. (2006) as 
“corporate web portal that enables managers and 
employees to view, create and maintain relevant 
personnel information”. Konradt et al. also iden-
tify four different basis channel functions the 
ESS can support: 

•	 informing employees about rules and regula-
tions

•	 providing interaction the access to personal 
information

•	 supporting transactions, like applications 
for leave 

•	 delivering for instance payslips or training 
videos 

All of the above tasks are normally done by 
the organisations’ HR departments. Fister Gale 
(2003), in her study on three successful ESS 
implementations, describes reducing the work-
load of these personnel departments is a major 
reason for implementation. For instance, chang-
ing personal information of employees in often 
several databases normally had to be done by HR 
employees. This can now be done by employees 
themselves by filling in web based forms, resulting 
in (real-time) updates of the databases of the HR 

Table 1. POTENTIAL early participation methods 

Method Approach (Kujala, 2003)

Observation User-centred Design / Ethnography

Interviews User-centred Design

Discussion User-centred Design

Prototyping User-centred Design / Participatory Design / Contextual Design

Brainstorming Participatory Design

Workshops Participatory Design

Organisational gaming Participatory Design

Video analysis Ethnography

Contextual Inquiry Contextual Design
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systems. The web based nature of the ESS also 
offer the possibility to significantly decrease the 
paperwork that needs to be handled. However, the 
benefits are not only on the organisations’ side, 
employees also profit from the implementation 
of ESS. They have instant access to information 
and the effort needed for certain transactions, 
like expense claims, is reduced. Managers also 
benefit from the up-to-date information and easy 
access to for instance reports, resulting in a better 
overview over their resources. 

ESS and User Satisfaction

Konradt et al. (2006) used the well-known 
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM; Davis, 
1989) to describe the influences of a systems’ 
usefulness and ease of use on user satisfaction 
and system use. The research model they used in 
their investigation is depicted in Figure 2. Ease of 
use related positively to user satisfaction, as well 
as to usefulness. Usefulness in turn positively 
influenced both system use and user satisfaction. 

A final relationship was described between user 
satisfaction and system use. 

A number of implications were drawn from 
these findings to ensure the success of an ESS 
implementation. The suggestion that system ac-
ceptance is mainly determined by the usefulness 
of the system and its ease of use, implies that 
enough attention should be paid to these factors. 
Informing and involving employees during the 
development is advised to influence the ease of 
use and usefulness of the application. It should be 
clear to employees why it is beneficiary to them to 
use the ESS, to ensure system acceptance. If users 
do not accept the system, the workload reduction 
for HR department will not be realised. Instead 
of the normal workload, HR employees will be 
flooded with help requests by users who do not 
understand the system or even are reluctant to 
work with it. 

Data and Methods

To determine in what ways users are involved 
or enabled to participate in the development of 

Figure 2. User participation and application success
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software applications, interviews were held at 
four Dutch ministries. The cases are described 
below.

Emplaza at the Ministry of the Interior 
and Kingdom Relationships

The person interviewed representing the Min-
istry of the Interior and Kingdom Relationships 
is the project leader Self-Service / Emplaza. The 
application is called Emplaza, a combination of 
the words Employability and Plaza.

This self-service human resources application 
is used by approximately 5,500 civil servants 
within the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom 
Relationships. The application is also used by the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality 
and the Ministry of Economic Affairs, resulting 
in a total number of about 17,000 users. The 
software supports up to twenty HR-processes, for 
instance applying for leave or filing an appraisal 
conversation. The application is actually a sort of 
web application and functions as layer over the 
actual administrative IT-system. It is built and 
managed by an external party. 

At the time of the interview a new release of the 
application (version 4.3) was under development. 
This will be the base for this case description. 
Since the application is not entirely new some of 
the reactions of the users can be expected based 
on experiences from the previous releases. These 
experiences also influenced the way in which 
new releases or features are developed. This time 
however, the release has taken more than a year 
to develop because of some important differences 
with previous situations. First of all the builders 
were new to the project and therefore the advan-
tage of having worked together (as with previous 
releases) was lost. Second, release 4.3 can be 
considered larger and more extended in words of 
number of functionalities. As a result testing the 
application a considerable amount of extra time 
was needed to test this version. Finally, the change 
in organizational structure with the introduction of 

P-Direkt (see next section) also took some time to 
get used to. P-Direkt for instance now takes care 
of communication between the external builder 
and the user group of the Ministry.

For the development of the new releases key-
users or super-users were selected to participate. 
These civil servants have a lot of knowledge 
about the process the application is supposed 
to support. By interviewing them they current 
way the process is executed is determined. A 
next step was to establish which forms should 
be available to support task within the process. 
After that the next task was to find out how the 
forms and workflow should look like in Emplaza. 
When agreement was found on these issues the 
Functional Designs were created by the software 
developer. Before the actual programming started, 
a number of applications that supported similar 
HR-processes were investigated. Findings from 
this analysis formed the starting point of how this 
should be realized in the Emplaza application.

The key-users are thus very involved in the 
business rules that need to be implemented in the 
system. Other aspects they are asked to judge, 
are the look-and-feel of the user interface and 
the performance of the application. To do this 
they have to use test-scripts that will force them 
through every step and part of the new functional-
ity so they will be able to comment on all the new 
developments. Members of the HR self-service 
project team also test the application by looking 
at it from the viewpoint of a ‘new’ user. They 
specifically pay attention to the help texts that are 
created for the end-users to guide them through 
certain tasks.

A number of criteria were used in selecting 
employees to participate in the development of 
the new release. Participants had to have a lot of 
knowledge and experience in the field concerning 
the process at hand. Furthermore, they had to be 
available to cooperate, i.e. they had to be freed 
from their normal tasks. Finally, they also had 
to be able to think constructively about the new 
functionality. Most of the time it had become clear 
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in earlier sessions whether or not people met this 
latter criterion. For testing the application manag-
ers are asked to cooperate, they are selected on 
their position within the organization and thus 
all have a different role in the HR-process that is 
going to be implemented in the system. It is tried 
to have two ‘camps’: those who are sceptical of 
ICT and those who feel positive about ICT.

End-users are actually involved just when 
the new release has gone ‘live’ i.e. has gone into 
production. Complaints and issues that come up 
during the use of the application are gathered 
and reviewed. These form the foundation for 
the change proposals that are discussed on a in-
terdepartmental level. During these discussions 
decisions are taken on which changes really need 
to be implemented. If end-users are involved ear-
lier after all, most of them come from the central 
apparatus of the Ministry. The reason for this is 
that they are located close to the test location. 
They are chosen as randomly as possible, so no 
real criteria are used to select participants. This 
way the development group hopes to get ‘fresh’ 
insights about the application.

P-Direkt to be Used Throughout  
Several Dutch Ministries

In July 2003 the Dutch cabinet chose to start the 
establishment of a Shared Service Centre (SSC) 
called P-Direkt. This should be a Human Resource 
Management SSC for Personnel registration and 
Salary administration. Although the project had 
some major problems, it is now still in progress 
with the same main goal. It should lead to a more 
efficient HR-column of the government (Ministry 
of Internal Affairs, 2006). Two identified condi-
tions to reach this goal are joining administrative 
HR-tasks and the implementation of digital self-
service. The latter of these recognised conditions 
makes P-Direkt an interesting subject to examine 
and see how user involvement or participation are 
applied in this project.

The respondent for this interview is the Test 
manager at P-Direkt and is responsible for the 
Functional Acceptation Tests and User Accep-
tation Tests of the HR-Portal that is currently 
developed. This self-service HR-portal should 
eventually be used throughout the entire govern-
ment. In contrast to the Emplaza 4.3 release this is 
an entirely new application. It is built using mostly 
standard functionalities of SAP but, if necessary, 
customization is also applied.

In the process of developing the self-service 
application users are involved in different ways 
and at different stages. Right from the start several 
workgroups are formed. These consist of civil 
servants from several ministries that in the end 
will use the application. The members of these 
groups could be considered end-users, as they 
will eventually use the application in their normal 
work. However, they have a lot of knowledge 
about the HR-processes the application should 
support. These workgroups are full-time dedicated 
in the development of the application for a longer 
period of time. One workgroup for instance has 
been involved from the start in simplifying and 
standardizing the HR-processes within the Dutch 
Government. After twenty-four processes had 
been defined they formed the basis to build the 
technical system that should support them. The 
workgroups were then involved in incorporating 
the right business rules within this system. An 
example of such a rule is calculating the maximum 
compensation that should be granted in different 
situations.

At the final part of building the application a 
number of end-users are asked to test the applica-
tion. This group of end-users do have knowledge 
about the processes that should be supported, how-
ever they were not earlier involved in the develop-
ment of the application. The involved departments 
are asked to send one or two employees to take 
part in the User Acceptation Tests. Per session 
seven to ten participants are asked to complete 
the scenarios that are designed to guide them 
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through a certain task. These tasks, for instance 
filing an expense claim, are subdivided in different 
steps. This way users cannot only comment on 
the application in general but also notate findings 
about specific steps in the process. In this way the 
scenarios also contribute to being able to easily 
group comments about certain steps in the process 
or specific parts from all the different test users. 
These grouped and summarized comments and 
findings are then discussed by P-Direkt and the 
builder of the application. During these discus-
sions it is decided which findings need fixes and 
those are then built within two to three days. After 
that a new test session is held to examine whether 
or not the problems were sufficiently solved.

P-Loket at the Ministry of Health,  
Welfare and Sport

The Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport uses 
an application which is very similar to Emplaza. 
It is called P-Loket and was also developed for the 
Ministry of Social Affairs & Employment and the 
General Intelligence & Security Service, because 
they use the same payroll application. P-Loket is 
a web application, and functions as a layer on top 
of this payroll application (PersonnelView, or P-
View). This situation is thus very comparable to 
the one at the Ministry of the Interior.

P-Loket is a totally new developed application, 
which can be used by employees to support them 
in (personnel) tasks like for instance the filing 
of a request for leave. In June 2007 around 12 
different forms are supported by the application, 
which can be used by approximately 2,250 civil 
servants. These numbers should grow to about 
18 forms and 5,000 employees by January 2008. 
The forms and processes that should be supported 
were chosen based on the outcomes of the stan-
dardisation workgroup of the P-Direkt project. The 
P-Direkt project is also the reason that after the 18 
forms are finished no further developments will 
be done. The P-Direkt application will eventually 
substitute P-Loket.

From the start of the development of the ap-
plication (in 2006) it was already clear P-Direkt 
would be the governmental HR self-service ap-
plication. However, for reasons of more rapidly 
realisable efficiency benefits and to get used to 
self-service applications, it was decided to still 
start the development of P-Loket. The first quarter 
of 2006 was used as preparation and to come up 
with a plan of how to approach the project. The 
second quarter of the year was used to prepare for 
the building, make a process design and setting 
up authorisations. By the end of June the actual 
creation of the application could start.

Building the application was done by an 
external software company that also created the 
P-View application. P-Loket was also a totally new 
developed application for them. However, P-View 
and P-Loket are quite similar web applications, 
which had some advantages. The links for instance 
that had to be available, were already more or less 
present and thus had not to be created completely 
from scratch. They had one developer working 
full-time on the project.

Employees of the Ministry were involved in 
several ways during the development. The project 
group that was formed at the start consisted of hr-
employees, members of the audit service and two 
employees of the Information & Communication 
department. The latter two were experts on web 
(applications) and usability. Both these experts 
had the task to look at the application from a user 
perspective. The usability expert for instance 
discussed a number of prototypes (on screen) 
with the builder. By asking questions like “what 
will happen if a user clicks this button?” issues 
could already be addressed before anything was 
programmed. Apart from the experts the project 
group members did not attend to the User Interface 
of the application. Their focal point was on the 
business rules that should be implemented.

Next to the fact that users were represented in 
the project group, other civil servants were asked 
to cooperate in an usability test. This test was 
carried out by a third party  and the main reason 
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was to resolve usability issues the software builder 
and the usability expert from the project could not 
agree on. The test was carried out with one test 
person and a guide in one room, observers were 
in another room to take notes and film the session 
with a camera. In selecting employees to take part 
in this test, the project group tried to have a balance 
in computer skills, male/female ratio and office/
field staff ratio. To find eight participants, contact 
persons were asked if they knew employees that 
fitted the necessary characteristics.

Another way to involve end-users was to have 
sessions with managers to discuss the functional-
ity that supports performance review conversa-
tions with them. Per session the application was 
demonstrated to three to twelve managers. It 
took roughly five weeks to complete the sessions 
with two hundred and fifty  managers. Managers 
could immediately deliver feedback in the form of 
questions or remarks during the demonstration. 
Although this way of involving end-users took 
considerable time and effort, it was considered 
to be very useful and contributing to the accep-
tance of the application. One of the strengths of 
having different sessions was that certain issues 
came up in numerous occasions. This made it 
easier to establish the importance of a problem 
or request. The issues from the different sessions 
were combined and for each issue the urgency 
was determined. Subsequently the impact of 
solutions for these issues was discussed with 
software developer.

Also the fact that the project group was located 
in the same offices as end-users that were not in 
the project group offered the possibility to ask 
these colleagues for their opinions in an informal 
ad hoc way. The project group gratefully made 
use of this opportunity during the development 
of P-Loket.

PeopleSoft/HR at the Ministry Of  
Defence

The Ministry of Defence started implementing 
self-service on HR-processes in 2004, but with-

out involving end-users. As a result the users 
started having wrong interpretations about the 
application. Therefore the Ministry started with 
improving the self-service parts of the applica-
tion in 2006. The application is based on the 
PeopleSoft HR-system and the first processes to 
be supported were looking into personal data, 
filing requests for leave and filing requests for 
foreign official tours. Approximately 80,000 users 
make use of the software, of which about 65,000 
are permanent staff of the Ministry. Besides this 
large group of users another point of consideration 
is the sometimes disrupted relationship with the 
formal superior. This is due to frequent shifts 
within the organisation, for instance staff being 
posted abroad for military operations. As a result 
the application should offer the possibility to 
delegate certain tasks to other superiors, planners 
and/or secretaries. 

It took about one and a half years from the 
beginning of the project until the improved ap-
plication went live. As a start it was determined 
which people and processes should be supported. 
Subsequently the possibilities of the (then) current 
application were investigated. There were three 
important points of departure:

•	 Outcomes of using should be visible to the 
user

•	 Employees use the application in good faith 
(“the user does nothing wrong”)

•	 No training should be necessary to use the 
application. 

The main idea behind this is that the devel-
opment should not only be seen as supporting a 
processes by an application, but also supporting 
users in their actions when using the application. 
Usability research was done by someone from 
outside the Ministry who had no knowledge of 
HR-processes or PeopleSoft. This person asked 
the civil servants how the current application was 
used. Some consultancy was done by external 
parties, but it felt most of the work was done by 
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the internal organisation to come up with the 
advises and reports.

Besides the usability research, users were also 
involved in other ways. Employees with reason-
able knowledge and skills about IT were asked 
to name functional gaps in how the support of 
certain processes. Next to that case studies were 
done by randomly asking people in the organisa-
tion to perform tasks with the application. They 
only got a short introduction of the task and 
the reassurance they could do nothing wrong. 
So nothing about how the application worked 
was explained. After this users were observed 
completing the tasks, while they were invited to 
think-aloud. The moments when users hesitated 
or were in doubt, were explained as moments in 
the process the application should offer help. The 
outcomes of this test were thus:

•	 Information on how the application was 
used

•	 Whether or not concepts and descriptions 
were interpreted as intended

•	 Functional problems

Insights in perceptions on what has happened 
by performing this task (“what will be the next 
steps in the organisation?”)

These outcomes findings were incorporated 
in the improved version of the software. It would 
be valuable to perform such a test again now the 
build is complete, however at the moment there 
is no time available to do this. 

Demands for support and help options are not 
the same for every user, for instance because of 
the mentioned differences in IT-skills. One of the 
tools for help within the PeopleSoft application 
is the “See, Try, Know, Do” principle. Users can 
first look at a demonstration (see) before trying 
it themselves in a simulation mode (try). A next 
step is then to take a test to check if they under-
stand everything (know), before finally actually 
performing the task with the application (do). 

Users can use one or more of these functions to 
support them in the use of the software.

In choosing people for the tests information 
managers were asked if they could point out em-
ployees that met certain criteria. One criterion for 
instance was whether or not they were very skilled 
in using IT. Although there were some criteria, 
no standard profiles were used to categorise us-
ers in groups. To confront these users with the 
improved application, during the development, 
prototypes were used.

Cross-Case Comparison Analysis

The four case studies presented in the preceding 
sections have several things in common. First 
of all, they are of course all developments for a 
governmental organisation. Secondly, they clearly 
all support self-service on Human Resource pro-
cesses. Thirdly, they all serve a large number of 
users, the HR self-service applications have a 
range from 5,000 to 80,000. The fourth parallel 
is that in all cases external organisations were 

Table 2. Used methods to involve end-users

Prototypes Testing Use-research

Emplaza at 
the Ministry 
of the 
Interior And 
Kingdom 
Relation-
ships



P-Direkt 
to be used 
throughout 
several 
Dutch Min-
istries



P-Loket at 
the Ministry 
Of Health, 
Welfare and 
Sport

 

PeopleSoft/
HR at the 
Ministry Of 
Defence

  
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hired to assist in the development, although in the 
case of the Ministry of Defence this was mostly 
limited to advisory reports.

The previous sections also show that users are 
involved or are able to participate in the develop-
ment of IT-systems in the Dutch government. Table 
2 depicts the different ways users participated in 
the different cases that were discussed. 

It is clearly visible that users get most atten-
tion during the test phase of the development. In 
all of the discussed applications end-users have 
participated in one or more tests during the de-
velopment. Logically, this testing found place in 
later phases, however in three cases prototypes 
were used to be able to show users (parts of) the 
application earlier in the process of development. 
Non-expert end-users that participated from the 
start of the projects were visible in two cases 
(P-Loket at the Ministry Of Health Welfare and 
Sport and PeopleSoft/HR at the Ministry Of De-
fence). Most of the users that were engaged from 
the start had expert knowledge on the processes 
that were computerised by the implementation 
of the application. 

Of particular interest is how the participation 
of end-users might have influenced the success 
of the applications in question. Figure 3 has the 
different applications from the interviews depicted 
in a diagram that scores them on success (y-axis) 
and user participation (x-axis). Their position on 
both axes is based on the interviews, but is of 
course subjectively determined. It is not meant to 
imply that any of the applications is ‘better’ than 
the others. The concept of ‘application success’ 
is seen from the viewpoint of each organisation 
and is based on:

•	 Time and effort needed for development 
(relative to the amount of features)

•	 Number of problems encountered during 
tests and implementation

•	 Satisfaction with the end-product 
•	 Contribution to increase in efficiency of the 

supported tasks 

As a final step to complete the four case 
studies among the Dutch Ministries, additional 
information about the (perceived) success of the 
ESS-applications was collected. This was con-
ducted through one short personal e-mail sent to 
the interviewees, containing six system quality 
criteria for which an answer on a 5point scale 
was requested:

•	 The number of problems reported by users 
in the user (acceptation) tests (ranging from 
1 being “very few” to 5 being “seriously 
many”)

•	 The amount of rework needed after testing 
(ranging from 1 being “very little” to 5 being 
“very much”)

•	 Current satisfaction with the application 
by end-users (ranging from 1 being “very 
dissatisfied” to 5 being “very satisfied”)

•	 The amount of questions that reached the 
helpdesk shortly after implementation 
(ranging from 1 being “very few” to 5 being 
“seriously many”)

•	 Contribution of the application to the in-
crease in satisfaction (ranging from 1 being 
“very little” to 5 being “very much”)

•	 The overall success of the application (rang-
ing from 1 being “very low” to 5 being “very 
high”)

Table 3 shows the answers of the respondents 
that were queried for four different Ministries/
cases.

Based on these additional data, the actual rela-
tion between early user involvement, satisfaction 
and application success can be estimated for the 
four cases under investigation. Before we do so, 
some remarks beforehand.

First, it should e noted that for Emplaza 
both the latest version (4.3) and earlier versions 
were investigated (E1). During the interviews it 
became clear that in earlier versions a lot more 
user participation was applied. The short com-
munication lines resulting from the programming 
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team working on the same location as users, 
made sure users could be frequently consulted. 
At the deployment of Emplaza 4.3 end-users were 
involved, but not at all before a working product 
was developed. A number of problems arose in 
the development and testing of the 4.3 version. 
Some functionalities could for instance not be 
implemented on time, because tests by key users 
revealed to many hick-ups. User satisfaction with 
the functionalities that could be implemented on 
time however, was considered to be reasonable 
high. Also, it would not be fair to let the low 
score on participation of end-users to be the only 
reason for the low score on application success. 
There were numerous other problems mentioned 
that contributed to the difficult development of 
Emplaza 4.3, as described in section 3.2.1. Before 
these problems are solved however, earlier ver-
sions can be considered relatively more successful 
than the latest one. 

Secondly, it needs to be considered that the 
PeopleSoft/HR application also has earlier ver-
sions as ESS within the Ministry of Defence. In 
the use of the initial version users encountered 
too many problems. So, the second version was 
developed to be an improvement of the first 
version. A lot more attention for usability went 
hand in hand with the increasing possibilities 
for users to participate in the development. A lot 
of problems were therefore found, resulting in 

quite a lot of rework. Although not all difficul-
ties for users could be solved the second version 
was considered to be superior to its predecessor. 
This thus shows in participation, so the second 
version is placed more to the right of the graph. 
However, the success positioning is not as high 
as might be expected with regard to the amount 
of user participation. This mainly has to do with 
the low scores on contribution to efficiency and 
the overall success rating of the application by 
the respondent.

Thirdly, it appeared that the P-Direkt appli-
cation to be used by several Ministries, is hard 
to compare with regard to its success as Table 3 
indicates. For questions 1 and 2, the scores by the 
respondent were given 2 and 1 respectively. The 
current application is still only partly implemented 
and used by two departments, while the goal is to 
use it at all government departments. Therefore 
questions 3 to 6 are not applicable in this case.

Fourth and final, we need to clarify how we 
quantified user participation in order to score the 
four cases on this dimension and plot it against 
their application successes. We judged that the 
Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sports demon-
strated relatively the most time and effort spent 
on user participation. For instance all managers 
were approached by demo sessions and invited 
to comment on the application. Although the 
different approaches used are less than with the 

Table 3. Scores by respondents to extra questions 

Emplaza at the  
Ministry of the  

Interior and Kingdom 
Relationships

PeopleSoft/HR at the 
Ministry Of Defence

P-Loket at the 
Ministry Of Health, 
Welfare and Sport

P-Direkt to be used 
throughout several 
Dutch Ministries

1 Reported problems after test 5 3 2 2

2 Amount of rework needed 5 4 4 1

3 Current satisfaction level 4 4 4 n/a

4 Questions at helpdesk 2 3 4 n/a

5 Contribution to efficiency 4 2 4 n/a

6 Overall success 3 2 4 n/a
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Ministry of Defence, the relative amount of time 
spent is considered to be more, so the P-Loket 
application is considered to score higher on user 
participation than the second ESS-version at the 
Ministry of Defence. Besides the delay in the start 
of the project, not a lot of problems arose during 
the development of the application. Also most of 
the problems users experienced with the applica-
tion were caught in the different tests during the 
development. The amount of rework to be done, 
was therefore considered ‘much’, but it could be 
done early in the development. Since the applica-
tion introduced self-service, it contributed a lot 
to the efficiency of the organisation. From the 
interviews it became clear that users participated 
less in the cases of Emplaza 4.3 and the first ver-
sion of the Ministry of Defence, therefore the are 
ordered at the lower end of this dimension.

Given these remarks, the user participation and 
application scores for the different cases are plotted 
in Figure 3, recognizing that for two cases actually 
two measurements in time are included.

Without claiming to have precise measure-
ments and quantifications, Figure 3 clearly con-

firms that user participation is positively related 
to (perceived) application success. This is sup-
ported by both cross-sectional comparing the four 
cases, as well as comparing the two Emplaza and 
PeopleSoft/HR cases over time. The implications 
of this hypothesized and convincing result are 
discussed in next closing section.

Conclusion and Discussion

This paper departed from an analysis of current 
literature on information system success, user 
satisfaction and user involvement. A number of 
researches were found that described what factors 
influenced the success of information systems. 
From the DeLone & McLean IS Success Model 
the concepts of system quality, (intention to) use 
and user satisfaction were found to be important 
influential factors. Other findings mentioned the 
influence of perceived usefulness and perceived 
ease of use on user satisfaction and intention to use. 
Subsequently these concepts could be influenced 
by the involvement of users in the development 

Figure 3. User participation and application success
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process of new software applications. Next to this 
a distinction between the concepts of involve-
ment and participation was suggested. Several 
findings of positive relationships between user 
participation, involvement and system success 
were presented. In the end the literature study was 
combined into a conceptual model. This model 
visualised the mentioned links between a number 
of concepts of the DeLone & McLean’s IS Suc-
cess Model, the Technology Acceptance Model 
and User Involvement & Participation. 

The case studies portrayed are based on inter-
views with civil servants employed at different 
governmental organisations. One of the outcomes 
was a list of currently used user participation meth-
ods. In line with the findings from the literature 
study respondents also argued that users should 
be involved early, however, not too early because 
it would delay the development process too much. 
The challenges faced with involving users also 
did not deviate from the literature section. 

Investigating the cases points also to the posi-
tive effect of user participation on the success of an 
application. Projects that have users participating 
in the development seem to be more successful 
than the ones that show less user participation. 
The only clearly visible exception is the case 
of the Ministry of Defence. It might be hard to 
compare the success of the different applications, 
however the differences between versions of ap-
plications are obvious (Emplaza and the Ministry 
of Defence). 

Besides this confirmation of the positive results 
of user participation, also a number of lessons can 
be learned when studying these cases. A number 
of hints and points of attention were even explic-
itly mentioned by the respondents with regard to 
user participation. A number of important hints 
are listed below:

•	 User participation requires time and a 
good schedule: It is important to think about 
the consequences of participating end-users. 
Input from users will need gathered and put 

in order, this takes time. Subsequently the 
results need to be analysed to for instance 
decide which requirements should be in-
corporated in the design or which findings 
should be solved. Using MOSCOW-lists, it 
is possible to rank requirements and sugges-
tions in “must have”, “should have”, “could 
have” and “would have” items. To ensure 
the project stays on schedule, it is necessary 
to set deadlines when decisions need to be 
made, otherwise endless discussions might 
arise and requirements will keep changing. 
Also concerning scheduling is to make sure 
end-user are brought after some basic ideas 
are already thought of by the development 
team. 

•	 Try to find motivated end-users and have 
something to show them: In choosing us-
ers to have participating in the project, try 
to find the ones that will be motivated to 
constructively think about the application. It 
might not be an easy task to do this in such 
large organisations, but the network of the 
project group or managers could be asked 
to produce a list of possible participators. 
To enable this set of end-users to come up 
with useful suggestions, it is wise to visua-
lise parts of the application already. People 
will find it difficult to supply ideas without 
something they can see, even a simple mock-
up will be fine to start a discussion.

•	 Keep in mind the overall process that 
needs to be supported or automated: The 
development of the self-service application 
itself is not the main goal of the project. 
There is a process or task that needs to be 
automated or supported. When designing, 
developing and testing always keep in mind 
this process or task. For instance observe 
users when executing a task to find out what 
other processes might be linked to this task. 
Or, when testing, ask the test person about 
his or her perceptions on what has happened 
and what the next step in the process will 
be. 
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•	 Development team on location: Having 
the development team close to end-users, 
for instance on location, shortens the com-
munication lines. This enables more fre-
quent consultation between end-users and 
programmers concerning for instance un-
certainties about requirements or just asking 
user’s opinions on what has been developed 
thus far. Being able to follow the progress 
more easily will also positively influence 
the involvement of end-users.

•	 Expectancy management: Make sure to tell 
participating users what will be done with 
their input and why. Not all of their sugges-
tions and problems might be implemented 
or solved. In ensuring they maintain willing 
to cooperate it is important to communicate 
why certain decisions have been made and 
why some of their input is not visible in the 
developed application.

A number of additional lessons were mentioned 
by the respondents. It was mentioned to keep in 
mind employees should be able to use the self-ser-
vice applications without too much support from 
the HR-departments. Otherwise it would only be a 
shift of the workload for the HR-department from 
HR-tasks to supporting users with the use of the 
application. In that case the organisations would 
not show the targeted improvements in efficiency. 
A third important aspect to take into account is 
the distinct decision process organisations like the 
Ministry have. This was a confirmation of one of 
the points in the report of The Netherlands Court 
of Audit. The decision process includes fairly a 
lot of people, takes considerable time and can be 
politically oriented.
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key terms

Application Deployment: The adoption, 
implementation and usage of an information 
system or IT application within the context of a 
organization

Employee Self-Service: Corporate web 
portal that enables managers and employees to 
view, create and maintain relevant personnel 
information

Shared Service Centres (SSC): Newly cre-
ated organization units, mostly implemented 
in large organizations to centralize supportive 
activities as administration, facilities, HR and 
IT-services

Semi-Structured (topic) Interviews: Case 
study method to collect qualitative and/or intan-
gible data by questioning pre-selected respondents 
in a non-conditional, informal setting.

User Participation: Assignments, activities, 
and behaviors that users or their representa-
tives perform during the systems development 
process

User Involvement: A subjective psychologi-
cal state reflecting the importance and personal 
relevance that a user attaches to a given system

User Satisfaction: Subjective judgment of the 
information system by the user. Used as a measure 
for the success of an information system
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Abstract

In organizations, researchers as well as professionals have generally observed insufficient use of computer 
technologies when compared to their expected outcomes before their implementation (Bowers, 1995). 
Reiterating in detail Orlikowski’s theoretical propositions, the authors try to impart a clear theoretical 
status and to identify how transformation of the « artifact » can eventually transform uses. Using a lon-
gitudinal case study describing uses of a HR Intranet in an aeronautical firm, the authors want to show 
that: computer technology conception integrating user’s needs, which scientific literature usually calls 
« user centered » conception, allows use development. However, data gathered in the interviews allows 
stating that this kind of conception achieved to develop uses only because it was in a strong interaction 
with corporate policy.
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Introduction

In organizations, researchers as well as profes-
sionals have generally observed insufficient use 
of computer technologies when compared to 
their expected outcomes before their implemen-
tation (Bowers, 1995). This phenomenon can 
be explained through the characteristics of the 
individuals using them: some have a negative 
perception of technology, others fear the conse-
quences on their own activity or on their influence 
within the organization (Markus, 1983; Marakas, 
& Hornik, 1996). Even if these criteria must not 
be minimized, the scope of this phenomenon 
constrains researchers to identify complimentary 
explanations.   

In this reflection, the conceptual framework 
proposed by Wanda Orlikowski (2000) emerges 
as being clearly fundamental. This author offers 
a coherent and structured conceptual framework 
that allows analysis of the reasons that conduct 
an actor to develop a particular use « style » for 
a specific technology. She especially insists on 
creative user capacities by showing that uses of 
a given technology can be very different. 

Reiterating in detail her theoretical propo-
sitions, our article develops her work on two 
points. First, even though her theory allows for it, 
Orlikowski does not develop concrete examples 
showing how use evolves. We propose an ex-
ample. Then, by highlighting user’s creativity, she 
seems to minimize the influence of the graphic 
interface (what is seen on the screen) in the uses. 
By naming it « artifact »—a term, which comes 
from Orlikowski (Orlikowski, 2000)—our article 
tries to impart a clear theoretical status and to 
identify how transformation of the « artifact » 
can eventually transform uses. 

Using a longitudinal case study describing 
uses of a HR Intranet in an aeronautical firm, this 
exploratory research allows us to see that computer 
technology conception integrating user’s needs, 
which scientific literature usually calls «  user 

centered » conception, (Beyer& Holzblatt, 1998), 
allows use development. But data gathered in the 
interviews allows stating that this kind of concep-
tion achieved to develop uses only because it was 
in a strong interaction with corporate policy. After 
a literature review centered on Orlikowski paper 
(2000), we will present our research design then 
detail main results of our exploratory research.

Computer technology use 
literature review 

In the computer technology research field the 
question of use occupies a paradoxical position. 
This question seems to have always been at the 
heart of conceptors preoccupations and still, lit-
erature offers few theories allowing to understand 
and to anticipate development of use in concrete 
company situations. On this level, Orlikowski’s 
contribution (2000) is particularly motivating. 
After presenting it in detail we will continue by 
developing two areas that she explored less: tech-
nology use evolution and the role of the graphic 
interface (artifact) within this evolution.

Concrete Use are Relatively Absent 
in Research Analysis

In the area of computer technology research, the 
question of use occupies a paradoxical status. 
On one hand, the question has been the object 
of diversified and in-depth investigations. For 
example, the « Human Computer Interaction » 
(HCI) approach has focused on use since its goal 
is to improve the «  usability» of technologies 
(Ruta, 2005). That is to say ergonomical technolo-
gies that demand minimal user learning in order 
to be used. In a more cooperative development 
logic, the Computer Supported Cooperative Work 
(CSCW) approach has also focused on use of IT 
solutions (Greif, 1988).

But, even if those literatures have placed the 
uses at the very centre of their reflection, they 
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talk finally very little of «real» uses for their 
technologies. Indeed, the uses analyzed are more 
often those of the designers themselves—who 
test their tools in an attempt to improve them—
or those of specific users, often placed outside 
their classical work conditions, put in the specific 
position of «testers» of a technology. Indeed, if 
scientific works and prototypes proliferate in 
those communities, the successful implantations 
of software remain rarer (Grudin, 1988; Markus 
& Connolly, 1990; Olson & Teasley, 1996). This 
fact makes the analysis of uses more delicate since 
it is known that the users positioned in a role of 
«co-designers» do not have the same behaviour 
as the «real» users and these test situations (even 
reconstructed or within the context of an experi-
ment) are rather different to real use situations 
(Bardini & Horvath, 1995; Woolgar, 1991).

A New IT Structuration Perspective:  
Beyond Appropriation Towards  
Enactment

According to these considerations, we would like 
to focus on the major contribution of Orlikowski 
(2000). This author is one of the first to question 
and to place companies’ employees’ practices in 
the center of her reflexion as well as offering a 
theoretical framework to analyze them. 

By revisiting the theory of structuration 
proposed by Giddens (1984) Orlikowski aims 
at  branching out distinctively from the “social 
constructivism” approach (Mac Kenzie & Wajc-
man, 1985; Bijker & Alii, 1987; Woolgar, 1991; 
Bijker & Law, 1992). 

According to her, in this approach research-
ers focus too much on technology conception 
methods. That led them to overestimate the role 
of conceptors. In particular, those works lay on 
a hypothesis which she felt unfounded: inventors 
could integrate a framework so structured into 
technology that users had only two choices, either 
adopt or reject it..

Orlikowski criticizes this hypothesis. She 
shows that a same technology can be used in ex-
tremely different ways. This furnishes the proof 
that technology does not embody structure.

In her IT structuration perspective, Orlikowski 
affirms that the concept of appropriation is too 
limited because its position is related to the struc-
ture that was embodied into the technology by 
the conceptors. So, for this author, in relation to 
a specific technology, users demonstrate a much 
greater creativity than “social constructivists” 
admit. That shows two things : 

•	 Firstly, it is impossible to say that a technol-
ogy is « stabilized », it can, however, be said 
that a technology is « stabilized-for-now » 
(Schryer, 1993) ; 

•	 Secondly, the user’s creativity is not in rela-
tion to the structure but in relation to numer-
ous factors, which must be identified. 

To accentuate these two elements, Orlikowski 
suggests replacing the term appropriation by « en-
actment », which she takes from Weick (1969), in 
order to designate the real use that actors make 
of a specific technology.

This conceptual shift allows Orlikowski to 
take distance with the « social constructivism » 
approach. However, she needs to propose a cor-
responding theory. The main question is to iden-
tify the factors, that explain why the enactment 
happens the way it does is needed. Orlikowski 
considers that when technology is used in re-
current social interactions, it corresponds to a 
« technology-in-practice » : an intangible shape, 
which intervenes in ongoing practices, through 
facilities, norms and interpretive schemes. Each 
type of «  technology-in-practice  » therefore 
shapes specific facilities, norms, and interpretive 
schemes which in turn transform the “technology-
in-practice” that individuals enact.

Orlikowski (2000), considers “technology-
in-practice” as structure she can then mobilize 
the theoretical framework of structuration to 
analyze it.
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The structure «  technology-in-practice  » is 
in itself influenced by the other structures in the 
organization (hierarchy relations, remuneration/
incentive system, etc.)

All these structures and the interactions 
between structures are instantiated in recurrent 
social practice that employees maintain with the 
other members of the organization,

And the structures contribute in formalizing 
the facilities, norms, and interpretive schemes 
that shape their social interactions…

Therefore a detailed analysis of the different 
structures can explain a specific « technology-in-
practice » that exists in the social environment 
of a individual and can be analyzed concretely 
through the facilities, norms and interpretive 
schemes by which the structures are instantiated 
in practice. 

This IT structuration perspective developed 
by Orlikowski lead us to ask two questions: the 
first one concerns enactment transformation and 
the second one focuses on the role of the artifact 
in this transformation.

What Kind of Evolution for This  
Enactment?

In her article, Orlikowski (2000) clearly suggests 
continuing “the development of concepts that 
address the role of emergence and improvisation 
in technology” (p.411). Her propositions allow a 
better analysis of how improvisation can emerge. 
She also takes into consideration the fact that uses 
not only emerge: “users always have the potential 
to change their habits of use” (p.411). She even 
lists factors explaining the transformations: a 
change in the technology such as “deliberately 
modifying the properties of technology and thus 
how users interact with it” (p.411), a change due to 
experience (“users become more knowledgeable 
about using their technology” (p.412), or a change 
in their activity “they have changed jobs and now 
need to use technology differently”(p.412). 

These changes can be deliberate as well as be 
produced by inadvertence. Because « technology-
in-practice » is a structure, Orlikowski (2000) even 
adds that a change in structure will « change the 
facilities, norms and interpretive schemes used 
in their use of the technology » (p.412).

Figure 1. Enactment of technology-in-practice Orlikowski (Orlikowski, 2000, p.410)
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The case studies presented in this article are 
limited, however, they show how use emerges. 
It seems interesting to us to extend Orlikowski’s 
reflexion by presenting a case study that describes 
how uses are transformed and not only how they 
emerge.

Over and above this first result, analysis will 
allow us to go more into depth in understanding 
certain use transformation mechanisms, which 
are merely evoked in Orlikowski’s paper.

What Exact Theorical Status for the 
“Technology as Artifact”?

It seems that the very strong innovative side of 
Orlikowski’s article (2000) has widened the gap 
between pre-existing literature and her own posi-
tion. Particularly, it seems that her desire to show 
that users enact use that were not embodied into 
technology by their conceptors has led her to under 
estimate their role in technology construction.

More exactly, her article is ambiguous on this 
point. Firstly, she clearly states that conceptors do 
not embody structure into the technology they 
produce (Orlikowski, 2000, p.406) but later, she 
nevertheless, gives them certain recognition when 
she writes, « when people use a technology, they 
draw on the properties comprising the techno-
logical artifact—those provided by its constitu-
ent materiality, those inscribed by the designers, 
and those added on by users through previous 
interactions… » (p.410). She even conceptualizes 
this dimension when she states that technology 
has two aspects: « technology-in-practice » and 
« technology as artifact » (p.408). It still seems 
that she uses this difference to show that tech-
nology uses cannot be limited to analysis of its 
technological characteristics alone (p.409) and 
they must, necessarily, be linked to the actor’s 
« technologies-in-practice ». This distinction al-
lows for a true analytical breakthrough but there 
seems to be a crucial question still unanswered. 
Uses cannot be deduct from « technology as ar-
tifact » but it remains to be decided: Does « tech-

nology as artifact » play a role in enactment or 
not? Particularly, within the scope of our article, 
we will show how artifact transformation can be 
considered as a factor allowing for an enactment 
transformation.

On this question, Orlikowski’s arguments 
leave us thinking that she accords a very limited 
role, almost null, to « technology as artifact » in 
use development. In her case studies she never 
actually makes a direct link between evolving 
enactment and «  technology as artifact  ». On 
the other hand, she links them systematically, to 
different forms of « technology-in practice ». As 
we have highlighted above, she has somewhat 
acknowledged the role of conceptor embodied 
technology characteristics. Citing some of her 
earlier work (Orlikowski and Gash, 1994), she 
also mentions that training and communication 
related to technology’s functions could help de-
velop uses. Finally, even if she does not mobilize 
them directly in her reflexion, her case studies 
start with a presentation of Lotus notes technical 
functions (Orlikowski, 2000, table 1, p.414). In her 
article, technology as artifact seems necessary 
in understanding enactment but it is not directly 
implicated in the analysis. An aim of our article 
is to offer several precisions on the status technol-
ogy artifact could have in enactment analysis as 
drawn up by Orlikowski.

Research design

After describing how our research offers to ex-
tend Orlikowski’s reflexion, we will present our 
methodology and detail our main results. 

Technology as Artifact, User  
Centered Conception and Corporate 
Strategy

We have observed above that certain ambiguities 
in Orlikowski’s presentation could be explained by 
the fact that she must position herself in relation to 
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a dominant approach, that of “social constructiv-
ism”. It seems to us that the ambiguities may also 
come from the way Orlikowski distributes the roles 
between conceptors and technology end-users. In 
fact, even if the text is not perfectly clear on this 
point, the reader could get the feeling that on one 
side there are technology conceptors and on the 
other people who use it. So, theoretical references 
exist which allow us to affirm that conception and 
use do not make-up two distinct phases in the 
technology life cycle and it is therefore, unjusti-
fied to oppose them (Akrich, 1998).

Based on this observation, more and more 
research conclude that a new type of «  user 
centered » conception is necessary. Conceptors 
must take into consideration use when they create 
a new version to increase « user friendliness », 
responsiveness and therefore, user satisfaction. 
« User centered » conception first emerged in the 
Human Computer Interaction (HCI) community 
where conceptors goal is to create a more coherent 
link between a « new » tool and pre-existing user 
habits (Norman, 1988). Participative conception is 
a supplementary step in the intention to integrate 
users in the conception process from the very 
start (Darses, 2004). In fact, with this method, 
designers actually integrate users into conceptors 
teams (Cardon, 1997), instead of « representing » 
their needs through questionnaire statistics, situ-
ational work cases, films of user activities or use 
scenarios, etc. (Pascal, 2007). In this case, the us-
ers goal is to diagnose the problems encountered 
during use and to analyze videos of themselves 
using the prototype, etc. with the help of the re-
searcher. Designers then, try to conceive a new 
prototype version that incorporates these remarks 
and reduces challenges encountered (Brun-Cottan 
& Wall, 1995).

Keeping in line with Orlikowski’s approach, 
this type of conception could first avoid the main 
designer’s errors. But, then, it could help us to give 
a more active role to artifact in use development. 
To analyze this situation completely it seems im-
portant to us, to stay in a strict « structurationist » 

framework, that is to clearly state that this « user 
centered » conception can favorize certain uses 
but that it can not lead users from a limited to a 
strategic use by itself, for example. To understand 
the role that this type of conception could eventu-
ally play in use transformation it seems essential 
to resituate it in relation to corporate structure and 
in relation to the dominant management style.

In fact, a reproach that can be made to this 
type of conception is to be too focused on the user. 
To develop technology use, conception must be 
based on more than just what the users want. For 
it, artifact modifications must answer user wishes 
as well as organizational strategic orientations. 
A use that represents a strong user demand but 
would be strictly opposite a firm’s strategic aim 
seems generally unlikely to emerge. (Detchessa-
hart & Journé, 2007). Some authors have already 
highlighted the importance of Top management’s 
implication on uses (Deltour, 2004). Bhattacherjee 
(1998) underlines « organizational sponsoring » 
as being a major facilitator in corporate IT intro-
duction. He explains it as management’s effort to 
promote resource allocation and technology as 
added value within the organization. 

Using the case study below, we will attempt to 
test the hypothesis, that a user-centered concep-
tion allows technology enactment transforma-
tion, when it is embedded into global corporate 
strategy.

Research Methodology

The research presented here is exploratory. Phe-
nomena we will study are poorly known. Their 
boundaries and logics are uncertain. Therefore, 
the single case study seems to be the most ad-
equate research method (Yin, 1994). Among 
data we collected in different firms1, uses of an 
HR intranet in an aeronautical firm (called Aero) 
seem the most appropriate to develop insight. 
After presenting the firm and its intranet (2.2.1), 
we will describe the population we have selected 
for analysis (2.2.2).
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Aero and its HR Intranet

Aero belongs to an international group in the 
Aeronautical and Space sector. In Europe, Aero 
has more than 12,000 employees. It is leader in 
High Tech apparatus construction. The group’s 
activities occupy the complete supplier to customer 
process and range from R&D right through to 
specific hands-on training sessions for end us-
ers, including manufacturing (from raw materi-
als), assembly lines, sales, delivery, after sales 
service, etc.

In 2000, a HR decision is taken to improve the 
management - employee communication policy. 
One of the actions was to develop a HR intranet 
offering access to all the employees from the 
firm’s web site. Guiderdoni studied the use and 
social dynamics of this intranet from within the 
firm’s communication department for four years 
from 2001 to 2005.

Two distinct phases can be identified in the 
intranet implementation. From 2000 to 2003, 
HR communication and information strategy is 
developed. Aero’s HR director decides to grant 
the means and the tools necessary to manage and 
to control the diffusion and the quality of HR in-
formation. He creates an internal communication 
department under HR direction and implements 
simultaneous person-to-person actions as well 
as creating the “Corporate   Intranet” (Kalika, 
Guillou & Laval, 2002) a HR intranet accessible 
to all the employees and offering, due to large 
diffusion, general HR information. From 2003, 
a new HR director reinforces the HR communi-
cation and information strategy. This translates 
into reinforcing the HR intranet team in quantity 
and in technical competencies. The “Corporate  
Intranet” then migrates towards a “Specialized  
HR Intranet” (Kalika, Guilloux & Laval, 2002) 
offering much more targeted HR information.

The aim of this article is to understand how 
and why the intranet was transformed this way 
and if that transformation affects the way certain 
employees use the tool.

Sample Population Description

To analyze use transformation, longitudinal re-
search was necessary (King, Keohane & Verba, 
1994). Data collection took place between 2001 
and 2005. During this whole period, we used data 
triangulation and saturation (Miles & Huberman, 
1994) by mobilizing different research methods: 
documentary analysis (in particular corporate 
archives), semi-directive interviews and partici-
pating HR intranet project observation.

We also administered two opinion surveys 
on the use of this intranet. The first phase of 
interviews took place in 2001. Three employee 
groups were identified: department managers or 
equivalent, level 1 (a department has about 200 
people), sub-department managers or equivalent, 
level 2 (management of about 50 people) and team 
leaders, level 3 (management of about 10 people). 
53 semi-structured interviews were conducted. 
The second phase of interviews took place in 2005 
and there were 13 interviews. Only actors who 
were identified during the first phase as having 
specific uses (positive or negative) were targeted, 
the objective was to verify if the uses had been 
transformed.

With regard to this study, we have benefited 
by the use of coding techniques and derived 9 
code labels from the interview tapes and have 
spread the data between these different themes. 
Throughout the coding analysis stage, the author 
made a number of changes to the list of codes; the 
coding stage was a interactive process through 
which patterns from the interviews emerged 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Initially, first-level 
coding was carried out as a data reduction tech-
nique summarising large segments of data, and 
finally pattern coding was employed as a way 
of identifying core themes across the interviews 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994).

The above sample shows that data on use was 
gathered all the way up the hierarchy. Neverthe-
less, in this article, we cannot present all our re-
sults. We have chosen to focus on one actor, the one 
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for whom the eventual transformation of use best 
allows to complete Orlikowski’s (2000) thought : 
the Assembly Line Manager.

In 2001, we identified this actor’s dominant 
intranet use as a « limited use ». We identified the 
« facilities », the « norms » and the « interpretive 
schemes » he used to enact this “technology-in-
practice” in his daily activity. We interviewed 
4 Assembly Line Managers again in 2005 and 
analyzed the case of those with whom the HR 
intranet use was transformed. We were then able 
to identify their new « facilities », « norms » and 
« interpretive schemes » but we especially asked 
them to explain the reasons for this transforma-
tion. Their account shows that the 2001 opinion 
survey allowed user demands to emerge. On this 
basis, conceptors of Intranet developed a second 
version better adapted to user expectations (« user 
centered » conception phenomenon). 

But that data highlight the fact that this concep-
tion mode is not solely responsible for strongly 
increasing intranet use. In fact, users underlined 
several times that this new HR intranet conception 
is pertinent because it allows a major corporate 
strategic axe to be implemented. Top manage-
ment demands department chiefs to become real 
« managers » (this goes beyond intranet, itself). It 
seems, therefore, that it is the efficient combina-
tion of « user centered » conception and general 
corporate strategy, which allowed use transforma-
tion for certain Assembly Line Managers.

Results

After positioning the Assembly Line Managers 
in the organization, we’ll use Orlikowski’s con-
cepts (2000) to describe the way they used the 
HR intranet in 2001. After replace use within the 
overall corporate policy, we will describe how 
certain uses were recuperated by conceptors and 
integrated into the new 2003 Intranet version. 
Finally we will detail Assembly Line Manager’s 
uses of the new 2005 HR Intranet.

Assembly Line Managers, « Very 
Managers », Less « Corporate » HR 
Intranet Users

The Assembly Line Manager’s survey conducts us 
to enter a different world: the world of production, 
precisely industrial workshops and manufactur-
ing lines (airplanes, helicopters, etc.). In « his » 
world, «  his  » workshop, the line manager is 
« master ». Corporate management has little hold 
on this world. The line manager is generally a 
charismatic leader, a man of action with a strong 
personality, respected for his integrity, an excel-
lent technician with a human dimension capable 
of making « fair » decisions.

Nevertheless, he is under the pressure of high 
production rates. Respecting final assembly dates 
push him to be very demanding (overtime, Sun-
days, etc.) of the different teams he manages. The 
work rhythm is so intense that the border between 
private and professional life is often over stepped. 
This leader must be extremely close to his « guys » 
in order to achieve objectives.

« We are also top management’s representatives 
in the shop, so it’s our job to maintain a positive 
social atmosphere, that means we have to be on 
the field constantly, so the guys are happy to come 
to work every day. It’s also a sensitive position, 
because you must be attentive: if a worker is not 
right or upset, you have to go and see him quickly.  
Talking with him, you understand that his child 
is sick or his wife left him … so, that’s when you 
have to take the time and support him. You have 
to maintain direct contact ». (William)

He is considered as the guarantor of team spirit 
that can be found in the sectors used to working 
with permanent urgencies2. This leader manages 
an average of more than 200 workers. Generally 
he works his way up through the ranks. Because 
of that, he usually holds the technicity of the 
product close to his heart.
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How does this type of person consider the HR 
intranet? He spontaneously states: « I feel more at 
home in the workshop than behind a computer » 
(William). In 2001, the survey results are therefore 
not very surprising: use of the HR intranet is rare 
or inexistent. The tool is seen as « a waste of time » 
because « we can get the information elsewhere » 
(Jean). Orlikowski’s concepts of (facilities, norms 
et interpretive schemes) allow to better describe 
this « limited use ».

By limiting facilities analysis to the sole HR 
intranet artifact, we can observe it is of a « cor-
porate » type: the same space is accessible to all 
the employees, whatever their hierarchy level. 
The HR information is very general. It cannot 
satisfy specific demands of line managers (bonus 
management, salary increases, etc.). Concerning 
behavioral « norms », production rate pressure 
makes them favorize face to face or telephone 
communication systematically (William, Jean, 
Jesus). This behavior is also possible in the HR 
field because there is a decentralized HR manager 
in each workshop. The line manager has quick 
contact (which corresponds to his work rhythm) 
with that person on a targeted subject (corresponds 
to his needs). The HR intranet is, therefore, rarely 

used because it is contrary to these exchange 
modes. Finally, in terms of interpretive schemes, 
a computer is associated to secretarial tasks by 
these actors. We can see here a supplementary 
reason for limited use of the intranet by this 
population.

Using Orlikowski’s (2000) conceptual schema 
shown in Figure 2, we can describe the line man-
ager’s « limited uses ».

A « User Centered » HR Intranet  
Re-Conception Coherent with Global 
Corporate Strategy

The team in charge of the HR intranet requested 
that 53 interviews to be administered to collect 
users opinions. Criticisms listed below are poten-
tial improvements for second version conception 
of the system. In fact, it can be deducted that if 
managers found information on the intranet cor-
responding to their real needs and that if they 
found strategic information that they could not 
find « elsewhere » their use could increase. During 
these interviews, they also added an element that 
we had not yet evocated : they would like to find 
more tools to manage team member’s competen-
cies, careers, etc. 

These wishes expressed by the users were 
globally taken into account by the conceptors of 
the second version. In the latest version there is 
no longer a global platform for all the employees. 
There are now three distinct and independent 
portals: one for employees, one for managers and 
one dedicated to Human resources. The first plat-
form is still open to all employees and continues 
to contain general HR information.

On the other hand, the second platform, 
reserved for managers, answers the questions 
expressed by line managers directly. This space 
contains the HR tools they requested, specific and 
adapted HR information and strategic information 
they should not be able to obtain through other 
channels (telephone, informal discussions, etc.), 

Figure 2. Assembly line bosses use HR intranet 
in 2001
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informations about corporate projects, strategic 
evolution, etc. Reporting of regular round table 
discussions between the CEO and a few managers 
can also be found here. This information offers 
a strategic dimension that the first version did 
absolutely not have. As we mentioned above, 
it’s possible to consider that in 2003 the firm 
evolved from a « corporate » HR intranet to a 
«  specialized HR intranet » in order to satisfy 
user expectations.

The intranet artifact reforming seems to have 
been positive because several line managers we 
interviewed in 2005 stated they used intranet 
more at that time than they had before. They did, 
however, systematically link their increased use of 
the system to a global transformation of general 
corporate policy. In fact, in 2003 a whole new team 
of general managers (CEO, HRD, etc.) moved into 
the firm. The line managers, along with all the 
others, received at that time, an order to change 
their management styles. Communication around 
management was « omni-present in the firm, they 
lay it on us in every meeting that we have » (Gilles). 
Even if certain managers can criticize the new 
management’s latest trend, most of them are not 
chocked by the obvious will for change. In fact, 
the firm’s management had not waited for 2003 
to start evolving and finally, the arrival of a new 
team is often perceived as intensifying existing 
and relatively legitimate policies.

The precisions on this context are important 
because they allow to gain perspective about, on 
one hand, uses developed by certain people, use 
that stays unchanged for the majority and hence, 
the interest but the limits of « user centered » 
conception. Indeed, the line managers, who 
use intranet more in the second version, do so 
undoubtedly, because the « user centered » con-
ception bred an artifact more in line with their 
expectations but especially because the new ap-
proach led to a specific intranet that helped them 
to play their new role in a privileged fashion such 
as in information transmission. This role is now 
expected of them from their direct hierarchy as 

well as top management. They do not consider 
intranet, in and of itself, but as a tool allowing 
them to embody the role they want and the role 
that management wants them to take on.

Everyone does not, however, follow this logic 
because some of the line managers met in 2005 did 
not accept to take on the above-mentioned role. 
Despite reaffirmed corporate policy and « user 
centered » conception as a means, we observe that 
a significant number of managers have maintained 
their traditional role as leaders preferring face-
to-face relations rather than computerized tools 
even if they are specific and strategic.

Certain Uses Have Been Deeply 
Transformed With the New HR  
Intranet

To specify the new use characteristics of some of 
the line managers, we suggest using Orlikowski’s 
(2000) analysis grid again. In 2001, most uses 
were limited. In 2005, some of them have a more 
intensive use that can be qualified as « utilitarian ». 
Concerning « facilities », these line managers say 
they now read and use top management’s infor-
mation tools on strategic communication. They 
also use certain HR team management tools that 
were put on line such as absence management 
workflow charts. 

In terms of behavioral norms, the face-to-face 
relationships are still privileged as one manager 
declared “I participated in [a round table discus-
sion with the CEO]. I found it good because it 
allowed me to ask direct questions. Direct com-
munication is the best kind of communication.” 
(Jean) However, some leaders evolve in relation 
to this point and, in fact, find themselves more 
in phase with supports offered on the intranet, as 
another manager states: « what’s new is the way 
top management initiated change … We aren’t 
passive anymore but active… Concerning intra-
net, the novelty is that it’s a reference for us… 
We have never used the manager’s platform as 
much. It’s a credible system, more user friendly. 
» (Jesus) 
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In coherence with these new norms, interpre-
tive schemes have also evolved. Even if some 
managers continue to say, “in production, a good 
manager is in his workshop most of the time”, a 
manager who uses the intranet states, “Commu-
nication has really evolved… I’m in corporate 
training, the intranet is really interesting, we can 
find references to management books, I received a 
Powerpoint presentation about global corporate 
strategic orientations and major priorities. The 
document was reproduced down to the lowest 
level. For me, I’m in perfect coherence with my 
company’s, [as well as, the group it belongs to] 
strategic objectives” (Jean). We are far from 
the idea that “computers are for secretaries…” 
(William). 

Orlikowski’s (2000) concepts allow a synthesis 
of HR intranet uses by « utilitarian » line mangers 
using the schema shown in Figure 3.

CONCLUSION

The literature review showed that we have 
few elements on use of IT developed in firms. 
Orlikowski’s (2000) work seems to be the first 

to offer a real theoretical frame to analyze and 
understand it.

Based on this author’s concepts, we have 
analyzed HR intranet use by line managers in 
an important aeronautical firm. The voluntary 
managers barely used the system because it was in 
profound contradiction with dominant structures 
of their activity: very strong time constraints, 
preference for face-to-face communication and 
charismatic based authority. Even though use 
was extremely low, the survey, which aimed at 
identifying the reasons for the low engagement, 
allowed the intranet management team to develop 
a second version that partially satisfied expecta-
tions, that is to say, it offered HR tools and “hot” 
HR informations on major projects and corporate 
strategy.

During the second phase interviews, certain 
actors clearly certified that the « user-centered » 
HR intranet conception allowed them to develop 
their own uses but they added that because the 
IT system was coherent with global corporate 
strategy (all the tools, and not only the HR intra-
net, were used to promote the new managerial 
vision) it played such an important role in use 
development.

This exploratory research seems to develop a 
concrete example of how use can be transformed 
(and not only emerge as Orlikowski’s case stud-
ies demonstrate) but also the role that technology 
artifact can play in the development of use.
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Key Terms 

HR Intranet: Intranet is a network based on 
TCP/IP protocol, which can be linked to Internet. 
HR intranet is the part of this tool dedicated to 
on-line services offered by the Human Resources 
department. 

Middle Management: The category of 
population characterizes by its specific position 
between the Board of Management and the staff. 
This population is one of the most important HR 
clients to satisfy, because they are considered 
as a key factor in the company’s transformation 
through managerial style and discourse.

Strategy: Global mid-term orientation of an 
organization supposed to give it a strong advantage 
compared to other firms in the market.

Structurational Perspective on Technology: 
Wanda Orlikowski (2000) proposes to mobilize the 
structurational theory (Giddens, 1984) to explain 
why users develop different uses of a common 
technology. She distinguishes two aspects in a 
technology : 
•	 Technology as a technical artifact: “which 

has been constructed with particular materi-
als and inscribed with developers’ assump-
tions and knowledge about the world at a 
point in time” (Thomas, Pascal, 2007),
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•	 Technology as a technology-in-practice: 
“which refers to the specific structure 
routinely enacted by individuals as they 
use the artifact in recurrent ways in their 
everyday situated activities” (Thomas, Pas-
cal, 2007).

Those recurrent interactions and those “situ-
ated activities” are different by themselves but, 
more than that, they are “situated in the structural 
properties of social systems. Thus, in interacting 
with a technology, users mobilize many structur-
als, those borne by the technology itself, and those 
deriving from different contexts (group, commu-
nity, organization, company, etc.) in which their 
uses are developed.” (Thomas, Pascal, 2007). In 

this perspective, those different interactions and 
those different structurals explain the diversity 
of uses of a common technology.

User-Centered Design (UCD): User-centered 
design is a project approach that puts the needs, 
wants and limitations of intended users of a tech-
nology at the centre of each stage of its design and 
development. It does this by talking directly to the 
user at key points in the project to make sure the 
technology will deliver upon their requirements. 
In this project approach, such testings are neces-
sary because it is considered as impossible for 
the designers to anticipate how real users interact 
with the technology they propose. 
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Abstract

Companies new to the e-HRM technologies are overwhelmed by the dilemma of choosing either the 
ready-made, off-the-shelf e-HRM systems, or develop their own e-HRM systems in house in order to 
implement the e-HR transformation. Therefore, this research was done to shed some light on the differ-
ences and similarities between off-the-shelf e-HRM systems and in-house developed ones, with regards 
to some elements developed in a preliminary framework, such as the implementation and development 
approaches, e-HRM activities they facilitated, application types and characteristics, and e-HRM out-
come and benefits. This comparison provided insightful information that could help companies make 
the most effective choice between the two systems. It was found through this research that factors such 
as continuous user involvement, effective communication, and strong change management are most 
considered by companies that develop e-HRM in house, while advocates of off-the-shelf e-HRM systems 
are most affected by success factors such as business process reengineering, planning and vision, and 
project management. Another finding was that increasing efficiency, providing customer-oriented service 
excellence, and improving self services were top goals accomplished by companies developing their e-
HRM system in house. These findings, beside many other ones discovered in this research, would help 
companies decide which system best fits their needs and accomplish high levels of effectiveness gained 
from the transformation of their HR function to e-HR.



  93

In-House vs. Off-the-Shelf e-HRM Applications

Introduction

Human Resources Management has always been 
the first business process to use the emerging 
technologies of the new era. As a matter of fact, 
Payroll Administration is known to be one of 
the earliest business processes to be automated 
(Lengnick-Hall and Mortiz 2003, p.365). Through 
the use of technology and information systems, 
human resources departments of companies 
around the world are able to use computers to log 
employees’ data and interact electronically with 
them. These functions and more are offered to 
Human Resources personnel and other employ-
ees through what is called the Electronic Human 
Resources Management, or e-HRM.

Since the 1960s many firms (large and small) all 
over the globe have been implementing IT-based 
Human Resources Management applications in 
order to reduce the amount of associated costs. 
Ball (2001) pointed out that by 1998, 60 percent 
of the Fortune 500 companies used a Human 
Resources Information System (HRIS) to sup-
port daily HRM operations. The main benefits 
of HRISs are focused on improved accuracy, the 
provision of timely and quick access to informa-
tion, and the savings of costs (Ngai & Wat, 2006 
based on Lederer, 1984; Tetz, 1973; Wille & Ham-
mond, 1981). For the human resources activities, 
e-HR has the potential to enhance efficiency by 
reducing cycle times for processing paperwork, 
increasing data accuracy, and reducing human 
resources workforce (Lengnick-Hall and Mor-
tiz, 2003). Effectiveness can also be influenced 
by empowering both employees and managers 
to make better, accurate, and timely decisions 
(Lengnick-Hall and Mortiz, 2003).

HRIS started to be more internet-technology 
based since the second half of 1990’s, where its 
aim was not only to support the HR department 
itself, but to target managers and employees’ 
effectiveness. The term electronic Human Re-
sources Management (e-HRM) was coined and 
has become a dominating label for HRM services 
delivered through internet-technology based ap-

plications. Ruël et al (2004) define e-HRM as a 
way of consciously implementing HRM practices, 
policies and strategies supported by or fully 
delivered through internet-technology based ap-
plications. Terms like Management Self-Service 
(MSS) and Employee Self Service (ESS) started 
to be used as well. The purposes of implement-
ing e-HRM systems broadened in comparison to 
those connected to HRISs.

During the e-commerce era in the 1990s, the 
term e-HRM emerged to basically refer to con-
ducting Human Resources Management functions 
using the Internet (Lengnick-Hall and Mortiz 
2003, p. 365). Nowadays, many organizations are 
implementing e-HRM within the strategic design 
of their core businesses. Some Organizations 
require the use of standardized HR management 
tools such as payroll, employee benefits, recruit-
ment, training, etc. These organizations mainly 
refer to off-the-shelf e-HRM solutions offered 
by third party such as Oracle, PeopleSoft, SAP, 
or IBM, where they perceive efficiency and 
fulfilment in these ready-made systems. Others 
require customized Human Resources Informa-
tion Systems (HRIS) tailored to best fit their 
business’s needs. One of the key advantages of 
in-house developed HRISs is that they save HR 
staff time in dealing with the elements of the ap-
plication as they already know and understand the 
parameters of their own software (Thaler-Carter 
1998, p.22).

One objective therefore becomes the main 
purpose of this research and that is to compare 
and contrast the in-house developed and off-
the-shelf e-HRM systems with regards to their 
implementation, associated costs, usage, and 
effectiveness.

Literature background

An essential step in e-HRM systems implementa-
tion is the decision whether to buy an off-the-shelf 
e-HRM software package (in many cases part of 
an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) package 
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like Oracle/Peoplesoft or SAP) or to develop e-
HRM systems in-house. As Kovach et al. (2002) 
describe, a small company might prefer to depend 
on consultants and outsource all aspects of design, 
implementation, and operation, while a large com-
pany could prefer to opt for in-house development 
of e-HRM systems by their own IT department. 
Widely believed benefits of off-the-shelf systems 
in general are time-saving, proven system quality, 
and availability of expertise through the provider. 
On the contrary, disadvantages of off-the-shelf 
systems are the lack of customization/flexibility 
and dependency on vendor-expertise. In order 
to avoid these down-sides companies might opt 
for in-house development of an HRIS system. 
Exact figures regarding the differences/similari-
ties between off-the-shelf e-HRM and in-house 
developed e-HRM, do not really exist.

To take further the point issued by Kovach et 
al (2002), in case of e-HRM, the acceptance and 
usage of applications by employees and managers 
is critical to successful implementation and the 
generation of results. That makes the decision 
whether to ‘buy or make’ even more important, 
and seems to favor in-house development over 
off-the-shelf implementation. However funded 
knowledge on this issue is lacking so far.

The annual CedarCrestone survey (2006) 
shows that many organizations lay out more 
expenses for outsourced solutions (mainly off-
the-shelf) than they do for in-house development. 
Three main reasons are explained: organizations 
with in-house software development mostly have 
fragmented system operations which cause them 
to overlook embedded costs within distributed 
operations; outsourcing assures better view and 
control of costs; and outsourcing is a solution for 
organizations that struggle to control costs due to 
the complexity of their operations (HR Technology 
Trends to Watch in 2007 2007, p. 1). On the other 
hand, the CedarCrestone survey (2006) notes that 
some respondents sense that in-house HR solutions 
positively affect employees’ productivity and can 
be easily and swiftly integrated into the current 

system, while off-the-shelf software would cause 
difficulties during the integration phase.

In this study, the authors will concentrate 
on the issue of the differences and similarities 
between off-the-shelf and in-house developed e-
HRM implementations. We define implementation 
broadly, from the first initiation to the evaluation 
of results of e-HRM, and semi-technical (i.e. 
type of applications/functionality/design) and 
organizational issues (i.e. change management, 
HR restructuring, etc).

Technology plays the role of enabler that helps 
HR to deliver the workforce support and manage-
ment based on business needs (Gueutal & Stone 
2005, p. 2). New web technologies have enabled 
HR to perform certain paperless tasks that used 
to consume time and human resources in the old 
ages of HR. Furthermore, technology-enabled 
HR functions have evolved into human capital 
management (HCM), as Gueutal and Stone (2005, 
p. 2) agree with Ruël et al. in stating that HCM 
and e-HR are the responsibilities of everyone in 
an organization, from employees to executives. 
Nevertheless, Hendrickson (2003, p. 383) stresses 
the fact that this change in information technology 
has created significant challenges for HR profes-
sionals to get updated with the latest information 
technology while simultaneously transforming 
HR processes to e-processes.

From these definitions arises a general un-
derstanding of what e-HRM is. In this research, 
e-HRM is the management of an HR network 
that connects employees, managers, and HR staff 
through web-technology-enabled channels that 
provide them with an electronic access to human 
resources transactions, strategies, policies, and 
practices.

Benefits, Goals, and Objectives of 
e-HRM

The fast changing world of business stipulates 
organizational flexibility, capability, and rapid 
response in order to succeed (Lepak & Snell 
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1998, p. 215). Therefore, e-HRM must attain 
objectives such as strategy-oriented focus, flex-
ibility, cost containment, and service-providing 
excellence (Lepak & Snell 1998, p. 215). Strategic 
orientation can be achieved by concentrating on 
the transformational HR activities mentioned in 
section 2.2, while flexibility can be reached by 
updating HR processes, policies, and practices 
to counter the rapidly changing business world. 
Efficiency, on the other hand, can be achieved by 
many ways such as staff reduction, elimination 
of manual processes, and timeliness. However, 
cost reduction can only be considered beneficial 
if there is no loss of effectiveness or deterioration 
of customer service excellence (Schramm 2006, 
p. 3). Hendrickson (2003) agrees that efficiency 
is one of the goals of implementing e-HRM that 
can be rendered by increasing number of HR 
transactions and timeliness without affecting 
needed resources.

Another benefit of using e-HRM is the in-
creased effectiveness of human resources manage-
ment through the use of technology which sim-
plifies HR processes and enhances performance 
(Hendrickson 2003, p. 385). Beer et al. (1984) 
distinguish four different benefits or outcomes 
from e-HRM: commitment, competence, con-
gruence, and cost effectiveness. Commitment is 
achieved by motivating employees to interact with 
managers cohesively during changes to achieve 
organizational goals (Ruël et al. 2004, p. 369). 
High competence is when employees learn new 
tasks and gain competitive skills to enhance their 
contribution, effectiveness, and creativity. Con-
gruence is also another benefit of implementing 
e-HRM that involves structuring the business from 
the inside out in the best interest of stakeholders 
(Ruël et al. 2004, p. 369). Cost effectiveness aims 
at increasing the level of economical value based 
on the tangible and intangible benefits produced 
by the amount of resources spent (i.e. money, time, 
human resources, etc). A cost effective e-HRM 
system, however, is one that provides adequate 
e-HRM services for the reasonable HR-related 

costs it incurs during and after the implementa-
tion stage such as employee turnover, resistance, 
and confusion.

A typical agreement by most authors proves 
that efficiency is a top goal considered by many 
organizations that use e-HRM. Cost reduction 
is also agreed upon to be the main benefit of 
e-HRM. Other benefits might not be as notice-
able or tangible as efficiency. Lengnick-Hall and 
Moritz (2003) divide the outcome of e-HRM into 
tangible and intangible benefits. Tangible benefits 
include process and administrative cost reduction, 
staff reduction, transaction processing speed-up, 
elimination of information errors, and improve-
ment in tracking and controlling HR activities 
(Lengnick-Hall & Moritz 2003, p. 369). Intangible 
benefits are mostly associated with the indirect 
effect of e-HRM on the HR function. Such ben-
efits are improvement in employee productivity 
and morale, decision making, and information 
sharing. Innovation enhancement and time-to-
market acceleration might also be considered as 
intangible benefits of e-HRM (Lengnick-Hall & 
Moritz 2003, p. 369).

To summarize this section, the author will 
consider the following main goals of implement-
ing e-HRM within organizations:

•	 Increase efficiency by reducing cost and 
eliminating unnecessary functions.

•	 Provide management and employee self-
service mechanisms.

•	 Improve HR’s strategic focus.
•	 Achieve client service excellence.

On the other hand, different outcomes can 
be gained from implementing e-HRM within 
an organization. For this research, the following 
outcomes will be considered:

•	 Commitment.
•	 Competence.
•	 Cost Effectiveness.
•	 Congruence.
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e-HRM Applications

e-HRM applications (as depicted in Figure  1) 
represent the outmost layer of the human re-
sources management model suggested in this 
research. This model suggests that the outer layers 
comprise all of the elements of the inner ones. 
Therefore, the application layer includes all the 
basic requirements and functions of HRM and 
e-HRM including its types, goals, and benefits. 
E-HRM applications are wide in range and they 
provide a variety of automated HR activities that 
enchant the HR function with flexibility and ease 
of use. In an exclusive survey by IOMA (2002) 
professionals reported that e-HRM applications 
which are most preferred by users are those that 
possess high levels of integration and processing 
capabilities, user friendliness, robustness, and 
reporting. Furthermore, e-HRM studies with 
emphasis on the Technology Acceptance Model 
(Davis et al. 1989) has exhausted the use and 
outcome of e-HRM applications and determined 
that they are mainly dependant on the usefulness 
and ease of use of such applications (Ruta 2005). 
On one hand, usefulness is defined by Davis et al. 
(1989, p. 985) as “the prospective user’s subjective 

probability that using a specific application system 
will increase his or her job performance within 
an organizational context”. This means in order 
for the e-HRM system to be perceived by users 
as useful, positive impact on the organizational 
performance of an employee must be observed 
during or after the use of the e-HRM applications. 
Davis et al. (1989, p. 985), on the other hand, define 
the perceived ease of use as “the degree to which 
the prospective user expects the target system 
to be free of effort.” E-HRM applications could 
be perceived by employees as “easy to use” if it 
doesn’t require effort to be operated.

The combination of e-HRM definition pro-
duced in section 2.1 with the general understand-
ing of e-HRM applications mentioned here yields a 
predominant meaning for e-HRM applications: 

E-HRM applications are the software programs 
that offer a useful and easy-to-use electronic 
medium, through which the e-HRM goals are 
accomplished by performing different types of 
human resources activities electronically to yield 
the desired outcome and benefits.

This definition explains the layered approach 
shown in Figure 1 but, nevertheless, it doesn’t 
explain the types of these software applications. 
The following section suggests a few types of 
e-HRM applications that have been discussed in 
previous literature.

Types of e-HRM Applications

e-HRM applications can be specified under dif-
ferent categories according to the HR activities 
they facilitate electronically. Seven types have 
been identified by Florkowski and Olivas-Luján 
(2006) and divided into two predominant groups: 
software applications that target HR staff as end 
users, and those that target internal staff (manag-
ers and employees) as end users. The types that 
target HR staff are HR functional applications 

Figure 1. e-HRM layers
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and integrated HR suite applications. Those that 
focus on managers and employees as end users 
are Interactive Voice Response (IVR) systems, HR 
intranet applications, self-service applications, 
HR extranet applications, HR portal applications 
(Florkowski & Olivas-Luján 2006, p. 687).

The CedarCrestone annual report (2007), on 
the other hand, divides over 30 e-HRM applica-
tions into the following groups:

Administrative applications, including core 
HR functions such as payroll, benefits, and HR 
management system. This category handles most 
of the operational type of HR activities—men-
tioned under section 2.2—that are administered 
by the HR staff. The report identifies three major 
activities that belong to this group as payroll, HR 
management system, and benefits administration 
(CedarCrestone annual report 2007).

Employee and manager productivity appli-
cations which provide self service transactions 
that aim at improving service delivery, reducing 
cost, and enabling employees and managers to 
concentrate more on core processes (CedarCre-
stone annual report 2007). These applications 
also provide access to operational HR activities 
performed only by managers and employees 
such as benefit-related self service (BSS), simple 
management reporting (SMR), pay-related self 
services (PSS), employee self services (ESS), time 
management self service (TMSS), total benefits 
statements (TBS), HR-oriented help desk, and 
manager self service (MSS).

Strategic HCM applications, such as talent 
management, training enrollment, competency 
management, e-learning, compensation, perfor-
mance, succession planning, and career planning. 
These applications transform relational HR activi-
ties into their electronic version.

Business intelligence applications comprise 
HR data warehousing, operational reporting, HR 
scorecard, and analytics that help develop the stra-
tegic focus of an organization. These applications 
are the protagonists of e-HRM. They facilitate the 

transformational activities that help develop the 
strategic orientation of the HR function.

Looking at the adoption level of e-HRM ap-
plications, Financial Services seem to top other 
businesses in leading the e-commerce market 
of human resources management by automating 
most of its HR activities with the help of the ap-
plication sets mentioned above (CedarCrestone 
annual report 2007). On the contrary, CedarCre-
stone reports that the least business categories to 
adopt e-HRM technologies are Retail and Public 
Administration. The top players in e-HRM ap-
plication software market are Oracle/PeopleSoft, 
ADP, SAP, and Kronos, as most of the applications 
mentioned above are supported by these giants 
and favored by a plethora of HR departments 
around the world.

e-HRM Applications Implementation 
and Development Approaches

The implementation and development of the 
e-HRM application doesn’t require a set of criti-
cal success factors or approaches different than 
those constituted by Enterprise Resource Plan-
ning (ERP) projects or large enterprise portal 
projects, as e-HRM is considered a part of ERP 
implementation itself. These large projects differ 
from traditional information system projects in 
scale, scope, complexity, organizational changes, 
costs, and need for business process reengineering 
(Remus 2007, p. 538). As a result, technical and 
business difficulties during the implementation 
and development of these systems (including 
e-HRM systems) are imminent. Literature has 
it that these difficulties are widely spread, but 
only fragmented research was done regarding the 
critical success factors and approaches to ERP 
implementation (Nah et al. 2001, p. 286). These 
approaches were narrowed down to the ones shown 
in Table 2, which have been previously identified 
by academic articles as shown in the table.
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User Involvement

User involvement in the early stages of the 
implementation and development phases of the 
e-HRM system allows users to make adjustments 
to the system to satisfy their needs. Consequently, 
organizational resistance to the new changes 
implied by the use of the e-HRM applications is 
minimized and customer satisfaction is increased 
(Lee & Lee 2001, p. 208). Change management 
processes in this case are minimized and easily 
controlled.

Business Process Reengineering

Achieving benefits through the implementation 
of an enterprise system is impossible without the 
inevitable alignment of processes and activities 
with the new system requirements (Remus 2007; 
Bingi et al. 1999). This means that when a com-
pany implements a new e-HRM system, some 
of the HR processes must be reengineered in 
order for the e-HRM system to be more effective. 
Such reengineering mechanism is applied when 
transforming HR manual processes to paperless 

forms. Reengineering should begin before choos-
ing the software system to make sure changes are 
accepted by the stakeholders and the processes 
can actually be aligned with the new system (Nah 
et al. 2001, p. 294).

Planning and Vision

A solid business plan needs to be defined in 
order for the ERP project to be directed toward 
the proposed strategic and tangible benefits, re-
sources, costs, risks, and timeline (Buckhout et 
al. 1999). This means for e-HRM implementation 
to be successful, a plan must be agreed upon by 
the project manager or the responsible parties to 
follow during the project life cycle. This plan will 
guarantee the alignment of the e-HRM goals and 
strategy with the HR and corporate strategies to 
ensure maximum effectiveness, integration, and 
alignment. Lee and Lee (2001) insist that good 
planning consumes a considerable amount of 
time prior to implementation. This ensures that 
the e-HRM system is thoroughly exploited and 
efficiently implemented to coincide with the 
corporate strategies.

Table 1. e-HRM approaches

  Lee & Lee (2001) Nah et al. (2001) Al-Sehali (2000) Remus (2007)

User involvement   
Business process 

reengineering   
Planning & 

strategy    
Training &  
education   
Change  

management   
Top management 

support   
Effective  

communication  
Project  

management  
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Training and Education

Since the e-HRM system offers new methods 
of processing transformed or new HR activities, 
proper training must be given to all users of the 
system. This becomes crucial since the new in-
terface provides functionality that has never been 
used before and needs to be related to the newly 
reengineered business processes (Remus 2007, 
p. 544). Education is the catalyst that brings the 
knowledge of the users up to the point where they 
can familiarize themselves with the new e-HRM 
system quickly and sufficiently.

Change Management

Managing change within the organization could 
be a full time job by itself, as it requires the 
management of people and their expectations, 
resistance to change, confusion, redundancies, 
and errors (Remus 2007, p. 541). For the e-HRM 
to be successfully implemented, the organization 
should realize the impact of this new change on 
employees, managers, and HR staff and under-
stand its dimensions in order to manage the effects 
with a corporate strategy that is open to change. 
Furthermore, emphasis on quality, computing abil-
ity, and willingness to accept the new technology 
would positively assist the implementation effort 
(Nah et al. 2001, p. 293). Training and education 
is a critical step in managing change itself, as 
employees must be educated about the new system 
to understand how it changes business processes 
(Nah et al. 2001, p. 293).

Top Management Support

One of the most critical success factors for imple-
menting an ERP system is the support and involve-
ment of top managers in the project during its life 
cycle (Al-Sehali 2000, p. 79). In order for e-HRM 
implementation to be successful, top managers 
have to approve and continuously support the re-
sponsible parties during the implementation stage 

to make sure no obstacles prevent or delay the 
progress of the project. Also, an executive sponsor 
should be appointed to coordinate, communicate, 
and integrate all aspects of the project between 
the development team and top management (Re-
mus 2007, p. 544). The executive sponsor should 
communicate, integrate, and approve the shared 
vision of the organization and the responsibilities 
and structures of the new e-HRM system (Nah 
et al. 2001, p. 291).

Effective Communication

Interdepartmental communication as well as com-
munication with customers and business partners 
is a key element in the success of implementing 
an ERP system (Remus 2007, p.544). Commu-
nication helps employees and involved parties 
better understand the new e-HRM system to 
keep up with the development and implementa-
tion stages of the project. Employees should also 
be informed in advance the scope, objectives, 
activities, and updates implemented by the new 
system in order to meet their expectations (Nah 
et al. 2001, p. 291)

Project Management

Managing the implementation and development 
of e-HRM system is a crucial step toward suc-
cessful results. The scope of the project must be 
clearly defined, including aspects such as the 
amount of systems implemented, involvement of 
business units, and the amount of business process 
reengineering needed (Nah et al. 2001, p. 292). A 
company must assign a project manager to lead 
the project of developing and implementing an e-
HRM system professionally according to profound 
business rules. The project itself must have clearly 
defined business and technical objectives and goals 
corresponding to the project deliverables (Remus 
2007, p. 543). Such E-HRM goals (mentioned in 
section 2.3) are embedded within the different 
e-HRM activities (mentioned in section 2.2) as 
part of the project management scheme.
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Recent Studies on e-HRM 
Application Implementation 

An essential step in e-HRM implementation 
and development is the decision whether to buy 
an off-the-shelf e-HRM systems (in many cases 
part of an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) 
package such as Oracle/Peoplesoft or SAP), or to 
develop such systems in-house. As Kovach et al. 
(2002) describe, a small company might prefer to 
depend on consultants and outsource all aspects 
of design, implementation, and operation, while 
a large company could prefer to opt for in-house 
development of e-HRM applications by their own 
IT department. Widely believed benefits of com-
mercial off-the-shelf (COTS) systems in general 
are time-saving, proven system quality, and avail-
ability of expertise through the provider. Further-
more, COTS systems help reduce the amount of 
time and resources used during the design and 
implementation phases of the software project, as 
the software is already professionally designed 
and implemented to fit most of customer’s needs 
(Amons & Howard 2004, p. 50). Silverman (2006) 
offers a few reasons why most organizations opt 
for COTS solutions. First, avoiding lengthy and 
complex software design and development cycles 
(by using COTS solutions) saves time, money, 
and human resources. Second, risk is minimized 
by the fact that COTS systems are professionally 
provided and supported by experienced entities. 
Third, COTS vendors take responsibilities of sup-
porting and maintaining the software, which leads 
to reducing the cost of supporting the software 
itself. Fourth, COTS systems are virtually up 
to date as vendors keep investing in developing 
the software itself (Silverman 2006, p 10). It is 
also known as a fact that most IT managers first 
evaluate COTS software when money and time-
to-market are at the top of the priority list (Traylor 
2006, p 20). This evidence makes it clear that 
off-the-shelf software saves on time and money 
resources. On the contrary, disadvantages of 
off-the-shelf systems are illustrated by the lack 

of customization/flexibility and the dependency 
on vendor-expertise. Amons and Howard (2004) 
insist that buying an already-made software 
packages will increase time and other resources 
spent on the integration and deployment phases 
of the IT project. Indeed, COTS systems need 
to be perfectly aligned and integrated within 
the practices of the organization, and deployed 
in a matter that best fits the company’s vision. 
One particular disadvantage of COTS is of an 
intangible nature; when most companies adjust 
their practices to conform to the COTS software 
standard offerings they lose their competitive 
advantage, as their technology-based processes 
become replicas of each other (Carr 2003, p. 6). 
For e-HRM, this means that companies can-
not strategically position their HR activities or 
improve its strategic orientation by the use of 
electronic means.

Although it is believed that off-the-shelf soft-
ware usually contains industry’s best practices, 
but Yeow and Sia (2007) posit that the notion that 
“best practices” are context-free and can be con-
veniently acquired, stored, used, and transferred 
across organizations is questionable. For example, 
implementing off-the-shelf ERP systems such 
as Oracle, PeopleSoft, and SAP, in the context 
of non-US/European and non-private organiza-
tions (i.e. governmental institutes in Kuwait) can 
be quite challenging and might not even fit the 
environment’s needs. Any discrepancies between 
the organization’s needs and the off-the-shelf 
software’s features will most likely affect the 
overall project success (Lucas et al., 1988; cited 
by Yeow and Sia 2007, p. 2)

In order to avoid these down-sides, companies 
might opt for in-house development of an HRIS 
system. Building e-HRM applications in house 
requires a special team of developers that is fully 
skilled and dedicated to do the job of designing 
and implementing the software. One of the rea-
sons companies choose to develop their HRIS 
in-house is that they can design the software 
precisely to fit the organizational goals, as they 
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know their own processes better than anyone else 
(Zizakovic 2004, p. 4). This way companies gain 
the competitive advantage and have full control 
of their proprietary software.

Pearce (2005) provides three key elements for 
software implementation and development. First, 
organizations must consider the function of the 
IT application (i.e. e-HRM application) to deter-
mine the level of standardization required by the 
operations of the application and whether COTS 
software can provide these standard operations 
(Pearce 2005, p. 93). For example, e-HRM activi-
ties such as payroll and benefits can be suitably 
offered by COTS systems. Second, organizations 
must consider the life cycle of the application and 
how it will be modified, updated, maintained, and 
supported over the years to come (Pearce 2005, 
p. 94). This consideration helps organizations 
to set forth a long-term strategic plan for its e-
HRM practices in order to continue sharpening 
its competitive edge. The third key element in 
deciding on the best software implementation 
strategy is to consider the return on investment, 
or ROI. Pearce (2005) insists that companies must 
practice the strategy of weighing the associated 
costs of implementing and developing different 
software methods against the potential outcome 
of the IT project itself.

To take further the point issued by Kovach et 
al (2002), in case of e-HRM the acceptance and 
usage of applications by employees and managers 
is critical to successful implementation and the 
generation of results. That makes the decision 
whether to ‘buy or build’ even more important, 
and seems to favor in-house development over 
off-the-shelf implementation. However funded 
knowledge on this issue is lacking so far. The 
annual CedarCrestone survey (2006) shows that 
many organizations lay out more expenses for 
outsourced solutions than they do for in-house 
development. Three main reasons are explained: 
organizations with in-house software development 
mostly have fragmented system operations which 
cause them to overlook embedded costs within 

distributed operations; outsourcing assures better 
view and control of costs; and outsourcing is a 
solution for organizations that struggle to control 
costs due to the complexity of their operations 
(HR Technology Trends to Watch in 2007 2007, p. 
1). On the other hand, the CedarCrestone survey 
(2006) notes that some respondents sense that 
in-house HR solutions positively affect employ-
ees’ productivity and can be easily and swiftly 
integrated into the current system, while off-the-
shelf software would cause difficulties during the 
integration phase.

Theoretical Framework

The suggested framework for this research is de-
picted in figure 2. This framework combines the 
main elements discussed in the literature review. 
Since studies on the different e-HRM applications 
are scarce, this framework is used primarily to 
study different elements of implementing software 
applications and to focus predominantly on imple-
menting e-HRM software applications and the 
effect they might bring onto the HR function.

This framework suggests three dependant 
stages of e-HRM systems’ implementation and 
deployment. First stage is the e-HRM software 
implementation and development approaches, 
which is affected by the type of system used by 
the organization—whether it is a commercial off-
the-shelf e-HRM system or one that is developed 
in house. Another factor affecting this stage is 
the predetermined e-HRM goals as suggested 
in the literature review. E-HRM goals constitute 
the implementation and development approaches 
and set a course of action to be followed during 
all three stages. The second stage consists of the 
main elements of e-HRM application deployment 
such as e-HRM activities handled by the system, 
application types, and application characteristics. 
These application criteria help an HR department 
to provide the necessary e-HR functions to ac-
complish the goals mentioned in the first stage 
and meet the needs of the stakeholders. Note that 
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each of the e-HRM activity types fit under at least 
one of the e-HRM application types. Furthermore, 
e-HRM application and activity types, and the 
application characteristics are interdependent 
(represented by the up-down arrow). For example, 
relational e-HRM activities such as training, re-
cruitment, and performance management depend 
mainly on the level of reliability and usability 
of the e-HRM system, while functionality and 
efficiency of the e-HRM system might change 
with the type of e-HRM activity types. The last 
stage is not in any means of less value than the 
other stages. It represents the outputs and benefits 
an HR department aims for during the e-HRM 
transformation. These outputs consist of the “four 
C’s of HR”—namely commitment, competence, 
cost effectiveness, and congruence—and user 
benefits suggested by the Technology Acceptance 
Model—such as usefulness and ease of use.

Methodology

Deciding which research strategy to adopt de-
pends solely on the nature of the research ques-
tion and how the author plans to answer it. The 
strategy consists of a plan with clear objectives 

derived from the research question and specifies 
the sources from which to collect data (Saunders 
et al. 2003, p. 90). Since the aim of this research 
is to compare the two types of e-HRM system 
implementation methods, the author assumes a 
comparative, descriptive case study strategy. A 
Comparative study scrutinizes the differences and 
similarities between the two e-HRM implementa-
tion methods, whilst a descriptive study attempts to 
construct a precise profile of the different e-HRM 
system implementation methods (Robson 2002; 
cited in Saunders et al. 2003, p. 97). Further-
more, the descriptive study is a perfect strategy 
that helps with the proliferation of the inductive 
research approach. This strategy helps to reach a 
theoretical conclusion about the outcome and level 
of effectiveness induced by both implementation 
methods. A case study research strategy implies 
the use of detailed and empirical investigation 
within the real context of a particular phenomenon 
(Cassell & Symon 2004, p. 323). While the case 
study strategy provides a good challenge and a 
source of new hypotheses of an existing theory, 
it can also help with the creation of a new theory 
using different means of data collection methods 
such as questionnaires, interviews, observation, 
and documentary analysis (Saunders et al. 2003, p. 

Table 2. Research constructs

Constructs/Variables Description

Overview This strategy is used to start a case study research by collecting general information about the organization to be 
researched and the e-HRM system it uses.

Implementations and 
Development Ap-
proaches

The factors affecting the implementation and development of e-HRM system and how the company deals with 
them

E-HRM Goals The main goals of implementing the e-HRM system and  how they coincide with corporate strategy

E-HRM Activities The HR-related activities offered by the new e-HRM system and how employees work with them

E-HRM Application 
Characteristics

The characteristics of the e-HRM software application as defined by ISO 9126 standards

E-HRM Outcomes The four C’s of HR: commitment, competence, congruence, and cost effectiveness and how they are impacted 
after the implementation of the e-HRM system

HRIS Benefits Usefulness and ease of use of the new e-HRM system
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93). This, indeed, makes a perfect strategy that fits 
the research philosophy and approaches suggested 
in the previous sections, as Cassell and Symon 
(2004) agree that the case study strategy begins 
with a primitive framework which then will be 
reproduced or developed under a new theoretical 
framework that makes sense of the collected data 
and can be systematically examined for plausibil-
ity. This strategy also facilitates the collection of 
data through multiple research instruments such 
as participant observation, direct observation, in-
terviews, focus groups, and documentary analysis 
(Cassell & Symon 2004, p. 325). Consequently, 
this means that a variety of research instruments 
can be utilized to understand how the different 
e-HRM implementation methods affect the HR 
function. 

All in all, case study strategy can be considered 
a prudent choice for this research as it offers a 
flexible environment for the researcher to work 
with and attempts to collect as much information 
as necessary to conclude how the two E-HRM 
systems can be compared and contrasted.

For the purpose of this research, two descriptive 
case studies were conducted on local organizations 
that have been chosen according to the e-HRM 
system they used:

•	 Case Study 1: This case study was con-
ducted on a well known company that uses a 
commercial off-the-shelf e-HRM system by 
Oracle, called “Oracle ERP”. The reason this 
company was chosen because of the amount 
of experience it had with the e-HRM system 
and the strong reputation it possessed in the 
Kuwaiti marketplace.

•	 Case Study 2: The second case study was 
conducted on a governmental institute that 
had gained its competitive advantage mainly 
through leveraging its IT capabilities to 
provide the latest technological trends to 
its customers. The reason this organization 
was chosen is that it was one of the few local 

companies that had developed their e-HRM 
system in house.

The main constructs used in this research are 
shown in the table below. These variables can then 
be used to create a set of questions that help the 
researcher with gathering appropriate research 
data for analysis. This process is called the “op-
erationalization of construct” and is explained in 
the next section.

Operationalization of Constructs

Boiling down the constructs into research ques-
tions helps the researcher with the design of the 
appropriate research instruments to be used 
to collect and test enough data about the com-
mercial off-the-shelf and in-house developed 
e-HRM systems. By doing so, the constructs are 
“operationalized” so that they can be measured 
accordingly. Table 3 shows the operationalization 
of constructs mentioned in the previous section.

Research Instruments

Case study is a strategy that includes multiple 
methods (or instruments) suited to research 
questions that require detailed understanding of 
a particular phenomenon due to the large amount 
of data collected in the context (Cassell & Symon 
2004, p. 323). For this research, the following data 
collection instruments were used:

•	 Semi-structured interviews: These types 
of non-standardized interviews use list of 
questions that vary between interviews 
according to the context (Saunders et al. 
2003, p. 246). These interview questions 
are the outcome of the operationalization of 
constructs process mentioned in the previ-
ous section. Table 4 shows the position of 
the interviewees and the related questions 
used during the interviews.
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Table 3. Operationalization of constructs

Constructs/ 
Variables

Definition/Dimension Operationalization of Constructs

Overview

Background General information about the company - Business establishment 
- Number of employees 
- Type of Business

Current HR 
practices

Where the HR practices currently stand - Main function/mission of HR department 
- Level of employee/manager involvement

E-HRM  
Application

The e-HRM application currently in use - e-HRM system brand/name 
- Reason to chose this system 
- criteria used to make the decision

E-HRM  
Activities

HR activities utilized/offered by the new e-
HRM system

- HR activities handled by the system 
- New HR activities introduced by the system 
- level of employee/manager involvement in e-HRM activities

Implementation & Development Approaches

User  
Involvement

Involving employees and managers in the e-
HRM implementation and development process

- Type of users involved 
- Stage(s) at which users were involved 
- Level of involvement

Business  
Process  

Reengineering

Reengineering/redesigning of HR business 
processes

- HR processes reengineered 
- HR processes eliminated by BPR 
- New HR processes introduced

Planning & 
Vision

The planning process and strategy used to 
implement the e-HRM system

- Type and quality of business plan 
- Plan outline 
- Project strategy alignment with corporate strategy and vision

Training & 
Education

Plan taken to train and educate users of the new 
e-HRM system 

- Level of training/education 
- Training material 
- Training delivery

Change  
Management

How the change/conflict implied by the new 
e-HRM system is managed

- Resistance, conflict, or confusion by staff/users 
- Handling of conflict 
- Corporate strategy toward change

Top  
Management 

Support

The support of the e-HRM system implementa-
tion by top managers

- Level of top management involvement

Effective  
Communication

Inward/outward communication needed during 
the implementation phase

- Level and type of communication between different parties 
involved 
- communicating project scope, 
  objective, activities, updates

Project  
Management

Managing and administering the e-HRM imple-
mentation project

- Implementation management 
- Responsible PM team 
- Project milestones

e-HRM Goals

Increase  
Efficiency

Make HRM more efficient by reducing time, 
costs, human resources, etc

- Achieving cost reduction 
- Cost, time, staff , other resources reduction 
- Processes eliminated to achieve efficiency

Provide  
Self Service

Provide a mechanism for employees and man-
agers to perform HR functions

- Employee Self Services (ESS) 
- Manager Self Services (MSS)

Achieve Service 
Excellence

Provide HR high quality services to employees 
and managers

- Customer orientation of HR department 
- How customers perceive the quality of services

Improve  
Strategic Focus

The strategic orientation and focus of the orga-
nization should be improved through the use of 
the e-HRM system

- The effect of the e-HRM implementation on HR strategy 
- Changes made to improve HR strategy

continued on following page
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Table 3. continued

Constructs/ 
Variables

Definition/Dimension Operationalization of Constructs

e-HRM Activities

Operational 
Activities

Routine HR tasks such as payroll, attendance, 
vacation, etc

- Transformed operational activities 
- New operational activities introduced by e-HRM 
- Effect of e-HR operational activities on HR function

Relational 
Activities

Internal and external relational activities such 
as recruitment and selection, training, perfor-
mance management, etc.

- Transformed relational activities 
- New relational activities introduced by e-HRM 
- Effect of e-HR relational activities on HR function

Transformation-
al Activities

HR activities aimed at improving the strategic 
orientation of the HR department such as 
knowledge management, competence manage-
ment, strategic redirection, downsizing, upsiz-
ing, rightsizing, etc

- Transformed transformational activities 
- New transformational activities introduced by e-HRM 
- Effect of e-HR transformational activities on HR function

e-HRM Application Characteristics

Functionality How the e-HRM system functions with regards 
to suitability, accuracy, interoperability, and 
security

- Fulfilment of stated needs 
- Appropriate set of HR functions 
- Expected results 
- Information and data security

Reliability How reliable the e-HRM system in delivering 
HR needs

- System maturity 
- Fault tolerance 
- Recoverability

Usability How easy is it to understand, learn, and operate 
the e-HRM system

- Understandability 
- Learnability 
- Operability 
- Attractiveness

Efficiency Performance of the e-HRM system with re-
gards to time and other resources utilization

- Time utilization 
- Resources utilization

Maintainability The stability of the e-HRM system when ana-
lyzed, changed, and tested

- Analyzability 
- Changeability 
- Stability 
- Testability

Portability How the e-HRM system can adapt new require-
ments, be installed in different environment, 
coexist with other software programs, and can 
be replaced

- Adaptability 
- Installability 
- Co-existence 
- Replaceability

e-HRM Outcomes

Commitment Employees commitment to organization due to 
the implementation of the new e-HRM system

- Change in level of employee commitment to organization

Competence Development of employees competencies due 
to the implementation of e-HRM

- Influence of e-HRM on employee competencies

Cost  
Effectiveness

Benefits of implementing e-HRM such as 
providing adequate e-HRM services should 
outweigh costs such as employee resistance and 
turnover

- Cost of delivering e-HRM practices and services such as staff 
turnover and resistance 
- Benefits versus costs

Congruence The effect of e-HRM on the level of congru-
ence between employees’ own goals and those 
of the organization

- Relationship between managers and employees 
- Relationship between employees

HRIS Benefits

Usefulness How useful the e-HRM system is in enhancing 
employee performance

- Enhancement of employee performance

Ease of Use Easiness of performing e-HRM activities - Effort needed to perform e-HRM tasks
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•	 Documentary analysis: Company docu-
mentation of the e-HRM system imple-
mentation is analyzed to understand how 
the system works. This data, if available, 
provides a secondary source of information 
that could potentially assist the researcher to 
reach a final conclusion about the research 
question.

•	 Participant’s observation: This method al-
lows the researcher to observe first-hand the 
day-to-day e-HRM experiences, activities, 
feelings, and interpretations of the users in 
order to collect information related to some 
of the constructs mentioned in the previous 
section (Cassell & Symon 2004, p. 154).

•	 Group interviews: The purpose of group 
interviews is to collect data from feedbacks 
and interpretations of multiple interviewees 
(with similar experiences) during one gather-
ing. An advantage of the group interviews 
is to hear different opinions of the phenom-
enon at the same time (Cassell & Symon 
2004, p. 143). This gives the researcher an 
opportunity to observe a sufficient amount 
of different feelings and experiences about 
the e-HRM system at the same time.

Sampling Methods

The criteria for selecting case study samples were 
mainly based on the type of e-HRM system used 
by an organization—whether it is off-the-shelf or 
in-house developed e-HRM system. The author 
also wanted to conduct intensive, comparative, and 
descriptive investigations of both e-HRM systems 

and, therefore, selected only two case studies to 
concentrate on. Secondly, the requirement to col-
lect large amount of data to analyze the systems put 
a constraint on the author to select samples with 
vast experience in the context of electronic HR. 
This, indeed, narrowed down the search for perfect 
samples to those organizations with a minimum 
of 2 years of e-HRM experience. Thirdly, the two 
sample organizations operate in different markets 
and have different cultures, as to generate more 
interesting and variable results. For example, the 
first sample organization was a mid-size, privately-
owned company with a market culture that is profit 
oriented, while the second sample organization 
was a government-owned entity with a culture that 
is more oriented toward bureaucracy. Fourthly, the 
size of the sample organizations was not a major 
criterion; however, it gave the organization more 
of an initiative to implement an e-HRM system. 
For example, middle to large size organizations 
feel more pressure to implement an HR system 
that would keep human resources management 
under control. Lastly, technologically advanced 
organizations were preferred by the author as they 
are more likely to adopt e-HRM technologies at 
early stages of their life cycle.

Data Analysis Methods

Intensive interviews were first conducted at both 
sites and recorded on a digital recorder, and then 
transcribed into separate sets of data for each 
case. The data was then categorized into mul-
tiple sections according to the operationalization 
Table 3. 

Table 4. Interviewees & related questions

Interviewee position Related questions (Appendices)

HR manager / administrator A1, A2, B2-B5, C1-C5, D1-D4, G1-G2, G4-G5

End users (employees & managers) B1, B7, C2-C3, F3-F4, G1-G2, G4, H1-H2

Project Manager of e-HRM project A3-A4, B2-B9, C1, C4-C5, D1-D4, G1, G3-G5

IT personnel A3-A4, B1-B2, B8, C2-C3, D1-D4, E1-E5, F1-F5 
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Findings

The data analysis starts with transcribing the 
recorded interviews to capture as much necessary 
data as possible. The transcripts are then studied 
and paragraphs rephrased and rearranged under 
the corresponding instruments depicted in the 
framework.

The following sections contain those analyzed 
transcripts from both case studies, where case 1 
represents the company that uses off-the-shelf 
Oracle ERP, and case 2 represents the governmen-
tal institute that has developed its own e-HRM 
system in house. Data collected from each case is 
displayed side by side according to the theoretical 
instruments to show a clear comparison between 
the two different systems.

e-HRM Overview

The aim of this section is to explain some of the 
general issues associated with the implementation 
of the e-HRM systems of both cases. The overview 
allows the researcher to get a feel of the researched 
systems before getting into the detailed interviews 
that would confirm or refute the propositions sug-
gested in the theoretical framework.

Case 1: The implementation of Oracle ERP 
system started in 2004. Before that, in 2001, an 
initiative from the Board to perform a total re-
structuring and business process reengineering 
took place. The aim of this BPR was to transform 
all business processes into the IT era, including 
the transformation of the HR practices into e-HR 
technologies. The main steps of reengineering 
were diagnostics, analysis, and implementation. 
HR reengineering (i.e. transformation to e-HR 
using Oracle ERP) was 30% of the whole BPR 
process of the organization. It took about 3 years 
to progress through the diagnostics, analysis, 
and implementation stages, and about one year 
to complete the transformation of the HR func-
tion. In order to implement such a big change 

within a large organization, the bureaucratic 
and centralized culture needed to be changed as 
well. This culture was changed to reflect the open 
environment that accepted change and forward 
movement.

As for why this organization opted for Oracle 
ERP, it was recommended by the Chairman to 
choose this system as the best offer because of 
its flexibility, changeability, adaptability, and 
reputation between other vendors such as SAP 
and Anderson. The second reason was that the 
IT department at this company didn’t have the 
qualified resources to implement such a fully 
integrated enterprise system that could support 
the new structure and culture. As a matter of fact, 
the IT department was mostly outsourced to a 
third party that was able to arrange and manage 
the e-commerce transformation. Oracle ERP 
needed lots of customizations to remove unwanted 
processes such as taxation and add or modify the 
HR processes to fit the company’s HR needs.

About 80% of manual work was eliminated 
by the new system. The BPR, along with the 
ERP implementation, has caused the reduction 
of manpower from 900 to approximately 200, 
as most processes were eliminated, reduced, or 
outsourced. The other 20% of manual and pa-
perwork cannot be changed due to the nature of 
the work that requires to be done in professional 
and manual way such as memorandums and of-
ficial letter.

Case 2: The e-HRM system was developed 
by the Systems Development team in this or-
ganization’s IT department. The reason behind 
developing this e-HRM system in house was that 
there was no system out in the market that could 
fulfill the complex HR requirements implied by 
the country’s laws and by this governmental insti-
tute. The IT department manager indicated that if 
they had chosen an off-the-shelf e-HRM system, 
customization would have cost them incredible 
amount of time and money. Second, this system 
was developed and implemented in order to fit it 
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to the user’s needs and not to adjust the user to 
the system’s offerings.

The system development started in 2002 and 
took about 2 years to complete. It is totally web 
based using Oracle database, Microsoft .NET 
framework, and object oriented programming 
methods. Long before that, in 1976, there was an 
initiative by top management to automate most 
of the HR processes in order to minimize time 
and associated costs. Paperwork was costing the 
organization lots of time and money to store the 
voluminous data in multiple cabinets. Also, data 
integrity and security was a top priority and major 
concern that would justify the need to transform 
all HR processes into the e-commerce era. At 
that time, a mainframe system called “Tandem” 
was used to build the infrastructure that would 
support the renovated business. The current sys-
tem was therefore developed and implemented 
in accordance to the vision of top management 
which encouraged the IT department to integrate 
the latest and most flexible and reliable electronic 
technologies. This upgrade required the replace-
ment of the old mainframe system with the more 
flexible and compact Microsoft system.

The e-HRM system provides user with many 
facilities such as attendance, which is totally 
secured and tied up to a biometric system that 
scans users fingerprints for authentication. 
Also, the main HR functions provided by COTS 
systems have been extracted and implemented 
within this in-house developed system, with a 
touch of flexibility to fit those functions to the 
organizational needs.

Presentation of Results

While the data collected might specifically de-
scribe the contextual situation of e-HRM systems 
used by these two cases, some general remarks 
about the differences and similarities between off-
the-shelf and in-house developed E-HRM systems 
can be drawn. Referring back to the main question 
of this research—which compares off-the-shelf 

with in-house developed e-HRM with regards to 
the implementation and development approaches, 
e-HRM goals, e-HRM activities they facilitate, 
application types and characteristics, and e-HRM 
outcomes—one can provide conclusive evidence 
about the differences and similarities at hand.

In general, organizations transform their HR 
function to e-HR in the hope to reduce the amount 
of time spent on processing HR activities. The au-
tomation of HR processes, therefore, is a necessary 
requirement and a major step in the transforma-
tion process, as mentioned by Lengnick-Hall and 
Moritz (2003, p. 367). A minimum of 90% of HR’s 
paperwork at both cases has been eliminated and/
or replaced by automated functions. It is also true 
that companies evaluate the capabilities of their 
IT department and accordingly decide whether 
they can develop and support enterprise-quality 
software in house. Furthermore, the point of 
Pearce (2005) about the organizations’ concern of 
whether off-the-shelf software can provide stan-
dard e-HRM functions is touched upon by both 
cases. On one hand, the first case saw that Oracle 
ERP would provide just about the right e-HRM 
functions with minimal customization needed. 
On the other hand, the second case believed that 
no single COTS system could provide standard 
e-HRM functions that best fit their business needs. 
Also, to confirm the point of Amons and Howard 
(2004), off-the-shelf e-HRM systems dramatically 
reduce the amount of time spent on design and 
implementation stages, as the system has already 
been professionally designed and only needs to 
be integrated and deployed. However, the integra-
tion and deployment stages are overwhelmingly 
critical due to the fact that off-the-shelf systems 
need to be customized to properly bolt onto the 
company’s environment. It took case 1 a whole 
year to completely integrate and deploy Oracle 
ERP. On the other hand, as Amons and Howard 
(2004) suggest, design and development stages 
are lengthy using in-house developed software, 
especially with the second case in this research 
where the development team’s experience was 
limited.
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Looking at the development and implementa-
tion approaches, a general theme can be depicted. 
When implementing either e-HRM system (i.e. 
COTS or in-house developed), the organizations 
look for satisfying the HR’s department needs 
as the main user, and the needs of all other us-
ers such as employees and managers. However, 
some approaches might be emphasized more than 
others according to the type of e-HRM system. 
For example, when implementing in-house devel-
oped e-HRM systems, the users are continuously 
involved, trained, and educated throughout the 
product life cycle to ensure that the software works 
for the best interest of its users, and to build a 
high level of trust in the IT department. This new 
experience for the IT department meant a new chal-
lenge and a new chance to prove its competence. 
Also, change management and communication 
management had to be perfected to provide the 
proper support for the development team and to 
make sure no conflict or confusion would cause 
the deterioration of trust between key players. As 
for project management, the second case believes 
that organizations who develop their e-HRM 
software in house must appoint a project manager 
from within the development team for two reasons. 
First, it is best to manage this first experience in 
house to avoid conflict of interest and to impose 
more control on decision making. Second, no 
one knows how to orchestrate the development 
team and leverage their capabilities better than a 
person who works closely with them.

Factors that affect off-the-shelf e-HRM imple-
mentation the most are business process reengi-
neering, planning, and project management. The 
reason being is that HR process reengineering and 
project management are two essential elements 
handled professionally by the vendor within a 
well organized plan to implement off-the-shelf 
e-HRM software. In other words, vendors do not 
just deliver the software, but they rather manage 
the whole project through planning, reengineering, 
training, and implementation. From a realist point 

of view, one can also conclude that implement-
ing off-the-shelf e-HRM system is a professional 
experience that must be handled by those who 
are most skilled and knowledgeable about the 
product itself, where this knowledge needs to be 
transferred to the acquiring party in an organized 
and well planned manner.

A new predominant factor has been extracted 
during this research, which affected the implemen-
tation of e-HRM systems at both cases. Teamwork 
plays an essential role in implementing e-HRM 
systems as it triggers a synergistic effect between 
the teams involved in the transformation project. 
Cross-functional teams work cohesively in both 
cases to achieve planned targets and meet project 
gates.

Flexibility, timeliness, and elimination of 
manual processes are advocates of efficiency 
when implementing both e-HRM systems. In-
creasing efficiency, therefore, is the most critical 
goal of transforming the HR function to e-HR. 
Efficiency can also be measured by the amount 
of HR staff reduced after the implementation. 
In both cases, less staff members could handle 
more tasks using the e-HRM systems. Providing 
employee and manager self services also came on 
the top of most effective e-HRM goals list. ESS 
and MSS are implemented within both e-HRM 
systems to provide easy access for employees to 
perform multiple e-HRM services swiftly and 
without interaction with the HR office. Third, 
achieving service excellence is considered crucial 
for organizations that develop e-HRM software 
in house. It is concluded through this research 
that when an e-HRM system is developed in 
house, users’ expectations of results are at peak, 
due to the fact that this software is developed 
under the same organizational culture, by staff 
that commemorate this same culture. Last and 
perhaps least considered by both cases is the goal 
of improving the strategic focus. It is evident that 
due to the lack of market competition in Kuwait, 
companies spend less effort to improve their 
strategic orientation.
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Operational, relational, and transformational 
e-HRM activities are common between the two 
systems. However, these types of e-HRM activities 
become the most competitive advantage of in-
house developed e-HRM systems. It is concluded 
through this research that when developing an 
e-HRM system that best fits the users’ needs, 
many of those needs become reality in an attempt 
to achieve maximum customer satisfaction and 
meet those high expectations. The outcome of 
this phenomenon is a system that harbors the best 
practices of off-the-shelf e-HRM systems with 
a competitive twist tailored to the last details of 
users’ needs.

As for the e-HRM application characteristics, 
supporters of off-the-shelf systems (i.e. case 1) 
believe that corporations such as Oracle and SAP 
implement the markets best practices into their 
software solutions to gain a competitive advan-
tage and increase market share. This leads to the 
creation of state-of-art enterprise solutions such as 
Oracle ERP. Also, case 1 agrees with Silverman 
(2006) that risk of implementing off-the-shelf e-
HRM systems is minimized by the fact that those 
systems are professionally provided and supported 
by experienced entities. On the other hand, soft-
ware quality characteristics as depicted by ISO 
9126 might not have been seriously considered 
by the amateur development team of the second 
case. This might have been caused by the fact that 
software development is not in conjunction with 
this organization’s profession. However, features 
like accuracy, suitability, security, reliability, 
usability, and maintainability become adhesive 
during the design and development phases.

Comparing the e-HRM outcomes of the two 
cases, an apparent theme emerges. Because of the 
amount of trust, confidence, and support shown to 
the in-house development team during the design, 
development, and implementation stages, em-
ployees’ commitment may substantially increase. 
As the HR senior staff at case 2 phrases it: “sup-
porting the hometown team eventually pays off.” 
Another reason for such a phenomenon is due to 

the amount of customer satisfaction implemented 
into the system, as most of the users’ needs are 
catered for to create a system that best fits those 
needs. Cost effectiveness, on the other hand, is 
most favored by those organizations that use 
off-the-shelf system. Traylor (2006) agrees that 
although the amount of money spent on acquir-
ing, integrating, and supporting the enterprise 
off-the-shelf system is incredibly high, more cost 
effectiveness is achieved for both implementation 
and ongoing maintenance. Case 1 felt that using 
the renowned Oracle ERP system and the support 
package offered by the vendor avoided software 
obsolescence in the long run, as professional 
software providers keep on implementing the 
latest technologies into their provided services. 
Another outcome observed by the first case was 
changing the attitude of employees, which remains 
questionable. The change in attitude might have 
been partially affected by the open environment 
created during the e-HRM transformation, but it 
is believed that the organizational-level business 
process reengineering had the bigger effect on 
people’s attitude.

Finally, usefulness and ease of use become 
natural effects of implementing both e-HRM sys-
tems. However, both benefits are most noticed by 
the users of in-house developed e-HRM systems 
because those systems are made to specifically 
fit the user’s needs.

The following table provides a summary of 
those findings and a clear comparison between 
the two systems with regards to the variables in 
the suggested framework.

Future Research

Further research can be done to determine the 
best practices for implementing e-HRM systems 
in the Kuwaiti context. Yeow and Sia (2007) 
found out, from a social constructivist point of 
view, that “best practices” are socially enacted 
knowledge that requires organizational power 
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Table 5. Off-the-shelf vs. in-house developed e-HRM systems

Variables Off-the-shelf In-house

Implementation & Development Approaches

User Involvement - Moderate - High 
- Users continuously involved throughout all stages

Business Process 
Reengineering

- Considered a major factor since HR processes 
need to be reengineered to conform to off-the-shelf 
standards

- Some processes reengineered to eliminate time-
consuming manual work

Planning & 
Vision

- More planned 
- Strategy and vision are professionally outlaid

- Informal plan and strategy

Training & 
Education

- Standardized 
- Delivered by vendor

- More emphasized to gain proper organizational 
support

Change Management - Handled professionally with the help of the vendor 
- More rejection of the foreign system

- Handled by project manager to increase effective-
ness 
- Less rejection and more support of the friendly 
system

Top Management 
Support

- Moderate support 
- High trust in professional services

- High level of support for the home-made product

Effective 
Communication

- Formal communication through awareness sessions - Different informal communication channels for 
maximum effectiveness

Project Management - Outsourced to experienced entity for more effective-
ness

- In-house for more effectiveness

Teamwork - Highly emphasized - Highly emphasized

e-HRM Goals

Increase Efficiency - Time and cost reduction are guaranteed by vendor 
and their professional e-HRM

- Efficiency accomplished by utilizing resources, 
minimizing time and errors, and eliminating manual 
work

Provide Self Service - ESS and MSS as provided by vendor - ESS and MSS shaped to better fit users’ needs

Achieve Service 
Excellence

- Customer-oriented culture imposed by the system 
and not necessarily by organization

- Crucial due to the high level of users’ expectations

Improve Strategic 
Focus

- Strategic solutions offered professionally by the 
system

- Not critical

e-HRM Activities

Operational Activities - Standardized - Tailored to the last details of users’ needs

Relational Activities - Standardized - Tailored to the last details of users’ needs

Transformational 
Activities

- Standardized - Tailored to the last details of users’ needs

e-HRM Application  Characteristics

Functionality - Very secure, accurate, and interoperable 
- Moderately suitable with a number of customizations

- High suitability  
- Very secure and accurate 
- Limited interoperability

Reliability - High maturity, fault tolerance, and recoverability - Immature but recoverable 
- Limited errors

Usability - Easy to understand, learn, and operate 
- Normal attractiveness due to the standard graphical 
interface

- High usability levels due to the implementation of 
most users’ needs 
- Very attractive GUI

Efficiency - High levels of timeliness and resource utilization - High efficiency

Maintainability - Professionally maintained by vendor through service 
and support agreements

- Easy to analyze, install, and test 
- Limited changeability

continued on following page
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through politics, and discourse to influence dif-
ferent technological assumptions, expectations, 
and knowledge until this difference is resolved 
into what is logically called “best practices”. This 
means that politics and discourse in the context of 
Kuwaiti organizations can be studied to determine 
what the best practices are for implementing e-
HRM systems.

Another augmented approach to future re-
search could be done after the fact that e-HR 
transformation in Kuwait has reached its maturity 
and the market is saturated with diverse organiza-
tions that use different e-HRM systems. Infusing 
e-HRM technologies in Kuwait’s organizations 
is inevitable, however it could be long before any 
such technologies are enforced by cultural values 
and/or organizational needs due to the fact that 
legislations for electronic technologies have yet 
to be considered by Kuwaiti laws.

Conclusion

The comparison between off-the-shelf and in-
house developed e-HRM applications has been 
exploited in this research to find out the differ-
ences and similarities between development 

and implementation approaches, e-HRM goals, 
e-HRM activities, application types and charac-
teristics, and the outcome of implementing both 
systems. Realism philosophy was used to extract 
facts about the suggested theoretical framework 
introduced in chapter three. Further, two cases 
were used as the best candidates for this research 
because of the different corporate cultures and 
markets they operated in, which lead to more 
interesting remarks.

Looking back at the theoretical framework 
developed in chapter three, one can suggest a 
few minor adjustments. One of the elements that 
became irrelevant to this comparative study was 
the e-HRM application types. E-HRM systems 
are divided into four main types as described in 
the literature, namely administrative, employee/
manager productivity, strategic HCM, and busi-
ness intelligence applications. Each of these sets 
handles a number of e-HRM activities (i.e. opera-
tional, relational, and transformational activities). 
However, these application types do not provide 
relevant information and, therefore, cannot be 
used as a credible variable of the theoretical as-
sumptions that are made about the differences and 
similarities between off-the-shelf and in-house 
developed e-HRM systems. Another adjustment 

Variables Off-the-shelf In-house

Portability - Easily adopted in multiple environments - Limited to Windows-based environments

e-HRM Outcomes

Commitment - Mildly imposed by the software’s culture - Substantially high due to the amount of users’ needs 
implemented in the system

Competence - Moderate increase - Moderate increase

Cost Effectiveness - Substantially high due to the professionalism of the 
system

- Normal

Congruence - High - High

HRIS Benefits

Usefulness - Normal - Meets or exceeds expectations

Ease of Use - Normal - Meets or exceeds expectations

Table 5. continued
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would be to add “teamwork” as one of the major 
factors affecting the implementation and develop-
ment of the e-HRM systems, as it was observed 
greatly by both cases.

Generally, the decision of choosing between 
off-the-shelf and in-house developed e-HRM is 
dependent on factors such as the IT department 
capabilities, amount of time and resources spent 
on development and implementation phases, and 
the purpose of e-HR transformation. We saw that 
when companies plan a total business process re-
engineering, for example, the best practice would 
be to seek the assistance of professional services 
that can provide enterprise-level qualities.

One of the most interesting findings in this re-
search is that when e-HRM systems are developed 
in house, users’ expectations are high. Also, trust 
and confidence levels in the development team 
must be increased in order for the development 
to meet those high expectations. On the other 
hand, organizations who implement a certain off-
the-shelf e-HRM system automatically develop a 
high level of trust in the professional expertise of 
the provider. This is due to the fact that software 
providers implement industry’s best practices 
and software quality (i.e. ISO 9126) into their 
solutions to gain a competitive advantage and 
increase market share.

Teamwork and cross-functional team coop-
eration are on the top list of factors affecting 
the development and implementation of both 
systems, as they create a synergistic environment 
that leads to more efficiency and effectiveness. 
User involvement, effective communication, and 
change management are the most critical success 
factors for implementing in-house developed 
E-HRM software. On the other hand, planning 
and vision, project management, and business 
process reengineering are factors that affect the 
implementation of off-the-shelf e-HRM systems 
the most due to the fact that these systems are 
handled professionally by the vendors.

Increasing HR efficiency is a critical objective 
behind implementing both e-HRM systems. This 

goal can be mainly achieved through increasing 
the flexibility and timeliness of HR processes and 
eliminating a big portion of the manual processes. 
Reducing HR manpower is a consequent effect of 
the e-HR transformation that can also be counted 
as an efficiency measure.

The fact that an e-HRM system is developed 
and supported internally by the IT department 
increases the level of pride and support by users 
toward the system and the team who develops it. 
This high level of support instantiates high con-
gruence between employees and line managers, 
and improves the alignment between departmental 
and organizational goals. Furthermore, employ-
ees’ commitment increases as the level of confi-
dence and support of the “home-made” e-HRM 
system increases. On the contrary, companies 
who implement off-the-shelf e-HRM systems 
increase cost effectiveness during the life cycle 
of the product due to the fact that those systems 
are “built to last”.
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Introduction

To adapt or to be adapted: that is the question. 
This chapter describes how municipal electronic 
forms (e-forms) can be improved by the use of 
adaptation. The impression exists that not all 
users of municipal e-forms are entirely satisfied 
about the current e-forms. To improve the cus-

tomer satisfaction a shift must be made from a 
supply-led to a demand-led approach, including 
possibilities for tailored information and services. 
(Advies Overheid.nl, 2006) 

Adaptation of e-forms seems to be a step for-
ward to reduce the burden for people who fill in 
forms. (Dijk, 2005). Municipalities more and more 
offer e-forms Online (through a website or portal) 

Abstract

Adaptation of electronic forms (e-forms) seems to be a step forward to reduce the burden for people who 
fill in forms. Municipalities more and more offer e-forms online that can be used by citizens to request 
a municipal product or service or by municipal employees to place a request on behalf of a citizen. The 
impression exists that not all users of municipal e-forms are entirely satisfied about the current e-forms. 
To improve the customer satisfaction a shift must be made from a supply-led to a demand-led approach, 
including possibilities for tailored information and services. A municipal e-form can automatically adjust 
to the background, knowledge, interest, goals and restrictions of the user. The user can also adjust the 
form to his/her needs. Adaptive municipal e-forms can be used for different purposes, that is to make an 
appointment, to announce a change of address, or to request a passport or building permit. This chapter 
describes how municipal e-forms can be improved by the use of adaptation.
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that can be used by citizens to request a municipal 
product or service or by municipal employees to 
place a request on behalf of a citizen. The form 
can automatically adjust to the background, 
knowledge, interest, goals and restrictions of the 
user. The user can also adjust the form to his/her 
own needs. Adaptive municipal e-forms can be 
used for different purposes, e.g. to make an ap-
pointment, to announce a change of address, or 
to request a passport or building permit.

The Dutch program Overheid heeft Antwoord, 
assigned by the Dutch Department of Internal 
Affairs and Kingdom relations (Binnenlandse 
Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties - BZK), describes 
that municipalities must offer at least 65% of 
their services through the Internet in 2007. For 
the total government this required percentage is 
67%. Overheid heeft Antwoord gives out a yearly 
report called the Overheid.nl Monitor. The Over-
heid.nl Monitor 2007 describes the most impor-
tant progressions and bottlenecks in the design 
of the electronic government and it stimulates 
governments to perform better. The Overheid.
nl Monitor is based on a elaborate checklist and 
consists of both a yearly and continue monitor. 
The results of the Overheid.nl Monitor 2007 are 
inspiring and confirm that we are heading in the 
right direction. 67% of the public services are 
offered electronically in 2007. This means that 
the goal of 65% in 2007 is widely accomplished. 
The results also indicate that personalized ser-
vices to citizens and companies, have increased 
rapidly in 2007 from 19% to 36%. This has been 
made possible by doubling the implementation of 
DigiD (see (DigiD, 2008) for more information), 
personalized front offices and the Internet pay 
desks. The priority in 2008 will be on projects 
regarding personal services. The Overheid.nl 
Monitor will also focus on the accessibility and 
the quality of the government services. The goal 
is that government services are rewarded with a 
7 (out of 10) by citizens. A better and more ef-
ficient service will safe the citizens but also the 
government time and money. (Garnier, Flos & 
Romeijn, 2007). 

One of the most prominent cases in the area of 
e-government is the implementation of a digital 
front office, e.g. a digital service counter. Due to 
this, services can optimally be adapted to users/
citizens, the interaction between citizens and the 
government can be improved, and various internal 
front offices can be supported. A digital request 
of a municipal product and/or service can for 
example lead to a higher efficiency because of a 
higher quality of the request and the possibility 
for semi-automatized testing. A disadvantage is 
that if the municipality can not digitally process 
the request in their back office systems there is a 
big change that the digital request will only lead 
to a shift of the administrative burdens and to an 
increase of the costs. (Hoogwout & Vries, 2005) 
In this case the request will be send through 
email to an municipal employee. The employee 
has to process the request in the back office sys-
tem manually. With, e.g., the implementation of 
a Mid Office, the municipalities can process the 
requests digitally in the back office systems. In 
this case intervention of an municipal employee 
is not necessary anymore. For more information 
about a Mid Office, see (Expertisegroep Usabil-
ity, 2006).

When implementing e-government one of 
the main points of interest is that everyone gets 
access to public services to avoid the risk of 
digital diversion. One way to handle this risk is 
to adjust the municipal e-forms (adaptation). This 
can be done by adjusting the form to the user 
(personalization) or the user can adjust the form 
him/herself (customization). There are numerous 
potential advantages. Time can be saved when 
the content matches with the choices of the user. 
The field of attention can be increased by point-
ing out which choices similar users made. The 
forms can also adapt to the expectations of the 
user by showing adapted content after the system 
has recognized the user. But are users actually 
interested in adaptation implemented in municipal 
e-forms? A user might get the feeling that he/she 
has no control since the system decides which 
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offer the user gets. Moreover, a user might get 
the feeling that his/her privacy is violated since 
the system monitors the (Online) behaviour of the 
user. (Kroon, 1998)

This chapter answers the question if and in 
which way citizens, municipal employees, and 
municipalities appreciate the implementation 
of adaptation in simple and complex municipal 
e-forms and if adaptation can improve the qual-
ity of municipal e-forms. To get an answer to 
this question a research has been performed by 
the University of Twente in cooperation with 
the Exxellence Group (Kuiper, 2006). This re-
search consisted of two parts. In the first part 
a theoretical research was performed regarding 
the implementation of adaptation in general and 
in municipal e-forms in particular. As a result 
of this theoretical research, three questionnaires 
were created to discover the need of adaptive 
municipal e-forms under citizens, municipal em-
ployees and municipalities. The second part of the 
research consisted of the design and evaluation 
of prototypes to demonstrate how adaptivity can 
be implemented in municipal e-forms. 

The next sections give an overview of the 
different types of adaptation and adaptation 
techniques, the difference between paper forms 
and e-forms, and the way adaptation can be 

applied in e-forms in general and in municipal 
e-forms in particular. In the following sections 
the questionnaires performed under citizens, 
municipal employees and municipalities, includ-
ing their results, are discussed. The last sections 
of this chapter describes the prototypes that are 
designed based on the theoretical research and the 
results of the questionnaires. They also describe 
the evaluation of these prototypes including 
their results. The prototypes are evaluated under 
citizens and municipal employees in an end-user 
evaluation and under municipalities in a focus 
group evaluation.

Overview of adaptation

Adaptation deals with the ability of an applica-
tion to collect user information, to analyze this 
information, and to adapt the application to the 
needs of the user based on the analysis (Kobsa, 
Koeneman & Pohl, 2001). Figure 1 shows an 
overview of adaptation. 

Types of Adaptation

There are two types of adaptation; personalization 
and customization, which can occur simultane-

Figure 1. Overview of adaptation
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ously. Customization is based on explicit data, i.e. 
a user can adapt the applications’ data or layout. 
Personalization is handled by the system and is 
based on implicit data, e.g. user behavior, and/or 
explicit data, e.g. information entered in a form. 
Hereby an application can adapt to an individual or 
a group. For personalization three types of models 
are used: user models, surroundings models, and 
usage models. For customization two of these 
models are used: user models and surroundings 
models. User models describe personal informa-
tion or presumptions about the user. Surroundings 
models describe the users’ software, hardware 
and location. Usage models describe the users’ 
behavior by looking at user actions. User models 
and surrounding models contain explicit and 
implicit data. Usage models only contain implicit 
data. To create a more elaborated model, the data 
in these models must be analyzed using various 
data analysis methods, e.g. content-based filter-
ing, collaborative filtering, rule-based filtering 
and usage mining. Content-based filtering is a 
method that is based on individual user interest 
and preferences. Information comparable to these 
interests and preferences is offered. Collaborative 
filtering compares the current user with compa-
rable users to predict unknown attributes of the 
current user. With rule-based filtering decision 
rules, that are based on static or dynamic profiles 
and that can be used for content adaptation, can 
be specified in advance. In this way association 
rules can determine that a user who has seen 
two pages will also be interested in the third 
related page. Usage mining applies statistic and 
data mining methods to log data which results 
in user patterns that describe the user behavior 
of the user. (Kobsa, Koeneman & Pohl, 2001), 
(Germanakos, 2005), (Bearman & Trant, 2004), 
(Eirinaki & Vazirgiannis, 2003). 

Adaptation based on usage, user and surround-
ings models can be presented in three ways: ad-
aptation of content (methods to adjust the content 
to users), adaptation of presentation (methods 
to adjust the presentation, media formats, and 

interaction elements to the user), and adaptation 
of navigation (methods to adjust the navigation 
to the user), which can appear in combination. 
(Kobsa, Koeneman & Pohl, 2001), (Serengul 
Guven Smith, 2000).

Adaptation of Content

Adaptation of content can be described accord-
ing to different personalization functions and 
techniques. The following personalization func-
tions can be distinguished (Kobsa, Koeneman 
& Pohl, 2001):

•	 Optional explanation of detailed informa-
tion. Explanations can help users to better 
understand items when they miss certain 
background information. However, such 
explanations can also be unnecessary or 
even distractive for users who do have the 
necessary knowledge. Optional explana-
tions of detailed information of items can 
improve the relevancy of a page for users 
who are interested in the item. It can also 
help to keep a page interesting for users who 
are already familiar with the item.

•	 Personalized recommendations. They 
inform the user about available options in 
which they might be interested by presenting 
or highlighting the items or emphasizing the 
parts the user is possibly interested in. 

•	 Optional opportunistic hints, which are 
based on possible user interest and current 
circumstances.

The following personalization techniques 
can be distinguished (Kobsa, Koeneman & Pohl, 
2001), (Serengul Guven Smith, 2000):

•	 Conditional text: Conditional text means 
that text has been divided in different parts, 
each part associated with a condition regard-
ing the user knowledge of a user model (e.g. 
an expert or novice user). Only these parts 
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are presented in which case the condition is 
true.

•	 Page variants: A page can exist of two or 
more variants, in which each variant pres-
ents information on a different level or in 
a different way. Adaptation simply means 
selecting a page variant. This technique can 
easily be implemented by selecting a page 
variant. A disadvantage of this method is 
that for each variant a new page must be 
created. It could also be inflexible since 
all relevant pages should be adapted when 
something changes and it can easily become 
inconsistent since items should be adapted 
on multiple places. 

•	 Fragment variants: This is a more refined 
implementation of the page variant tech-
nique. Each page is subdivided in a number 
of fragments. Two or more variants of one 
fragment can exits in which each variant is 
created for a certain user group. Fragment 
variants can be used in combination with 
page variants. A suitable page variant can 
be selected according to the background of 
the users, after which other adaptation tech-
niques can be used by selecting a suitable 
fragment variant according to the knowledge 
of the user. 

	 Fragment coloring: Fragment coloring 
can only be applied in areas where content 
is presented in the same formulation to all 
users and where the variability of adapta-
tion across all users is relatively low. Using 
colors, for individual users some elements 
can be marked as being important, irrelevant 
or demanding. The advantage of fragment 
coloring is that users can see all available 
information. In this case mistakes that are 
self-assessed have less critical effects than 
with page/fragment variants.

•	 Adaptive strechtext: Adaptive strechtext is 
text that gives explanations about a term or 
word and which can be “unfolded” by the 
users, which can automatically be folded and 

unfolded by the system, or which a pop-up 
screen can show when a user clicks on it or 
moves over it with the mouse. The advantage 
is that the user can adapt the content manu-
ally when the automatic adjustment is not 
suitable or wanted.

•	 Adaptive natural-language generation: 
Adaptive natural-language generation can 
be used to formulate alternative descriptions 
for different users. It can also be used as an 
addition on strechtext.

Adaptation of Presentation

With adaptation of presentation the information 
content of the object ideally stays the same while 
the format and the layout of the object change, 
e.g. images are replaced by text and/or text is 
replaced by audio, and/or video is replaced by 
still images. This can be relevant for users with a 
physical disability, e.g. blind people. Adaptation 
of presentation can be used in combination with 
adaptation of content and adaptation of navigation 
(Kobsa, Koeneman & Pohl, 2001).

Adaptation of Navigation

The goal of adaptation of navigation is to support 
users in decision making by manipulating naviga-
tion recourses, e.g. links, labels or hot words. It 
should also prevent problems like disorientation 
and information overload. Adaptation of naviga-
tion can be described according to a number of 
personalization techniques and functions. The 
following personalization techniques can be 
distinguished (Kobsa, Koeneman & Pohl, 2001), 
(Serengul Guven Smith, 2000):

•	 Collateral structure adaptation: Content 
adaptation can create implicit adaptation of 
links (“wanted” side-effects) when fragment 
variants contain links that are not shown to 
the user in one of the variants.
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•	 Adaptive link sorting: This can be used 
for non-contextual links. Links can be ar-
ranged according to user interests, goals, and 
availablitliy (e.g. presenting recommended 
items) or based on frequent use (e.g. creating 
personalized views).

•	 Adaptive link annotation: This can be used 
for contextual and non-contextual links. 
Adaptive link annotation annotates links in 
a personalized way using different colors, 
font types, sizes or pictograms. In a lot of 
systems annotations are adjustable.

•	 Adaptive link hiding or disabling: Hiding 
links removes the visual indicator of a link 
(the link looks like a normal text or icon). 
Disabling links removes the functionality of 
a link but not the visual representation. The 
goal of adaptive link hiding is to simplify the 
link in a visual way to support the navigation 
behavior of the user and to guide him/her to 
those parts of which the system thinks that 
they are relevant or understandable based on 
the supposed knowledge level of the user. 

•	 Adaptive link removal/addition: This adds 
or removes the link of non-contextual links 
as a whole. The idea behind this is also to 
simplify the link in a visual way by removing 
links that point to non-relevant information. 
By adding links a complete new link, such 
as a link that points to a page that contains 
information that corresponds to information 
on the current page of the user.

The following personalization functions can be 
distinguished (Kobsa, Koeneman & Pohl, 2001), 
(Serengul Guven Smith, 2000):

•	 Adaptive recommendations. 
•	 Recommendations regarding products 

and information: Lists with links to prod-
ucts/services and information are filtered or 
arranged according to usage and user data 
and presented to the user.

•	 Navigation recommendations: Links are 
filtered or arranged according to usage, user 
and surroundings data. Filtering can also 
mean that inferior links are removed and 
therefore recommendations are enforced.

•	 Adaptive guidance and orientation.
•	 Personalized maps: Maps help users to 

understand the content and structure of an 
application. Hiding/disabling, annotation 
and direct guidance techniques can also be 
used to improve a map. 

•	 Personalize direct guidance: This points 
the user to the most suitable route. Users only 
have to click on the ‘next’ button to get to 
the next page, which the system determines 
according to the user/usage model. Normally 
the user does not get the freedom to ignore the 
suggestions of the system. The destination 
of the ‘next’ button is not directly connected 
to the current node but can be determined 
dynamically.

•	 Personal views and spaces: The possibility 
to create ordered bookmarks gives users 
personalized access to websites (views). 
Personalization techniques can support users 
creating personal views and more elaborate 
information spaces. Personal spaces can 
namely be used for looking up browser 
history, creating shortcuts, and saving docu-
ments. 

Possible Disadvantages of  
Adaptation

Next to the mentioned advantages, adaptive 
systems can also lead to usability problems. The 
usability principles ‘predictability’, ‘transpar-
ency’, ‘controllability’ and ‘unobtrusiveness’ are 
principles that can easily be violated by adaptive 
systems, as well as the principles ‘privacy’ and 
‘breadth of experience’. People may become 
concerned about the possibility that their data 
will be used inappropriately. When the user 
completely delegates a task to the system or the 
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system relies excessively on an incomplete user 
model the consequence might be that the adap-
tive system does not work as it should. To reduce 
these problems the user should have the possibility 
to choose between complete control over a task 
and complete delegation of it. (Anthony, 2003), 
(Kroon, 1998)

Conclusion

Adaptation can be divided in personalisation and 
customization, uses explicit and implicit data, and 
is based on user, usage an surroundings models. 
Adaptation can be presented in three ways: ad-
aptation of content, adaptation of presentation 
and adaptation of navigation. These adaptation 
methods can be used in combination. The use of 
adaptation has a lot of advantages, but also some 
disadvantages e.g. the problem that users can have 
the feeling that they have no control and problems 
regarding privacy issues.

Paper forms vs. e-forms 

A lot of governments replace their paper forms 
with Online e-forms. The main reason for this re-
placement is to enhance the efficiency. Next to this, 
the assumption was made that filling in e-forms 
is easier than paper forms and that the amount 
of forms filled-in incompletely would decrease. 
There are a number of standard problems that can 
occur when filling in paper forms and that can be 
solved by the use of e-forms (Dijk, 2005):

•	 Routing problems: Routing problems can 
be eliminated by the use of a branching 
program that only asks relevant questions 
depending on the answer of the previous 
questions.

•	 Verification of calculations: Verification of 
calculations will be less important since the 
computer performs all the calculations. Next 
to this, computers can contain built-in checks 

that detect implausible or contradicted an-
swers to question. Such features can inform 
the user about possible mistakes.

•	 Terminology problems: Terminology prob-
lems can be solved with the use of pop-up 
definitions and explanations.

•	 Explanations: Explanations can be offered 
through Online help. Some explanations 
can even be replaced by wizards that do not 
explain how the answer to a question can be 
found but that guide the user to the correct 
answer. 

It has been said that there is no significant dif-
ference in accuracy, mental load, or motivation 
when filling in paper or e-forms. However, the 
use of adaptation in e-forms seems to be a step 
forward in reducing the administrative burden 
for persons who fill in forms. With adaptation 
answers can be prefilled in the forms and questions 
can be skipped if the answer is already known or 
irrelevant. (Dijk, 2005).

Adaptation in e-forms 

This section describes the different adaptation 
techniques that can be used in e-forms according 
to the theory described so far (overview of adap-
tation) and theory about dynamic forms (Frank 
& Szekely, 1998), (Girgensohn, 1995), (Serengul 
Guven Smith, 2000). It also describes the differ-
ent possible advantages and disadvantages of the 
implementation of adaptation in e-forms.

Adaptation Techniques

As a result of the theory about adaptation in gen-
eral, as described in the previous sections, and 
the theory about dynamic forms the following 
adaptation techniques can be used with e-forms 
to enhance the usability and flexibility of the 
form: dynamic visibility of fields, active fields, 
nested forms, adaptive link hiding and disabling, 
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sorting, built-in checklists, personalized direct 
guidance, personalized maps, page variants, frag-
ment variants, and frame-based techniques. The 
adaptation techniques that are already discussed in 
the previous sections are only mentioned shortly. 
The new adaptation techniques are described in 
a more elaborate way:

•	 Dynamic visibility of fields: Dynamic vis-
ibility of fields adds and/or removes fields 
or links (see also adaptive link removal/
addition, as discussed in the section Adapta-
tion of navigation). When fields are added 
or removed they are repositioned automati-
cally in the form to prevent empty spaces. 
This technique can be used to prevent the 
user from being exposed to unnecessary 
items and helps the user to focus on relevant 
information.

•	 Active fields: Active fields corresponds to 
formulas linked to a cell used in spreadsheet 
programs. If the content of one field changes 
this can lead to other automatic changes in 
the form. This can especially be useful for 
the calculation of certain data in a form.

•	 Nested forms: Nested forms is a form of 
adaptive strechtext (see the section Adapta-
tion of content). The content of a window is 
organized in sections and subsections that 
the user or system can open and close.

•	 Adaptive link hiding/disabling: Adaptive 
link hiding or disabling is discussed in the 
section Adaptation of navigation. It hides 
the visual indicator of a link or disables the 
functionality of a link.

•	 Sorting: Sorting corresponds to adaptive 
link sorting, as discussed in the section 
Adaptation of navigation, but also aims at 
text, fields, and sections.

•	 Built-in checklists: Built-in checklists is 
a form of adaptive link annotation, as dis-
cussed in the section Adaptation of content, 
and of fragment coloring, as discussed in 
Adaptation of navigation. It uses colors 

to make sure no obligatory fields are for-
gotten and guides users to perform tasks. 
Checklists can adapt themselves according 
to previous choices and it can determine if 
a step is unnecessary, finished or still has 
to be performed.

•	 Personalized direct guidance: Personal-
ized direct guidance, as discussed in the sec-
tion Adaptation of navigation, dynamically 
determined destination of ‘next’-button.

•	 Personalized maps: Personalized maps, 
as discussed in the section Adaptation of 
navigation, helps users to understand the 
content and structure of the form.

•	 Page variants: With page variants, as dis-
cussed in the section Adaptation of content, 
one page consist of two or more variants 
representing information on a different level 
or style.

•	 Fragment variants: Fragment variants, 
as discussed in the section Adaptation of 
content, is the refinement of page variants. 
One page is divided in different fragments 
consisting of two or more variants represent-
ing different user groups.

•	 Frame-based technique: The frame-based 
technique uses adaptive natural-language 
generation (see the section Adaptation of 
content) to create alternative descriptions 
for different users, e.g. offering different 
explanations or different details of informa-
tion, e.g. depending on the knowledge of the 
user.

	 (Dijk, 2005), (Frank & Szekely, 1998), (Gir-
gensohn, 1995), (Kobsa, Koeneman & Pohl, 
2001), (Serengul Guven Smith, 2000). 

Advantages and Disadvantages

Implementing adaptation in e-forms has a num-
ber of possible advantages and disadvantages in 
comparison with e-forms without adaptation. The 
following advantages can be distinguished:
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•	 The run time of filling in the form can be 
reduced since unnecessary fields and re-
marks/explanations are omitted and adapted 
help functions and interface can be offered. 
The user will not be distracted by irrelevant 
items.

•	 The user can fill in the form uninterrupted 
without consulting a separate guidebook; 
the user does not have to switch between 
the form and the Online guidebook. In this 
way the form can be filled in faster and 
obscurities can be solved faster. 

•	 The help function will be ignored less by the 
user, it will take less effort to find relevant 
information and there is more chance that 
the help function will be used. For example, 
when a user consults a help function more 
than 50% of the time the following help 
functions will automatically be showed by 
the system.

•	 An adaptive application, like adaptive 
municipal e-forms, will reduce the costs 
of extra support on problem solving. For 
example, when a user has problems filling 
in a non-adaptive municipal e-form to re-
quest a service he/she might decide to call 
or visit the municipality to do the request or 
to ask for help. Implementing adaptation in 
municipal e-forms can reduce these costs. 

Next to these advantages the following disad-
vantages can be distinguished []:

•	 Designing e-forms and replacing the current 
forms will result in extra “costs”

•	 When adaptation is not applied correctly 
by the system this could lead to irritation 
of the user when he/she must restore the 
“mistake”.

Conclusion 

As a result of the theory about adaptation in general 
and theory about dynamic forms different adapta-

tion techniques can be distinguished that can be 
implemented in e-forms. If all of these adaptation 
techniques are also suitable for municipal e-forms 
is discussed in the next sections. Implementing 
adaptation in e-forms has a number of possible 
advantages: the run time of filling in forms can be 
reduced, the user can fill in the form uninterrupted 
without consulting a separate guidebook, the help 
function will be ignored less by the user, and an 
adaptive application, like adaptive municipal 
e-forms, will reduce the costs of extra support 
on problem solving. The possible disadvantages 
is that it will result in extra costs and that when 
adaptation is not implemented correctly it could 
lead to irritations by the user. 

Adaptation in Municipal  
e-forms

Adaptation has mostly advantages for public 
(but also private) organizations that use a lot of 
administrative and on forms based communica-
tion, like municipalities and the Belastingdienst. 
Improving the efficiency of (electronic) forms is 
not only an advantage of adaptation for the orga-
nization but also for the users: the administrative 
load of filling in forms by the user (citizen or 
municipal employee) shifts to controlling, adding 
and updating information, that is offered by the 
application. Additionally, adaptive e-forms can 
help organizations to reduce operational costs 
by elimination time-consuming, error-sensitive 
(paper) document processing, and to improve the 
user satisfaction by offering certain services in a 
faster and easier way. At municipalities adaptive 
e-forms can be used for different issues/tasks, 
e.g. making an appointment, request for an of-
ficial document or a permit, asking a question. 
(Dijk, 2005). 

User Groups

According to the Dutch government, government 
websites and municipal websites have to conform 



  125

Adaptive Municipal Electronic Forms

to a number of standard requirements. One of 
these requirements is that a municipal website 
should be accessible. Here accessibility means 
that a website should be usable for all Internet 
users, e.g. citizens (regardless their physical or 
technical disabilities) or companies. A real ac-
cessible website does not exclude any visitors. 
(Advies Overheid.nl, 2005)  

When researching the implementation of adap-
tation in municipal e-forms it is sensible to make 
a distinction between users and to take into ac-
count different backgrounds, knowledge, interest, 
wishes, goals and restrictions of the user. Looking 
at the accessibility and the different users the fol-
lowing standard user groups can be distinguished 
that are relevant for municipal e-forms:

•	 citizens
•	 companies
•	 municipal employees
•	 municipalities

For these four user groups possible physical 
and technological restrictions should be taken 
into account. They can also be subdivided in sub-
groups, e.g. novice and expert users, depending 
on the experience level of the user. 

Experience Level of Municipal 
E-Forms

As mentioned in the introduction the Dutch 
program Overheid heeft Antwoord presents a 
yearly report called the Overheid.nl Monitor. The 
Overheid.nl Monitor 2007, that describes that 
municipalities must offer at least 65% of their 
services through the Internet in 2007, is based on 
an elaborate checklist and consists of both a yearly 
and continue monitor. The checklist is renewed 
every year, since the government organisations 
improve their services/website throughout the 
year. (Garnier, Flos & Romeijn, 2007). 

To measure to which extent/percentage the 
services offered by the different government orga-

nizations are offered through the Internet different 
experience levels are used (Winkel, 2005):

(0)	 no information: The municipality has no 
website or does not offer any or insufficient 
information on the website about a certain 
service.

(1)	 information: Essential information about 
services is present on the website, e.g. a 
description of a service and information 
about procedures or rules. 

(2)	 download application form: The web-
site offers an application form for certain 
services that can be downloaded from the 
website. The user can print, fill in and send 
this form to the municipality.

(3)	 upload application form: The website of-
fers an application form on the website for 
certain services which the user can fill in 
Online. 

(4)	 electronic transaction: When a user or com-
pany has submitted an electronic request, 
the municipality offers the possibility to 
receive the product or service electronically 
or sends an digital message that the request 
is being processed. 

For example, the service Announcement of 
a change of address can be offered on level 4 
(electronic transaction). In the checklist of the 
Overheid.nl Monitor 2007 the actual level, e.g. 
level 3, offered by a municipality is compared with 
the maximum level (in this case level 4). In this 
way the percentage is been determined. To read 
more about the (yearly and continue) monitor the 
website of Overheid.nl Monitor can be consulted, 
see (Overheid heeft Antwoord, 2008), (Garnier, 
Flos & Romeijn, 2007). 

Conclusion

Adaptation has the biggest advantages for public 
organizations that use a lot of administrative and 
on form based communication, like municipali-
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ties. However, it is important to take privacy and 
security rules into account. Three user groups can 
be distinguished that are relevant for municipal 
applications: citizens, companies, and municipal 
employees. According to the Overheid.nl Moni-
tor of the Dutch government 65% of the public 
services should be offered through Internet in 
2007. The results of the Overheid.nl Monitor 
2007 is that 67% of the public services in 2007 
are offered digitally, which means that That year’s 
goal of the monitor is accomplished.

Online Questionnaire

There are four main choices that are important 
when governments/municipalities deal with ad-
aptation: the choice between personalization, cus-
tomization, or a combination, the choice between 
adaptation to an individual or a group, the choice 
between implicit acquisition, explicit acquisi-
tion, or a combination, and the choice between 
adaptation of content, adaptation of presentation, 
adaptation of navigation, or a combination. Next 
to these choices it also important to make sure 
the different options correspond to the needs of 
the user groups of municipal e-forms: citizens, 
companies, municipal employees and municipali-
ties. To discover the needs of these user groups 
three Online questionnaires were created as part 
of a research on Adaptive municipal e-forms 
conducted by the University of Twente in col-
laboration with the Exxellence Group (Kuiper, 
2006). In this research the group companies has 
not been taken into account.

Method

The questionnaire for citizens, municipal employ-
ees and municipalities was created to discover the 
wishes and needs of these user groups regarding 
adaptation with municipal e-forms. The citizens 
questionnaire aimed at all citizens in the Nether-
lands who have access to Internet. Citizens were 

approached by a posting (Computable forum) 
and by email (78 persons) including the request 
to send it on to others. The municipal employees 
questionnaire aimed at municipal employees who 
fill in municipal e-forms on a regular base. About 
800 municipal employees were approached in a 
newsletter of the Exxellence Group. Next to this, 
an email was send to all 483 municipalities in the 
Netherlands. Both with the question to send it on 
to municipal employees who fill in forms. The 
municipality questionnaire aimed at all munici-
palities in the Netherlands. Municipalities (mostly 
clients of the Exxellence Group) were personally 
approached by email. In total 53 municipality 
employees were emailed.

Before the questionnaires were designed it was 
necessary to find out which options (adaptation 
methods/models) should be used in adaptive mu-
nicipal e-forms and which products/services could 
be improved with adaptation. The questionnaires 
were designed to be understandable for everyone, 
since they aimed at different people, e.g. men/
women, young/old people, people with different 
educational levels. The main problem was how to 
ask things of which the user has no knowledge. 
To do this the questionnaires used examples of 
announcing a change of address, where the use of 
adaptation was described by approaching different 
users in a different way when filling in the form. 
The questionnaires also used pictures based on 
this example to explain items, e.g. adaptation of 
content. The user was explicitly asked to indicate 
his/her preference, e.g. personalization, customi-
zation, or a combination.

Questionnaire Results

54 out of 78 citizens have filled in the citizen 
questionnaire. The effect of request to send the 
questionnaire to others and the response on the 
posting is not known. The response rate of the 
municipal employees who were approached in 
a newsletter of the Exxellence Group was less 
than 1%. The response rate of the municipal 
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employees that were approached indirectly (who 
got the request from another person) was also 
less than 1%. The response rate of the municipal 
employees who were approached by sending an 
email to all 483 municipalities in the Netherlands 
was 11%. In total 51 municipality employees have 
filled in the questionnaire. The response rate of 
the municipalities was 26% (14 persons (13 mu-
nicipalities) out of 53 ).

Citizens and municipal employees indicated 
that they had different problems when filling in 
municipal e-forms. Striking differences between 
the two user groups are be mentioned when 
relevant.

•	 Explanation problems (69%): it was not 
clear that an explanation could be consulted; 
the correct information was difficult to find 
in the explanations. 

•	 Knowledge problems (65%): not all terms 
and fields that had to be filled in were clear 
to the user.

•	 Selection problems (64%): it was not 
clear enough which questions had to be 
answered.

•	 Orientation problems (58%): the overview 
was not clear enough when filling in the 
form. 

•	 Control problems (53%): the user was not 
interested in or had no time to control the 
filled in form on mistakes.

•	 Shift problems (52%): because other docu-
ments needed to be consulted when filling 
in the form, the user had to shift between 
the form, the explanation an other Online 
documents.

•	 Calculation problems (27%): the user had 
difficulties with the calculation of problems. 
Notable is that 36% of the municipal em-
ployees had calculation problems comparing 
with only 17% of the citizens.

The problems mentioned above can be pre-
vented with adaptation. Citizens and municipal 

employees also indicated that the following ad-
aptation items could be improved in (municipal) 
e-forms:

•	 Relevant fields (72%): the program should 
only show the questions or fields that are 
relevant for the user.

•	 Unlikely fields (69%): the program has to 
give signals when a very unlikely data or 
illogical combinations of data are filled in. 

•	 Combination forms (67%): the program 
offers combination forms if this is relevant 
for the user. 

•	 Sums (65%): the program should calculate 
sums automatically for the user. The user 
should only fill in the numbers. 

•	 Suggestions (62%): the program should 
make suggestions for other forms that could 
be relevant for the user.

•	 Instructions (58%): the program should 
give instruction about “difficult” terms and 
fields when relevant to the user.

•	 Relevant explanations (58%): the program 
should only show relevant and understand-
able explanations and detailed details to the 
user.

•	 Link problems (56%): the program should 
prevent link problems by showing informa-
tion in the same screen, e.g. in the form of 
an explanation. Notable is that 70% of the 
municipal employees indicated that link 
problems should be improved comparing 
with only 41% of the citizens.

•	 Modal data (45%): data that has to be filled 
in on a frequent base, as personal data, should 
be filled in automatically by the program.

Assuming that the approached end-users 
were representative for the whole end-user group 
it can be concluded that they all prefer the use 
of adaptation with municipal e-forms (citizens: 
82%, municipal employees: 67%, and municipali-
ties: 62%). Striking is that especially the highly 
educated persons were more positive than people 
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with a lower education. The users also had the 
opinion that most of the municipal products and 
services could be improved by the use of adapta-
tion. The following products and services could be 
improved the most: ‘Announcement of a change 
of address’ (according to citizens), ‘Permit to fell 
trees’ (according to municipal employees), and 
‘Building permit’ (according to municipalities). 
Citizens, municipal employees and municipalities 
generally have the preference for:

•	 Adaptation to an individual AND adaptation 
to a group

•	 Combination of personalisation and customi-
sation (e.g. for people with poor eyesight) 

•	 Combination of explicit (e.g. DigiD) and 
implicit acquisition

•	 Adaptation of content
•	 Adaptation of presentation (especially for 

people with poor eyesight)
•	 Adaptation of navigation. Notable is that 

63% of municipal employees preferred the 
use of adaptation of navigation comparing 
with 84% of the citizens and 77% of the 
municipalities.

Since people with poor eyesight are seen as an 
important subgroup by the end-users, this should 
also be taken into account in the design phase (of 
the prototypes).

Conclusion

An Online questionnaire was conducted to dis-
cover the needs of citizens, municipal employees 
and municipalities regarding the implementation 
of adaptation in municipal e-forms. Before the 
questionnaires were designed it was necessary to 
find out which options (adaptation methods/mod-
els) should be used in adaptive municipal e-forms 
and which products/services could be improved 
with adaptation. All three user groups preferred 
the use of adaptation with municipal e-forms and 
they had the opinion that most of the municipal 

products and services could be improved by the 
use of adaptation. As a result of the results of the 
Online questionnaire and the theory studied two 
prototypes were created and evaluated in an end 
user evaluation.

end user evaluation

The end user evaluation uses a so-called usability 
test that measures the usability by examining 
how easy and effective a certain user can use an 
application and which problems occur. It can also 
collect information about problems, difficulties 
and weak point and areas that need improvement. 
(Lee, 1999) In this case the usability test is used as 
a comparison test, where the usability of an adap-
tive municipal e-form has been compared with a 
municipal e-form without adaptation. In this way 
the effects of adaptation could be measured. 

Method

As a result of the results of the Online question-
naire and theory studied two municipal prototypes 
were designed and evaluated that would benefit the 
most from the use of adaptation or that could be 
improved the most according to the user groups; 
one relative simple form ‘Announcement of a 
change of address’ and one relative complex form 
‘Building permit’. Both prototypes contained the 
preferred methods indicated by the end-users. 
During the evaluation the focus was on fill in 
mistakes, explanations, mental efforts (quantita-
tive results), and the use of the help function, 
the function page style, the appreciation, and 
the choice between adaptive and non adaptive 
(qualitative results). 

The prototypes are evaluated in a face-to-face 
evaluation where the users (citizens and municipal 
employees) could give feedback while interacting 
with the prototype. The end user evaluation has 
been performed to examine if the implemented 
design choices correspond to the demand of these 
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end-users. The evaluation used different test 
methods (Expertisegroep Usability, 2006): 

•	 Scenario-based testing: gives better insight 
in the product and shows the items the user 
actually has problems with. 

•	 Prototype testing: gives early insight in 
design mistakes and gives users an accurate 
view of the level in which the system cor-
responds to the wishes and expectations of 
the user.

•	 Work out loud method: is applied in an 
easy way, it gives direct feedback over how 
the application will be welcomed by the user 
since they get an active roll in the designs 
process, and it gives a clear overview of 
bottlenecks. 

•	 Interview techniques: makes it possible to 
get clarifications to prevent misunderstand-
ings.

•	 Questionnaire techniques: makes it pos-
sible to get feedback in a fast and effective 
way from the perspective of the user.

Users interacted with the prototype according 
to a scenario where he/she had to say out loud what 
he/she was thinking and doing. After the prototype 
test the user had to fill in a short questionnaire 
and an interview was conducted to compare the 
adaptive and non-adaptive version.

End User Evaluation Results

The end users (citizens and municipal employ-
ees) preferred the adaptive forms over the non 
adaptive forms. This was the case for both the 
relatively complex form ‘Building permit’ and 
the more simple form ‘Announcement of a change 
of address’. Certain features of adaptation were 
more appreciated in complex forms than in the 
relative simple variant. The context specific help 
function in the form ‘Building permit’ was more 

appreciated than in the form ‘Announcement 
of a change of address’. On the other hand, the 
use of DigiD was more appreciated in the form 
‘Announcement of a change of address’, since 
the number of fields that had to be filled in was 
drastically reduced by it. In the simple form the 
option built-in checklists was most appreciated 
by the citizens and the page style option the least. 
With the municipal employees the option dynamic 
visibility of fields was most appreciated and the 
personalized recommendations the least. In the 
complex form the option dynamic visibility of 
fields was appreciated the most and the page style 
option the least. With municipal employees the 
option built-in checklists was appreciated the most 
and the page style option was also appreciated 
the least. However, it was also indicated by the 
municipal employees that the choice of the page 
style should depend on the interaction behaviour 
of the user and not of his/her personal data, e.g. 
age of the user. 

Conclusion

As a result of the results of the Online ques-
tionnaire and theory studied, two municipal 
prototypes that would benefit the most from the 
use of adaptation or that could be improved the 
most according to the user groups were designed 
and evaluated in an end user evaluation. In the 
end user evaluation the citizens and municipal 
employees could give feedback on the adaptive 
and non adaptive variants of the e-forms while 
interacting with the prototypes. Both citizens 
and municipal employees preferred the adaptive 
forms over the non adaptive forms. The option 
dynamic visibility of fields and built-in checklists 
were most appreciated by the users and the page 
style option the least. Next to the evaluation under 
citizens and municipal employees an evaluation 
under municipalities has been performed: focus 
group evaluation.
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focus group evaluation

After the end user evaluation under citizens and 
municipality employees a focus group evaluation 
was performed under municipalities to investigate 
if municipalities are interested in offering adaptive 
municipal e-forms to citizens and/or municipal 
employees and in which way these forms should 
be offered. 

Method

The goal of the focus group evaluation was to 
get reactions on the prototypes, to get insights by 
group interactions, and to get the opinions, atti-
tudes, and preferences of the group. Both adaptive 
municipal e-forms ‘Announcement of a change 
of address’ and ‘Building permit’ were presented 
and discussed during the group evaluation to see 
if these types of e-forms are appreciated by the 
municipalities. The focus group evaluation is a 
qualitative evaluation where the focus was on the 
use of the help function, the function page style, 
built-in checklists, DigiD, adaptive ‘next button’, 
dynamic visibility of fields, and personalised 
recommendations. Discussed were appreciation 
of these functionalities and the preference of an 
adaptive or a non adaptive version. 

The target group of the evaluation consisted 
of a representative focus group of municipalities 
that offer municipal e-forms to citizens. Five (of 
the thirteen) approached municipalities partici-
pated in the focus group evaluation. The group 
consisted of ICT advisers, ICT managers etc. of 
expert (40%) and middle (60%) municipalities. 
The novice group was also approached but they 
indicated that they were not far enough with their 
digital services to evaluate the use of adaptation 
with municipal e-forms. 

Focus Group Evaluation Results

The municipalities preferred adaptive forms and 
indicated that the use of adaptation contributed to 

municipal e-forms since it enhanced the usability 
of the form. This was the case for the relative com-
plex form ‘Building permit’ and the more simple 
form ‘Announcement of a change of address’. 
According to the municipalities the use of adapta-
tion should be standard in the implementation of 
all types of forms. Some adaptive functionalities 
were more appreciated than others, however ac-
cording to the municipalities all functionalities 
contributed to the forms and should be used in 
standard implementations. 

Conclusion

A focus group evaluation was performed under 
municipalities to investigate if they are interested 
in offering adaptive municipal e-forms to citizens 
and/or municipal employees and in which way 
these forms should be offered. The municipalities 
preferred adaptive e-forms and indicated that the 
use of adaptation contributed to adaptive munici-
pal e-forms since it enhanced the usability of the 
form. They also mentioned that it should be used 
as the standard implementation in all types of 
(municipal) e-forms. 

conclusion

The question was if and how municipal electronic 
forms (e-forms), used to request municipal prod-
ucts and services, can be improved by the use of 
adaptation. The impression exists that users are 
not totally content with the current municipal 
e-forms. To discover if the use of adaptation con-
tributes to municipal e-forms different researches 
were performed where the focus was on the user 
and the client. 

First a theoretical research was performed 
regarding the implementation of adaptation in 
general and in municipal e-forms in particular. 
As a result of this theoretical research a more 
detailed research has been performed by means 
of an Online questionnaire and user evaluations 
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to examine how citizens, municipality employees 
and municipalities, think about the use of adap-
tation with municipal e-forms. First a question-
naire was conducted under citizens, municipal 
employees and municipalities. The questionnaire 
results were used to develop two prototypes 
which were tested in an end-user evaluation with 
citizens and municipal employees and during a 
focus group evaluation with municipalities. The 
results of the Online questionnaire indicated that 
citizens (82%), municipality employees (67%) and 
municipalities (62%) had a preference for the use 
of adaptation. They indicated that the major part 
of the discussed products and services could be 
improved with the use of adaptation. For citizens 
this was especially the service ‘Announcement of 
a change of address’, for municipality employees it 
was the product ‘Request for a felling permit’ and 
for the municipalities it was the product ‘Request 
for a building permit’. Four prototypes have been 
created. Two variants of the relatively simple 
service ‘Announcement of a change of address’ 
and two variants of the more complex product 
‘Request for a building permit’; an adaptive and 
a non adaptive variant. Citizens, municipality em-
ployees and municipalities preferred the adaptive 
version of the form ‘Announcement of a change 
of address’ as well as of the form ‘Request for a 
building permit’. However, they mentioned that 
improvements should be made with respect to 
the content of the form ‘Request for a building 
permit’. Remarkable was that at first municipalities 
were least positive about the implementation of 
adaptation in municipal e-forms (62%) and that 
they were most positive after the evaluation of the 
prototypes (100%). They also mentioned it should 
be the norm to implement adaptation in municipal 
e-forms, both simple as complex ones.

It is recommended to municipalities to standard 
implement adaptation with municipal e-forms, to 
monitor user behaviour and use known (personal) 
data and data about corresponding users as an input 
for adaptation. Municipalities should also examine 
the municipal e-forms internally and improve 

them internally prior to the implementation of 
adaptation. It is recommended to use DigiD and 
built-in checklist in municipal e-forms and to of-
fer personalised guidance and links; dynamic and 
active fields, page variants and context dependent 
help functions on different levels.

When implementing adaptation in municipal 
e-forms different items should be taken into ac-
count. The implementation of adaptation costs 
money; a part can be ‘earned back’ because less 
counter and call centre employees will be nec-
essary if citizens are able to request municipal 
products and services Online without the aid of 
a municipality employee. By monitoring the user 
behaviour the user can have the feeling that he/she 
is being watched. The user can also fear the pos-
sibility that his/her personal data will be abused; 
the municipalities should show a disclaimer which 
clearly mentions why and how the user data will 
be used. If adaptation is not being correctly ap-
plied by the system this could lead to irritations 
for the end-user, who has to recover the ‘mistake’ 
him/herself.

Because of the positive feedback of all three 
user groups (citizens, municipal employees 
and municipalities) added value of the use of 
adaptation in municipal e-forms is evident and 
municipalities should seriously consider to use 
it in standard practice.
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Key Terms

Back Office: The back office forms the hart 
of the organisation were, invisible for the outer 
world, the primary (data distributing) processes 
are performed.

Back Office System: A back office system/
application offers data distributing functionality 
and is used in this way by a mid office .

Customisation: Customisation is the adapta-
tion of a website to his/her personal preference 
s of a user.

E-Form: An e-forms is a given procedure de-
signed to register, read, edit, transport, reproduces, 
save and search data in an uniform, systematic 

and complete way (fill in and fill up). 

E-Government: E-government is the use of 
ICT in government services in combination with 
organizational changes and new abilities of the 
employees.

Electronic (digital) Service Counter: An 
electronic service counter is a (government) 
service counter where the government and the 
citizens/companies communicate through elec-
tronic channels with the goal to optimally adjust 
their services to the demand of the citizens/
companies.

Front Office: The front office forms the pre-
sentation layer of the organisation to the outer 
world; all interaction with the outer world is being 
performed by the front office. 

Mid Office: The mid office is a collection of 
functionalities that connects the processes and 
corresponding applications and data in the front 
office and the back office.

Personalisation: Content is offered in a 
personalized way by a website to individuals or 
groups of persons, based on profiles, demographic 
data and/or previous transactions.

Portal: A portal offers functionality to offer 
relevant information and applications to (groups 
of) end users in a personalized way.
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ABSTRACT 

Global, enterprise-wide, information systems (GEIS) projects are often delayed with budget over-runs 
often due to a lack of understanding of the key roles required on the project. The “hybrid” knowledge 
and skills requirement of functional GEIS teams, typically composed of both IT personnel and repre-
sentatives from the departments where the system is going to be used, are generally not acknowledged 
and understood. This chapter presents the findings of a study conducted with project teams working in a 
multi-national organisation implementing and maintaining the HR “pillar” of an SAP GEIS located in 
four countries. The main purpose of that study was the identification of HRIS skills and knowledge in the 
key roles on the global project and make suggestions for development of project team members. Using a 
human capital frame of reference, we provide a guiding framework which can be used as a sensemaking 
tool by those responsible for managing people working in hybrid roles on such projects.



136  

HRIS Project Teams Skills and Knowledge

INTRODUCTION

The development of human resource information 
systems (HRIS) over the last twenty years has been 
driven by imperatives to improve the service of the 
HR function, further compounded by the growth 
of global enterprise-wide information systems 
(GEIS). A GEIS is a software system that allows 
an organisation to share common data across 
functional areas of enterprises operating transna-
tionally and which produce and access information 
in a real-time environment (see Davenport, 1998; 
Klaus et al., 2000). During the 1990s, enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) systems became the de 
facto standard for replacement of legacy systems in 
large and, in particular, multinational companies 
(Holland et al 1996; Holland et al 1999). 

Adoption of GEIS can be long, complicated 
and problematic, involving major technical and 
organisational challenges of business process 
reorganisation, often involving delays and budget 
over-runs and ending in failure (Cozijnsen et al 
2000; Matta and Ashkenas 2003; Robey et al 
2002; Shanks and Seddon 2000). In addition, a 
number of writers note the role of human factors 
in the failure or the success of these technological 
changes (Guérin et al 2001; Martinsons and Chong 
1999; Paré and Elam 1995). There can be many 
reasons for this, but often overlooked is whether 
the skills and knowledge requirements of those 
on international project teams are available at 
the right time and place. Each functional GEIS 
is typically composed of both IT personnel and 
representatives from the departments where the 
system is going to be used in the representative 
country. Such teams are populated by individuals 
with a blend of knowledge, skills and talents and 
who necessarily traverse different disciplines as 
‘hybrids’. However, there is often a lack of under-
standing of the key roles required on the project 
and the need for ‘new’ roles for specialist areas 
(because of the multi-disciplinary nature of the 
knowledge and skills required). 

Historically human resourcing specialists have 
focused their skills and knowledge on HR manage-
ment processes, such as resourcing, training and 
development, rewards, performance management 
and employee relations. However in recent years, 
and mirroring other functional specialisms, an-
other role has been added to the HR specialist’s 
remit: responsibility for the implementation and 
management of human resource management 
information systems (HRIS) projects. The intro-
duction of this technological resource suggests the 
introduction of new skills and competencies for 
the HR specialist, in particular project manage-
ment and information systems. The requirement 
for these new skills and knowledge sets has been 
a challenging learning journey for many within 
the HR profession. 

Although there has been a growing body of 
academic interest in HRIS, the majority of inter-
est is around how HRIS supports and integrates 
with corporate strategy to enable competitive 
advantage (Broderick and Boudreau 1992; Han-
non et al 1996; Minneman 1996; Tansley et al 
2001; Williams 2000), and the presence and ‘fit’ 
in different organisations (Ball 2001; CIPD 2007). 
There is limited and dated research around the 
information systems skills and knowledge of the 
HR specialist (Beaumont et al 1992; Kinnie and 
Arthurs 1996). 

We present here the findings of a study 
conducted with  project teams working in a 
transnational organisation implementing and 
maintaining the HR ‘pillar’ of an SAP GEIS on 
their UK, Germany, Canada and the USA sites. 
The main purpose of that study was the identifi-
cation of HRIS skills and knowledge in the key 
roles on the global project and the clarification 
of talent management issues relating to project 
team members. Using a human capital frame of 
reference, in this paper we identify key issues of 
resourcing project teams and offer a framework 
for identifying the appropriate mix of skills and 
knowledge requirements.
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THE ROLE OF Human capital 
MANAGEMENT IN hris PROJECT 
TEAM RESOURCING

Examining the skills and knowledge of a global 
HRIS project team can be a complex undertak-
ing because no diagnostic tools are available for 
this hybrid occupational group. Using a human 
capital ‘lens’ is useful as it provides a valuable 
and rigorous way of framing the diverse attributes 
of project team members. This approach has not 
yet been promoted in the literature to date and 
thus offers an innovative opportunity for scholars 
and practitioners to examine an HRIS project 
team. The ultimate aim is to provide a descriptive 
framework for future action. 

The notion of human capital is a relatively new 
concept which focuses on the valuation of human 
effort, knowledge, competence and contribution 
to economic performance. It is an organisational 
strength which is becoming increasingly recog-
nised as an important strategic contributor to 
organisational success (Becker et al 1997; Snell 
et al 1996; Wright et al 1994) and a competitive 
differentiator (Fitz-Enz 1997, 2000; Gebauer 
2003; Rastogi 2003; Ulrich and Lake 1991). As 
Rastogi (2000: 196) argues: “well-developed hu-
man resources serve to provide the foundation on 
which an edifice of human capital may be built”. 
A number of writers have shown that individu-
als with high levels of human capital are able to 
implement new technologies more effectively 
(Bartel and Lichtenberg 1987, 1990; Link and 
Siegel 2007; Siegel 1999; Siegel et al 1997). This 
suggests that organisations need to continually 
invest in their human capital to build and develop 
individuals’ knowledge, skills and competencies, 
to continue to ensure organisational success 
(Youndt et al 2004).

Becker’s (1975; 1993) work is considered 
seminal in this area, where in the broadest sense, 
human capital is defined as knowledge, skills, 
health, or values and is produced by investment 
in formal education and training (rather than 

informal which is considered more difficult to 
measure). Another clear implication is that within 
this definition, human capital is embedded within 
the employee and cannot be separated from that 
person. Although Becker considered human 
capital from a macro-national perspective, his 
observations are valid at the micro level in that 
one can study the training, formal and informal 
education of the individuals who, in the case 
presented, constitute a project team.

There are three distinct positions taken in 
the human capital literature that we will con-
sider in the context of HRIS project teams. The 
first position advocates human capital being the 
aggregate or sum of the workforce capabilities 
(physical strength, intelligence and demographics) 
of a particular population. The second position 
focuses on the constituent parts that make up 
individual human capital, such as the proprietary 
knowledge, skills, experience and competencies 
of individuals (Scarbourgh and Elias 2002). The 
third position, (mainly found in the economics and 
the finance literature) takes the view that human 
capital is a result of a variety of investments made 
to enhance an individual’s organisational offering 
and potential (Schultz 1961). 

This short historical overview of human capital 
literature is intended as background for the focus 
of this paper. Additionally it provides context for 
a more in-depth human capital analysis of the 
research study.

Research design

Background Information on the Case 
Study

The organisation being studied, known here as 
CHC Plc, is a leading power-systems company 
operating in a variety of engineering markets. 
The company manufactures in 20 countries, 
employs approximately 38,000 people worldwide 
and serves customers in 150 countries. Market 



138  

HRIS Project Teams Skills and Knowledge

operations are becomingly increasingly challeng-
ing with rising costs (particularly raw materials), 
fierce competition from established players in 
a mature market and the search for innovation 
around new investments. However, the organisa-
tion’s strong product portfolio means that they are 
involved in many of the major future projects in 
the markets they serve. 

The focus of this study was on the team 
implementing and developing the SAP human 
resourcing (HR) system used by the company, 
which is part of a global enterprise-wide system 
used by their HR function to deliver excellence 
to its stakeholders. The HR system had a number 
of different elements: personnel administration; 
organisation management; reward; time manage-
ment; payroll; resourcing; travel and expenses; 
training and events management; global mobility; 
occupational health and reporting and personal 
development. It was first rolled out in the UK five 
years ago. Prior to this 1600 legacy HR systems 
had existed. Future project work on SAP includes 
the development of the ES HR information sys-
tem (HRIS) with countries other than the UK, 
Germany, the USA and Canada.

There are many different stakeholders involved 
in the project, including: project managers, IS 
designers, HRIS developers and maintainers, 
HR clients as system users, and a number from 
outside the organisation, such as external consul-
tants. It also needs to be noted that at the time of 
the study the company had totally outsourced its 
IT function to EDS, a world leading IT service 
provider. This was a complex project to manage 
as all stakeholders are involved at different points 
of time as future system-owners (Hammer and 
Champy 1995) but not on a continuous basis as 
Luftman (2000) suggests, but, rather, with differ-
ent degrees of intensity. 

The CHC PLC HRIS development team re-
sponding to client needs has grown organically 
over the last 10 years, rather than being designed 
and developed strategically. This growth has 
been driven both by embracing and expanding 

SAP HR technology and functionality in the UK 
and the addition of different parts of the business 
operating in different countries (USA, Canada 
and Germany). It has meant that there are eight 
members on the UK central HRIS team and six 
in the other geographies.

By April 2007 a growing number of problems 
had been reported, by both team members and 
clients from the company’s HR shared-service 
centre in the UK. For example, as the UK team 
has grown there has been the problem of indistinct 
and ambiguous reporting lines and ambiguity of 
role responsibilities impacting on service quality. 
This came about because individuals did not have 
clearly defined roles or role boundaries. Work 
tended to be allocated on a basis of who was 
free at a particular time with the specialisms and 
interests of team members allied to allocation of 
work tasks wherever possible. Part of the reason 
for this was lack of a suitable level of personnel 
on the team. However, this did cause confusion 
for HRIS colleagues based in other countries, the 
internal HR client and for representatives of the 
outsourcing firm. For example, for the HR client 
there is often confusion as to where responsibilities 
lie: with the internal HRIS team or the outsourcing 
firm. Some of this confusion is due to budgetary 
arrangements, called ‘head count politics’ by 
one interviewee; i.e. how a project is defined will 
depend on how it is then resourced. 

To help address these issues, the head of the 
HRIS team realised that the team would need to 
be adequately resourced, communication pro-
cesses across the globe needed to be improved 
and individual members developed. A talent 
pool from which the team could draw upon was 
therefore of strategic importance. The team leader 
had been in charge of the team since its inception 
10 years ago, which meant unusual stability for a 
project team, although he is due to retire within 
the next year. Although not a primary driver for 
this research, succession planning for his critical 
role is a key future task for this project. Overall, 
then, it was identified that the key element which 
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was missing and which was the foundation of 
solving the current issues was the identification 
of all roles in the global team, the mapping of key 
knowledge and skills of individuals on the team, a 
development plan for their future work needs and 
a gap analysis to fill knowledge and skills needs 
for current and future projects. At this point the 
researchers were briefed on these requirements 
and this study began. 

Research Methodology and Methods

The research methodology of this study was 
interpretive in approach and the methods com-
prised of observation, focus groups, meetings 
and individual interviews. A total of 25 semi-
structured interviews were conducted over a 
two-month period. Respondents included HRIS 
team members in the UK, USA, Germany and 
Canada senior HR managers and key internal 
and external clients and stakeholders with whom 
the team has had significant contact with. Three 
interview protocols were developed to take ac-
count of the different roles of the respondents 
and all interviews were recorded and transcribed. 
Interview questions were aimed at examining 
how the skills, knowledge and experiences of 
the HRIS team impacted on the team’s objec-
tives for servicing clients’ needs for satisfying 
wider organisational goals. Interviewees were not 
asked to prioritise or weight answers at this stage, 
therefore we do not draw inferences in terms of 
the relative importance of responses.

The approach adopted when conducting the 
interviews was a narrative one in order to gather 
stories about the respondent’s day-to-day work, 
exploring how individuals employed their current 
and previous experiences, knowledge and skills 
in various settings to “generate data which give 
an authentic insight into people’s experiences” 
(Silverman 2001: 87). Outcomes of this approach 
were accounts of participants’ work, their feelings 
about their work, of internal and external organi-
sational colleagues’ work, of the politics and the 

interpersonal dynamics within and external to the 
organisation. These accounts were therefore satu-
rated with the respondents’ physical, emotional 
and intellectual experience (Abna 2003; Gold et 
al 2000; Taylor et al 2004) and were “not simply 
representations of the world; they are part of the 
world they describe” (Hammersley and Atkin-
son 1983: 107). Observational material collected 
was from two workshops where the skills and 
knowledge of HRIS specialists were explored. 
These workshops were facilitated by the authors 
and attended by members of the UK HRIS team 
(both in company and consultant representatives). 
Documentary evidence, such as organisational 
charts and meeting notes supplied by respondents 
in the UK, US, Canada and Germany were also 
drawn upon. 

Our analysis involved loading of research 
materials such as interview transcripts into the 
qualitative data analysis package NVivo, then 
sharing initial findings with all or some of the 
company team, such as the project manager and 
team members. Their observations were recorded 
and transcribed. Following this, each researcher 
individually reviewed the qualitative data they had 
personally collected then they met as a team to 
articulate the themes emerging from each research 
episode. These reflections were added to NVivo 
as additional themes for theorising and in order 
to compare the cases and consider the principles 
of dialogical reasoning and suspicion in order to 
further improve our interpretive accounts (Klein 
and Myers, 1999). In analyzing the data we looked 
for pattern codes which can provide explanatory or 
inferential meta-codes that allowed us to identify 
an emergent theme, configuration, explanation or 
‘repeatable regularities’ (Miles and Hubermann 
1994, p69). An iterative process of cross-study 
discussion and fine-tuning of themes aided our 
identification of the over-arching theme related 
to elements of human capital frameworks. The 
analytical themes were then organised around 
these mechanisms which allowed us to develop 
a coherent sense of the impacts across the case 
study. 
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case study aNALYSIS  
& discussion 

At this point we move to examine the case study 
and its analysis. Instead of discussing our research 
findings and analysis separately, we propose to 
amalgamate these elements. Initially, we presents 
our understanding of aggregated and consistent 
human capital (Figure 1), refining and extending 
Becker’s (1975; 1993) thinking by considering 
human capital in a commercial and economic 
context. We will apply this understanding to 
material drawn from our study, noting the chal-
lenges inherent in each of these positions with 
regard to our study.

Types of Human Capital

The types of human capital noted in Figure 1 
are drawn from literature analysed elsewhere 
(Williams 2008) and used here as a framework 
for discussion.

Aggregate View of Project Team  
Human Capital

Aggregated data are not new descriptors; they have 
been used for many years in the human resource 
planning lexicon and tend to express a top-level 
view, of whole or part of an organisation’s human 
capital. So in organisational practice they can be 
used as collective data on individuals to describe 
the aggregate organisational population (Tansley 
et al 2001). The main difficulty with this type of 
data is that there is an underlying assumption that 
organisations are characteristically homogenous, 
whereas in reality they are heterogeneous. This 
said, this type of data does have value when 
considering a global HRIS project team. Here we 
consider three aspects of aggregated data: physical 
location; education levels; and tenure. 

The physical location of a project team is 
likely to influence the geographic context of an 
individual’s knowledge, orientation to that body 
of knowledge and potentially their exposure to 
particular work practices. 

Aggregate human capital

The aggregate view of human capital provides for a collection of employee details comprising, for example, age, gender, marital 
status, previous work experience, competencies and physical location. This can be taken as a whole or part of an organisation.

Constituent elements of individual human capital

The constituent view of human capital comprises an individual-level perspective. This has a number of features:

1.	 Personal attributes: Individual human capital is characterized by the repertoire of personal attributes (particularly values and 
beliefs, education, knowledge, skills, experience, commitment and motivation) owned, developed and created by an individual 
that are productive (or have the potential to be productive) in an economic context and taken with the individual when they leave 
the firm. (Williams, 2008)

2.	 Specialist attributes: Individual human capital can also be characterized by specialist attributes (Lepak & Snell, 1999) that are 
observed in those who are considered “experts” in their field and who are vital to the continued competitive success of organisation 
and an essential part of its core competence. These “experts” have explicit and tacit knowledge and skills (Polanyi, 1958, 1967, 
1998) that can only be found within particular professions and roles. Where specialist attributes of human capital exist they need 
to be attached to appropriate roles in an organisation with “different occupations... [requiring] investments in different kinds of 
capital” (Polachek & Siebert, 1993, p. 175); this is echoed in the work of Heijke et al. (2003). 

3.	 Firm-specific attributes: Individual human capital finally can be characterized by firm-specific attributes, notable an indi-
vidual’s specific skills, experiences and learning that can only be gained and employed within a particular organisation and are 
not transferable outside of that sector or organisation. (Bingley & Westergaard-Nielsen, 2003) This type of attribute is developed 
through long-term tenure within a particular organisation.

Figure 1. Types of human capital
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Table 1 summarises the geographical location 
of interviewees and their functional special-
isms.

The HRIS team members are a collection of 
individuals that, in general, have been with CHC 
PLC for a significant number of years and all are 
full-time members of the team (see Table 1). All 
team members are over 30 years of age, with three 
nearing retirement age. The eight members of the 
UK team in particular have long experience within 
the organisation, ranging from eight to 37 years 
and totalling 137 years, with a mean average of 
23 years. Four of the UK team have an extensive 
human resourcing background, supported by other 
key individuals who have significant payroll and 
financial experience. At least two have completed 
a craft level engineering apprenticeship. The other 
four members of the UK team primarily come 
from a financial background with some infor-

mation system skills. When asked, interviewees 
found it difficult to place their initial functional 
background as most have moved both horizontally 
and vertically in the organisation over many years 
and through different functional specialisms. The 
general picture was one of deep understanding of 
the historical development of the organisation, the 
inter-weaving of different functional and policy 
areas and an awareness of the wide-ranging in-
ternal political dimensions. 

This differs from the two part-time HRIS 
team members based in Germany who have an 
information systems background. Although they 
have each been with the CHC PLC for five years, 
they have significant experience with the com-
pany with which they were originally employed, 
so they have a deep understanding of the local 
organisational context. There are two full-time 
HRIS team members located in the United States 

Table 1. Summary of CHC PLC HRIS team member functional backgrounds
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HR 4 FT 1 C 
1 H+M

29
17
8

0 n/a n/a 0 n/a n/a 1 FT 1D+M 7

IS 2 FT 1U 37 2 PT 2D 5
5

2 FT 1B 4
1

0 n/a n/a

Finance & 
Payroll

2 FT 1G 29
17

0 n/a n/a 0 n/a n/a 1 FT 1U 7

Legend:
Academic qualifications: Professional qualifications:

C = Craft D = Degree H = Human resourcing 
G = School leaver at 16 M = Masters B = Business 

Other:

U = unknown FT = Team member whose time is fully  
allocated the a HRIS role

n/a = not applicable PT = Team member who time is partially  
allocated to a HRIS role
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of America: one is an employee of four years 
standing; the other is a consultant on an open-
ended service contract for the last year. Like the 
Germany team, both have a significant information 
systems background. The consultant has worked 
on SAP consultancy projects, particularly payroll 
projects, on a self-employed basis. The Canadian 
team also has significant employment with CHC 
PLC. These two full-time employees have each 
been with the company for seven years. Although 
one employee has a HR-related masters, both have 
a preference for work associated with information 
systems knowledge sets. The average length of 
service for the other geographies is five years with 
CHC PLC, but this does not take into consideration 
service with the previous employing organisations 
that were acquired by CHC PLC.

This aggregated analysis is a useful practice 
especially for transnational organisations where 
teams are based in various geographical loca-
tions. The ability to summarise disparate data 
highlights human capital gaps, for example in 
terms of basic education levels. However this 
‘snapshot’ approach is problematic if undertaken 
infrequently as project teams are often, by their 
very nature, transient and temporary arrangements 
(Dainty et al 2004; O’Donohue et al 2007) and 
radical change can take place within short periods 
of time. The extended tenure and wide-spread 
location of this particular project team suggests 
potential concerns for the distribution of skills 
and knowledge. An examination of the constitu-
ent attributes of individual human capital will 
add a depth of understanding not gained through 
consideration of the aggregated approach.

Constituent View of Human Capital

As noted earlier, individual human capital can 
be taken to comprise three constituent attributes: 
personal; specialist; and firm-specific.

Personal Attributes of Individual Human 
Capital

Various attempts have been made to articulate the 
personal attributes of individual human capital in 
recent years (Cressy 1996; Laing and Weir 1999; 
Marsden 1993). An outcome of this study was 
a discussion around the attributes of the HRIS 
specialist. Interviewees were asked to describe 
the skills resident and admired within the team 
they considered characterised an effective HRIS 
specialist. All found this very difficult to do, but 
Table 2 below summarises the words they used 
to describe personal attributes they admired in 
their colleagues or valued in themselves. 

As the HRIS project team comprises individu-
als with a variety of different backgrounds it is not 
appropriate to consider personal attitudes drawn 
from either a HR or information systems studies 
for comparison. Nonetheless, for HR specialists, 
an analytical, problem-solving mindset has not 
been a distinctive feature in the past. HR spe-
cialists have traditionally been associated with 
attributes that demonstrate emotional intelligence 
and a people-orientation rather than hard analyti-
cal characteristics. The hybrid HRIS specialist 
studied here clearly values analytical attributes, 
illustrated by a Canadian-based member of the 
team, who notes, “one of my strongest points or 
aspects would be I’m a very logical person and 
I’m a very thorough person... I need to make sure 
that all options are considered and I have answer 

Table 2. The attributes of an HRIS specialist

HR IS attributes: IS attributes:
Calm in a crisis Attention to detail
Inquisitive mindset Enquiring mindset
‘Lark’ or ‘Owl’ Analytical mindset
Practical Problem-solver
Integrity Tenacious
Open-minded
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for all of them”. This opinion was echoed in a 
number of interviews.

Specialist Attributes of Individual  
Human Capital

From the data analysis (see Table 1) we found that 
the eight members of the HRIS team based at the 
UK corporate headquarters have excellent skills 
and knowledge in the development of the systems 
specific to operational HR client requirements. 
Half of the team emanate from functional HR 
where they had experience in HR line operational 
roles. Their move to HRIS provides an excellent 
example of a potential resourcing strategy for 
this role. CHC PLC legacy systems were replaced 
during 1997-2000 with an enterprise-wise system, 
SAP. Four of the UK HRIS team members were 
all part of this process, with two taking on func-
tional super-user roles. This provides a strength 
of understanding of particular pillars of SAP 
HR. Their deep knowledge and skills in these 
areas, coupled with their high length of service 
within the HR function and the organisation, 
are the basis for their initial move and continued 
development in the HRIS role. Two of the UK 
team members have moved from an information 
systems background into the HRIS role. Two of 
the team have a strong processing background 
in finance and payroll, supported by substantive 
experience implementing the payroll pillar in the 
UK and other the geographies. The payroll ap-
plication is considered a critical system: should 
this pillar fall the impact on the whole organisa-
tion would be dramatic. A critical concern for 
the team leader and indeed the whole team is 
that the knowledge and skills that reside only in 
these two individuals for the whole of the UK. 
There is a lack of knowledge within the UK team 
of strategic understanding and none described 
themselves as HRIS business analysts to take any 
visioning forward for the HR function as a whole. 
There are limited formal qualifications in the UK 
team: two have craft engineering qualification 

gained some 20 years ago; one has the UK HR 
qualification awarded by the Chartered Institute 
of Personnel and Development, this individual is 
also in the process of studying for a Masters in 
Project Management.

By contrast the knowledge of the German, US 
and Canadian team members has been gained 
by exposure to a number of large organisations. 
Experience has also been gained via professional 
consultancy in Canada and the USA. This is par-
ticularly relevant for the US-based consultant who 
is Dutch by birth, but has dual nationality with 
the US. He has experience in both Europe and the 
US in SAP related work. His deep knowledge has 
been gained via exposure to similar projects and 
he has proactively developed a scarce expertise. 
Although one of the Canadian team does have a 
HR qualification and a Masters in Labor Rela-
tions, the others all have degrees in information 
systems related disciplines: these formal qualifica-
tions underpin the practical knowledge of these 
individuals.

Project management knowledge and skills are 
generally associated with the information systems 
professionals: an area considered important by all 
interviewees. Individuals with formal IS qualifica-
tions are assumed to have these knowledge and 
skills; this is the case for HRIS team members in 
Germany, the USA and Canada, but not the case 
for members of the UK-based team. The two team 
members based in the UK who consider they have 
a significant background in IS draw on knowledge 
and skills acquired informally through exposure to 
a number of years ‘doing the job’. Other members 
of the UK-based team consider that they are still 
learning, via informal mechanisms. One team 
member, with HR qualifications has recognised 
the need to acquire a formal qualification and is 
studying for a Masters in Project Management. 

Some of the key elements of knowledge and 
skills identified by the respondents as necessary 
for an effective HRIS specialist were generated 
from ‘free lists’ (Weller and Romney 1988) are 
listed in Table 3.
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Table 3 illustrates some of the knowledge and 
skills sets interviewees’ considered essential for 
the effective HRIS specialist. This typology is 
presented with three core areas: process knowl-
edge; global knowledge; and interpersonal skills. 
The process knowledge is sub-divided further 
into four core areas: human resourcing; financial 
areas; information systems; and project manage-
ment. Table 3 is not presented as a complete list of 
the knowledge required by and HRIS specialist. 
It is directly drawn from participant interviews. 
We suggest that further investigation is required 
to identify the full range of consistent elements. 
Nevertheless we can make a number of observa-
tions at this stage.

Interviewees distinguished between four 
types of process knowledge. HR knowledge is 
derived from individuals who have undertaken 
practitioner roles at some point in the past. For 
example, of the team members in the UK, four 
individuals have had roles as HR specialists, 
although only one, younger member of the team 
has a CIPD qualification. The Canadian team 
member a psychology degree and labour rela-
tions masters. The interviewees’ ‘talk’ illustrated 
how their previous experiences as a practising 
HR specialist informed their current work as a 
HRIS specialist. All members of the global HRIS 

project team considered that the contribution of 
individuals with an HR practitioner background 
differentiated the HRIS project team from the ERP 
IS team. This distinctiveness is noted elsewhere: 
for example “ideal project team members, espe-
cially the project team leader, are to some extent 
multidisciplinary” (Fischer 1995 : 2) , although 
there is limited literature at this time. Indeed CHC 
team members welcome each other’s contribu-
tion even though there are still some challenges 
in working such a cross-functional team, where 
critical success factors (such as task design, group 
composition, organisational context, internal 
processes and boundary, management, and group 
psychosocial traits) (after Holland et al 2000) are 
constantly renegotiated.

We follow Becker’s (1975; 1993) position and 
focus on the formal education undertaken by our 
interviewees. Fundamentally the education levels 
of the HRIS team are split geographically: the UK 
and the other geographies. Interestingly although 
there is a great deal of knowledge in the UK-based 
team, this has been gained through tenure, rather 
than formal study with one significant exception. 
On the other hand those based in the Germany, 
the US and Canada bring more formal academic 
knowledge sets to bear. Interviewees found it very 
difficult to discuss their tacit and explicit knowl-

Table 3. Typology of knowledge and skills required by the HRIS specialist

Process knowledge:

Human resourcing: Resourcing 
Development

Professional qualification

Financial: Payroll Professional qualification

Information systems: Data migration
Data testing
Design
Implementation

Infrastructure
Maintenance
Programming
Technical lead

Project management: Budgeting
Development
Governance

Management of Project planning
Professional qualification

Global: Languages Cultural awareness

Interpersonal skills: Negotiation 
Team player

Trustworthy 
Emotional intelligence
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edge and skill-base. They did not really think in 
terms of how they employed their knowledge and 
skills in their day-to-day work

What is clear from the lists in Table 3 is the 
range and depth of knowledge and skills needed 
in the HRIS team member role. It might be ar-
gued that these can all be learned, however it is 
unlikely that external qualifications and training 
exist currently that encompass these areas. This 
suggests that organisations may have to choose 
to resource individuals who have some of these 
competences and provide development for oth-
ers: here, a strategically balanced approach is 
proposed. 

Professional development tends to be bal-
kanised in that individuals will chose to specialise 
in their early 20’s. The syllabuses for the human 
resourcing qualification in the UK and the USA 
have limited financial studies, information sys-
tems studies or project management studies. These 
appear in only one module and are not considered 
by the majority of students to be primary skills. 
Most students study HR in order to acquire the 
range of process knowledge associated with the 
HR function. It is only in the last three years that 
this has begun to change. Likewise the informa-
tion systems qualifications do not make a detailed 
study of other functional process areas such as HR. 
In the UK the Skills Framework for the Informa-
tion Age (SFIA) “provides a common reference 
model for the identification of the skills needed 
to develop effective information systems making 
use of information communications technologies” 
(SFIA 2008 [online]). A recommendation from 
this study is that CHC PLC review their informa-
tion systems skills development and competences 
in line with SFIA. However significant attention 
is given to project management processes. This 
suggests that an individual will need to initially 
specialise in one area and then acquire the knowl-
edge necessary for the other discipline. 

The question is which discipline should be 
studied first. This is further complicated by the 
fact that the attributes generally associated with 

one discipline are not associated with the other: 
information systems and project management 
vis-à-vis human resourcing. Analysis of the HRIS 
team studied shows that half of the team are drawn 
from one discipline area and half from the other. 
Although this was not a deliberate strategy at the 
time, particularly given the emergent nature of 
the team over considerable time, it would appear 
that this is an appropriate balance. Nevertheless 
the team is unbalanced geographically and this 
is its greatest weakness. This has implications 
for resourcing and development strategies for 
this talent pool.

The definition we use here (Figure 1) recog-
nises that individual human capital is owned by 
the individual, and suggests that potential talent 
may not yet be exploited fully within their current 
position. It is clear from the interview data that 
individuals are proud of the work they do and the 
contribution they make to the organisation. What 
is not clear at this stage is how their talents can 
be further developed within the current structure, 
given the limited number of team members. 
The development of individual members of the 
HRIS team to date has been very ad hoc. There 
is no clear career and succession planning so 
any development that has taken place has been 
instigated by individuals. A significant example 
is that of a UK-based project leader from an HR 
background who has gained sponsorship for an 
MSc in Project Management. 

If formal development processes are not 
available to such specialists, it is very likely that 
those, particularly with less tenure, will look to 
other organisations for positions that will support 
development of the knowledge and skills not yet 
acquired in Table 3. Given the breadth and depth 
of human capital owned by these individuals, it is 
likely that they will not have difficulty in finding 
suitable, highly remunerated positions. It is also 
important to note that being employee-owned this 
form of human capital is highly mobile and will 
leave when the individual leaves and organisation, 
representing a measurable loss. The greater the 
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horizontal development and breadth of knowledge 
and skills, the greater the potential loss of human 
capital to the organisation. Thus career planning 
for this specialist talent pool within a talent strat-
egy is vital and should be considered a priority as 
the loss of even one individual in such a small and 
unique team will have a significant impact.

It seems from the evidence so far that this is 
a large, global organisation with well established 
information systems and human resourcing 
operational teams and dedicated HRIS team 
that operates both locally and globally. How-
ever, the HRIS team examined is a collection of 
highly specialist individuals who emanate from 
disparate backgrounds. They constitute a com-
munity of practice and have an “evolving form 
of membership” (Lave and Wenger 1991: 53), 
but the HRIS team studied does not currently 
have a sense of identity. Here we explore how the 
organisation can “sponsor the creation of certain 
loose organisational structures around which it 
is hoped that communities of practice may then 
interact” (Thompson 2005: 151) and suggest the 
skills, knowledge and behaviours (that is, the 
individual human capital) that makes up such a 
global community of HRIS practice. 

The team studied represents a unique collec-
tion of knowledge and skills and, in their day-
to-day work, they act on this tacit knowledge 
and expertise (Becker 1964; Perrow 1967); it is 
this that draws them together into a community 
of practice. Lepak and Snell (1999: 35) note that 
“these skills often involve idiosyncratic learning 
process [therefore] it is not likely to find these 
skills in the open labor market”. This suggests 
both an organisational strength and a weakness. 
Because it is not easy to develop the skills and 
knowledge needed in the role of the HRIS Spe-
cialist, it is not easy for competitors to replicate 
SAP HR developments at a global level (echoing 
Barney’s (1991) work at a corporate level) since 
it is necessary for team members to draw on dif-
ferent kinds of human capital at the same time: 
the innate attributes embedded in generic human 

capital; the formal and informal education and 
learning embedded in individual human capital; 
and the organisational knowledge embedded in 
firm-specific human capital. Thus these three 
elements necessarily precede the development of 
HRIS specialist human capital. For the individual 
the advantage of acquiring specialist has clear 
ramifications in terms of tenure.

Firm-Specific Attributes of Individual 
Human Capital

Developing the firm-specific attribute of the 
constituent view, we can see from Table 1 that 
particularly within the UK HRIS team there is 
long term tenure, averaging 23 years, which has 
breadth and depth across different operational, 
support function arena as well in the specialist 
HRIS team. Even within teams based in the US, 
Canada and Germany there is still significant 
tenure at a local level, with the six team members 
averaging five years tenure.

Individuals with high levels of firm-specific 
attributes are a repository of organisational knowl-
edge and skills that are difficult or impossible to 
replace or replicate in the short- and medium-term. 
Their tacit understanding of the ‘way it works 
here’ is often underestimated and may not be 
fully exploited, particularly during mergers and 
acquisitions, or when an outsourcing or insourc-
ing decision is considered. 

It is the combination of these constituent 
attributes that offer individual uniqueness for 
particular project team members. It is important 
for a HRIS project team leader to understand and 
appreciate the combination of these attributes to 
ensure that these experts are retained within the 
project team and organisation. Such understand-
ing can provide stability for the team and projects 
undertaken.

Realistically this tacit knowledge and experi-
ence cannot be acquired except over time. This 
has implications for aggregate human capital, 
particularly in terms of the demographic character 
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of those concerned. However although tenure can 
we quantified and aggregated, it is more challeng-
ing to quantify tacit knowledge. For transnational 
organisations competing in an international arena, 
it is vital to acquire and retain firm-specific at-
tributes (Schuler and Rogovsky 1998) for future 
use, particularly when such tacit knowledge is 
resident in so few members of an organisation. 
The challenge is to find an appropriate metric that 
allows tacit knowledge to be assessed.

Individuals with high firm-specific human 
capital are a repository of knowledge and skills 
that are difficult or impossible to replace or rep-
licate in the short- and medium-term. Their deep 
understanding of the ‘way it works here’ is often 
underestimated and may not be fully exploited, 
particularly during mergers and acquisitions, or 
when an outsourcing or insourcing decision is 
considered. It has been suggested for a number of 
years that there is a positive relationship between 
tenure and performance, enhanced by group co-
hesiveness (Keller 1986). Realistically this deep 
knowledge and experience can not be acquired 
except over time. This has implications for the 
generic human capital, particularly in terms of 
the demographic character of those concerned, 
particularly as three member of the UK are likely to 
retire within the next five years. For transnational 
organisations competing in an international arena, 
it is vital to acquire and retain firm-specific human 
capital (Schuler and Rogovsky 1998) for future 
use, particularly when such deep knowledge is 
resident in so few members of the team.

In conclusion: The ‘right 
kind’ of human capital

In this paper we present the findings of a study 
conducted with project teams working in a multi-
national organisation implementing and maintain-
ing the HR ‘pillar’ of an SAP GEIS on their UK, 
Germany, Canada and the USA sites. The main 
purpose of that study was the identification of 

HRIS skills and knowledge in the key roles on 
the global project and suggestions for development 
of project team members. Using a human capital 
frame of reference, we provide a guiding frame-
work which can be used as a sensemaking tool by 
those responsible for managing people working 
in hybrid roles on such projects. Our purpose is 
to explore how this sensemaking framework can 
be usefully employed by practitioners to resource, 
develop and retain HRIS project teams. 

The guiding framework, noted in Figure 1, 
explores two views of human capital drawn from 
the literature. The aggregate view of human capi-
tal provides for a collection of employee details 
comprising, for example, age, gender, marital 
status, previous work experience, competences 
and physical location. This can be taken as a 
whole or part of an organisation. Whereas the 
constituent view of human capital comprises 
an individual-level perspective, comprise three 
distinct sets of attributes. Personal attributes are 
owned, developed and created by an individual 
that are productive (or have the potential to be 
productive) in an economic context and taken with 
that individual when they leave the firm. Secondly, 
specialist attributes consist of explicit and tacit 
knowledge and skills (Polanyi 1958, 1998, 1967) 
that can only be found within particular profes-
sions and roles are vital to sustaining competitive 
advantage. Thirdly, firm-specific attributes are 
those specific skills, experiences and learning 
that can only be gained and employed through 
long-term tenure within a particular organisation 
and are not transferable outside of that sector or 
organisation.

It is clear that an aggregated analysis can 
provide a useful overview of human capital for 
transnational organisations with specialists lo-
cated in different geographical locations. Where 
individuals have high mobility, this ‘snapshot’ 
approach offers a picture of the current situation. 
However the constituent perspective of individual 
human capital offers a deeper analysis of a project 
team’s skills and knowledge and is likely to be a 
more appropriate tool for management.
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Although here we have considered each of the 
three constituent attributes separately, in practice 
project leaders and HR specialists review human 
capital as a whole as it resides in an individual team 
member. Given the wide range personal, specialist 
and firm-specific attributes identified in this study, 
it is not surprising that current incumbents tend 
toward a particular professional area. 

A fundamental conundrum for many organisa-
tions is the decision to ‘make or buy’ its human 
capital. Developing the work of Williamson (1975; 
1981; 1994) essentially an organisation can ‘buy’ 
this human capital by recruiting individuals, and it 
can ‘make’ human capital via providing a variety 
of training and development, work experience and 
exposure to particular situations and contexts: 
it may chose to do both. Care needs to be taken 
to design supportive HR polices concerning re-
sourcing, retention and remuneration solutions. 
Although overly simplistic, this duality does 
provide a practical starting point for organisations 
in terms of the strategic investment decision for 
human capital. Lepak and Snell (1999) provide 
an overview of the essential arguments for this 
decision and develop the discussion further. This 
decision of ‘make or buy’ is influenced by the talent 
strategy for this group and here we explore some 
of the dilemmas and considerations for future 
research and exploration.

In the first instance the conundrum is that this 
type of project team consists of a scarce, niche 
talent pool of highly knowledgeable individuals 
globally dispersed, but locally utilised, with a 
deep knowledge of the local context, and an ap-
preciation of the wider applications. There are 
clear resourcing implications for such a team of 
specialists that need three forms of individual hu-
man capital discussed in this paper, with particular 
issues around the HR, IS and project management 
knowledge, skills and personal attributes of HRIS 
specialists. Of particular concern is the discipline 
background of team members and care should 
be taken to acquire a balance of individuals with 

IS and HR qualifications and experiences across 
the geographies.

A second consideration is one of career devel-
opment for the HRIS specialist. Horizontal ap-
plication software development to provide a wider 
and deeper understanding of a dynamic and ever 
changing sector is a necessary knowledge set for 
the HRIS specialist. HRIS projects require intense 
concentration and individuals with broad project 
responsibilities are likely to feel overburdened 
which may lead to stress related absence. Many 
HRIS specialists will also be looking for vertical 
career development. This is difficult even in a 
large, global organisation as HRIS specialists are 
likely to belong to a small team that may not have 
an internal or external sense of identity; how does 
such a specialist move their career forward in such 
circumstances? This is particularly important for 
ambitious individuals. It is possible that overtime 
they may feel siloed and not able to progress 
within an organisation. If vertical progression is 
not possible, individuals may look for a change 
of scene, even if this means taking on the same 
role in a different organising. The outcome of this 
type of voluntary termination is the possibility of 
a demand market bidding war.

Strategically, a GEIS HRIS team of specialists 
suggests global, service-orientated organising 
structures led by a globally-focused team leader at 
a senior level of the organisation in order to gain 
local commitment from purchasing HR clients. 
This has implications for the team leader’s span of 
control, management and personal style. In addi-
tion there are clear resourcing issues particularly 
with regard to team financing.

According to Huselid and Barnes (2002: 
10) “little academic work has been completed 
regarding human capital management systems. 
Practitioners are relatively light years ahead of 
the academic work in progress or already com-
pleted”. So it is worthwhile to examine practice 
within organisations to offer a contribution to the 
limited empirical literature to date. We believe 



  149

HRIS Project Teams Skills and Knowledge

that descriptions of human capital to date tend to 
stem from academic deliberations and do not do 
justice its complexity in practice. With this as our 
starting point, our purpose here was to examine 
definitions of human capital within a guiding 
framework of a specific HRIS project team to at-
tempt to provide a basis for further exploration and 
research, thus contributing to both a scholastic and 
practitioner understanding of human capital. We 
believe that organisations need to take account of 
the constituent elements of human capital owned 
by the individual and jointly developed within an 
organisational context for continued project suc-
cess. We suggest that organisations should extend 
this analysis further to include all aspects of the 
organisation, including human resourcing. 

This discussion explored the evidence pre-
sented within one research project with particular 
reference to a particular HRIS project team. We do 
not consider that we have answered the questions 
relating to the composition of individual human 
capital for HRIS project teams. Rather we have 
raise questions that require further research and 
study. The complexity and diversity of knowledge 
and skills needed accompanied by attributes nec-
essary to carry out the role, imply further attention 
to the constituent view of human capital.
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ABSTRACT

The design and implementation of a globally integrated e-HRM system within a multinational corpora-
tion (MNC) requires different parties to reach some form of agreement on which HR processes must 
be standardised and which must be locally adapted. In this respect, the IT-based integration of HRM 
presents an intriguing setting in which to study micro-political behaviour during HRM integration, that 
is, how parties promote their own interests and the strategies they use during negotiations. Accordingly, 
the study’s aims were to identify those issues which generated the greatest degree of conflict during 
the IT-based integration of HRM, the key actors involved and the resources that were deployed during 
negotiations. A longitudinal, in-depth case study approach was used, and followed the integration of 
a global e-HRM system in the Finnish subsidiary of a large European-owned MNC over a period of 
nearly two years. Qualitative data was collected via semi-structured interviews with key subsidiary HR 
personnel and was complemented with company documentation. The findings indicate that the key areas 
of conflict were system design, the standardised use of English, and grey areas of HR policy. Three key 
parties were identified as being involved in subsequent negotiations. These parties utilised a range of 
negotiation resources including business case logic, technical know-how, internal benchmarking, local 
constraints and ignorance.
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INTRODUCTION

One weakness that has been highlighted in 
the extant literature on HRM in multinational 
corporations (MNCs) is the over-emphasis on 
structural explanations of HRM practices in 
foreign subsidiaries and insufficient consideration 
of the role of organisational politics (Edwards & 
Kuruvilla, 2005). Case-study research suggests 
that our knowledge about how and why HRM 
integration takes place will remain incomplete if 
the contested nature of parent-subsidiary relations 
is not taken into account (Ferner, 2000; Ferner 
et al, 2005). These arguments essentially refer to 
the significance of subsidiary attitudes and the 
strategic responses that are open to subsidiary 
managers in the face of pressures to integrate 
parent HRM practices. Oliver (1991) cites this lack 
of attention to organisational self-interests as one 
weakness of institutional theory explanations of 
subsidiary behaviour and suggests that it should 
be complemented with a resource dependence 
perspective, which better acknowledges the strate-
gies and tactics subsidiaries might use to resist 
institutional pressures.

In particular, these case studies highlight the 
seemingly important role that power relations and 
micro-political processes play in determining the 
use and effectiveness of different HRM integration 
mechanisms (Martin & Beaumont, 1999; Ferner, 
2000). Empirical work by Ferner et al. (2004, 
2005) elaborate further by presenting a dynamic 
view of HRM integration whereby mechanisms 
of HRM integration, centralisation in particular, 
are subject to continual negotiation between 
parent and subsidiary and are thus better viewed 
as contested processes of ‘oscillation’ between 
global integration and local responsiveness. The 
role played by subsidiary managers as interpret-
ers of the local HRM environment is seen as a 
key determinant in patterns of HRM integration 
in this respect. 

As will be argued throughout this paper, the 
implementation of an e-HRM system presents an 
excellent opportunity to observe how the global 
integration of HRM is negotiated and contested 
in MNCs. In essence, this is because e-HRM 
implementation is often accompanied with a 
fundamental re-think in how HRM is delivered, 
which requires the parties involved to reach some 
form of agreement, in a relatively short period of 
time, on what must be globally standardised versus 
what must be locally adapted, and why. 

Thus, adopting a micro-political perspective, 
the study’s main objective is to explore the ways 
in which the IT-based integration of HRM is 
negotiated and contested within a foreign MNC 
subsidiary setting. More specifically, the study 
aims to identify those issues which generate the 
greatest degree of conflict during the IT-based 
integration process, they key actors involved and 
the resources that are deployed by those actors 
during negotiation. The setting of the study is a 
Finnish subsidiary of a well-known European 
MNC, INTRACOM 1.

The paper starts by reviewing the literature 
on the mechanisms used by MNCs to achieve 
greater integration of HRM practices within 
foreign subsidiaries. The focus is then turned to 
the field of e-HRM as an IT-based mechanism of 
integration, and the micro-political perspective. 
Following a description of the methods used, 
the paper presents the results on the key areas of 
conflict and the resources used in negotiation. The 
paper concludes with a discussion of the findings 
and some suggestions for future research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

HRM Integration in MNCs

Evidence suggests that MNCs are shifting their 
attention more and more towards the integration 
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and cohesion side of the integration-responsive-
ness tension (Ghoshal & Gratton, 2002). This 
trend would also seem to be having widespread 
implications for how the HR function and its con-
tingent HRM practices are coordinated (Taylor, 
2006). Indeed, from an evolutionary perspec-
tive, it is argued that the required organisational 
levels of coordination now necessary to execute 
global strategies has provoked the emergence 
of a strategic global HRM agenda (Kiessling & 
Harvey, 2005).

The case for global HRM notwithstanding, 
the majority of research on HRM in MNCs has 
focused on the characteristics of HRM practices in 
foreign subsidiaries and those factors that lead to 
either greater parent or local firm resemblance. A 
feature of this literature is that unlike most other 
business functions, HR is generally regarded to be 
the most culture- and institution-specific and thus 
the most difficult to integrate, typically requiring 
higher levels of local responsiveness (Tayeb, 1998). 
Accordingly, contributions to this literature have 
drawn on a range of theoretical approaches in try-
ing to provide explanations for patterns of HRM 
integration and/or local responsiveness, including 
resource dependency theory (e.g. Hannon et al, 
1995), cultural theory (e.g. Gill & Wong 1998), 
institutional theory (e.g. Björkman & Lu 2001), 
and the national business systems approach (e.g. 
Ferner & Quintanilla 1998).

Whilst the above contributions provide a 
detailed list of structural factors (e.g. MNC 
characteristics, parent-subsidiary relations) and 
contextual factors (e.g. country-of-origin, isomor-
phic pressures) that are likely to affect patterns 
of HRM integration and local responsiveness, 
the research is comparatively silent on those 
factors associated with the process (the ‘how’) 
of integration (Smale, 2007). In this regard, a 
wide variety of organisational mechanisms have 
been documented in the literature, including ex-
patriation (e.g. Björkman & Lu, 2001), internal 
benchmarking (Martin & Beaumont, 1998), global 
expertise networks and HR centres of excellence 

(Sparrow et al, 2004), and IT-based integration 
(e.g. Hannon et al, 1996; Tansley et al, 2001; Ruta, 
2005), to which we now turn.

IT-Based Integration of HRM

For the purpose of clarity, this paper distinguishes 
between the use of IT in human resource infor-
mation systems (HRIS) and e-HRM. In line with 
the definitions provided by Ruël et al (2004) and 
Reddington and Martin (2007), whilst HRIS refers 
to the automation of systems for the sole benefit 
of the HR function, e-HRM is concerned with the 
application of internet and web-based systems, and 
more recently mobile communications technolo-
gies, to change the nature of interactions among 
HR personnel, line managers and employees from 
a face-to-face relationship to one that is increas-
ingly mediated by technology. Based on a study 
of human resource articles published in the top 
HRM journals from 1994 to 2001, only one per-
cent of the articles focused on the influence of IT 
in HR (Hoobler & Johnson, 2004). Although the 
field of e-HRM has started to mature, historically 
academics have paid insufficient attention to the 
impact of IT on HR (Lepak & Snell, 1998).

The case for the adoption of integrated e-
HRM systems have been argued from a number 
of different perspectives. From a business case 
perspective, three drivers of integrated e-HRM 
systems have been cited (Stone & Guetal, 2005, 
Reddington & Martin, 2007). Firstly, e-HRM 
systems can reduce HR transaction costs and 
headcount. Secondly, e-HRM can substitute 
physical capability by leveraging digital assets, 
i.e. HR information can be used flexibly on an 
infinite number of occasions at little or no marginal 
cost. And thirdly, the effective use of integrated 
e-HRM systems can transform the HR “business 
model” by e-enabling the HR function to provide 
strategic value to the business that it previously 
could not do. 

From a control perspective, e-HRM has been 
identified as facilitating the greater integration 
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of HRM practices in foreign subsidiaries in three 
main ways (Smale, 2008). Firstly, e-HRM can 
serve as a form of bureaucratic control by estab-
lishing procedural standards about how the system 
is used (Clemmons & Simon, 2001) and thus how 
HRM processes are carried out. Secondly, e-HRM 
presents an opportunity for output control in its 
role of communicating goals and monitoring 
them through an array of management reporting 
functions. Thirdly, e-HRM can accommodate 
varying degrees of control via centralisation by 
restricting access rights and introducing layers 
of transaction authorisation.

The arguments for adopting integrated e-HRM 
systems notwithstanding, case study evidence 
indicates that firms have been active in their imple-
mentation (e.g. Tansley et al, 2001; Shrivastava & 
Shaw, 2003; Ruta, 2005). Collectively, however, 
this body of research appears to have more to say 
about the problems encountered in implementa-
tion, especially in terms of end user acceptance 
(e.g. Fisher & Howell, 2004), than any far-reaching 
transformation of the HR function. Indeed, there 
is a danger that the adoption of e-HRM may even 
have negative consequences for HR professionals 
and their internal clients if change management 
and technology acceptance issues are handled 
ineffectively (Reddington et al, 2005).

Given the potential that e-HRM has for the 
transformation of HR, it is reasonable to expect 
that the sizeable changes required, both in organi-
sation and mindset, are likely to provoke resis-
tance from various end users. At the very least, 
since e-HRM models of HR delivery encourage 
a fundamental re-think about how HRM is car-
ried out, their exists a big incentive for various 
end users to ensure that their own interests are 
considered in subsequent decisions regarding 
e-HRM design and implementation. This is not 
least true for foreign MNC subsidiaries which 
must communicate convincingly their interests to 
the parent—a task that is likely to involve conflict 
and negotiation.

A Micro-Political Perspective on the 
IT-Based Integration of HRM

Compared to the dominant economic and de-
terministic approaches to studies on MNCs, the 
socio-political dimension of managing MNCs 
has been largely neglected in the international 
business literature (Ferner, 2000; Geppert & 
Williams, 2006). Conceptualisations of MNCs as 
hierarchical structures based on formal authority 
relations between headquarters and subsidiaries 
are becoming increasingly inappropriate given 
the complex interdependencies that characterise 
the modern MNC (e.g. Doz & Prahalad, 1993). 
Indeed, MNCs have come to be described as 
‘loosely coupled political systems’ where power 
games and political influence over decision-
making are useful in explaining the nature of 
internal processes (Forsgren, 1990).

Organisational micro-politics has been de-
fined in general terms as “an attempt to exert a 
formative influence on social structures and hu-
man relations” (Dörrenbächer & Geppert, 2006: 
256), but is suggested more specifically to focus 
on “bringing back the actors and examining the 
conflicts that emerge when powerful actors with 
different goals, interests and identities interact 
with each other locally and across national and 
functional borders” (2006: 255). In this sense, 
studies on micro-politics are argued to provide 
a deeper understanding about internal processes 
within MNCs and managing the complexities 
associated with transnational reorganisation by 
concentrating on the strategies of local/subsidiary 
actors (Mense-Petermann, 2006). One common 
theme within the micro-politics literature, which 
is also the focus of the present study, is where 
concepts, systems and/or practices developed 
elsewhere require subsidiaries to engage in local 
adaptation and translation—processes that often 
involve conflicts.

With regards to studies in the field of HRM in 
MNCs one major critique concerns the assump-
tions made about how HRM practices become 
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established in foreign subsidiaries and the roles 
played by different actors in the integration pro-
cess. In this regard, Edwards et al. (2007) suggest 
such studies should adopt a political economy 
approach. This conceptual approach, they argue, 
integrates a focus on markets, distinct national 
institutional frameworks, and the micro-political 
activity of multinationals. The market-based ap-
proach focuses on the competitive pressures firms 
face to transfer ‘best practices’ and is rooted in 
resource-based explanations of HRM in foreign 
subsidiaries (see e.g. Taylor et al, 1996; Bae et al, 
1998). The cross-national comparative approach 
focuses on the influence of distinct political and 
socio-economic structures in shaping an MNC’s 
international HRM activities (see e.g. Rosenz-
weig & Nohria, 1994; Gooderham et al, 1999). 
Lastly, the micro-political (or power-based) ap-
proach focuses on “how actors seek to protect or 
advance their own interests, the resources they 
use, and the resolution of conflicts” (Edwards et 
al, 2007: 203). 

Rather than adopting all three conceptual 
approaches, this paper predominantly focuses on 
the micro-political approach in its study of the IT-
based integration of HRM. The reasons for this are 
firstly, that this paper shares the view of Geppert 
and Mayer (2006) when they state that,

Only rarely, if ever, does the literature engage 
in more than a passing way with the agency of 
actors in shaping the lived ‘reality’ of corporate 
coordination and control mechanisms and in 
defining the adoption—and adaptation—of or-
ganizational and managerial practices as they 
move throughout the organization, particularly 
across national boundaries (2006: 2).

In this sense, the paper seeks to contribute to 
this under-researched approach on HRM integra-
tion in MNCs and extend it to the specific field 
of e-HRM. The second reason for adopting the 
micro-political approach concerns the IT-based 
integration of HRM specifically. It is argued here 

that the IT-based integration of HRM presents 
a somewhat unique setting in which to observe 
how the global-local dilemma plays out in foreign 
MNC subsidiaries. This is because the design and 
implementation of an integrated e-HRM system 
explicitly requires the parties involved to reach 
some form of agreement in a relatively short period 
of time on what must be standardised versus what 
must be locally adapted, and why. Accordingly, 
the IT-based integration of HRM will typically 
involve the relevant parties to enter into systematic 
negotiations regarding the system’s appearance, 
content and processes—potentially on the full 
range of HRM practices. This would appear to be 
particularly fertile ground on which to conduct an 
investigation into how parties promote their own 
interests during the IT-based integration of HRM 
and the resources that each party uses during the 
ensuing negotiations.

METHOD

Research Design

This paper adopts a single, in-depth case-study 
design. The unit of analysis is the IT-based inte-
gration of HRM in a Finnish subsidiary owned 
by a well-known, European MNC. The study 
can be classified as holistic (Yin, 2003) since it 
concerns the integration of HRM into the focal 
subsidiary and no further sub-units of analysis. 
In connection with the ‘how’-type question of 
the study, which itself justifies a case-study ap-
proach (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2002), the study’s 
analytical focus is on issues of process—in this 
case the process of negotiation during the IT-
based integration of HRM and the involvement 
of key actors. Ferner et al (2005) argue that an 
emphasis on processual issues favours an in-depth 
case-study approach, especially when the aim is 
to unravel the dynamics of bargaining processes 
between HQ and subsidiary. Moreover, the single 
case-study method is instructive when the issue 
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of contextuality, crucial to studies on subsidiary-
headquarters relations, is of key importance in 
interpreting the data (Yin, 2003). Lastly, the use 
of exploratory research methods has especially 
been advocated in fields within HRM such as 
technology due to its relative infancy (Hoobler 
& Johnson, 2004). 

According to Yin (2003), single case-study 
designs are appropriate if they fit one of five cir-
cumstances or rationale. In order of importance, 
the study firstly falls under the rationale of the 
longitudinal case where interest lies in how the 
phenomenon develops over time and how certain 
conditions may change, thus allowing for a deeper 
understanding (Ghauri, 2004). Secondly, the study 
contains elements of a representative or typical 
case in its acknowledgement that the IT-based 
integration of HRM has become increasingly com-
monplace yet has remained under-researched.

Data Collection and Analysis

The study was conducted over a period of almost 
two years (2006-2007), approximately one year 
after the decision was made to include INTRA-
COM Finland in the global, IT-based integration 
process (see below for details). Since the study’s 
emphasis was on uncovering how local actors 
shape the lived ‘reality’ of corporate control and 
coordination mechanisms (Geppert & Meyer, 
2006), the key informants were the HR personnel 
of the Finnish subsidiary. This foreign subsidiary 
‘view from below’ (see e.g. Ferner et al., 2004) al-
lows for the more accurate identification of conflict 
areas and the resources used in negotiation, which 
are central to the micro-political approach.

Data were collected using in-depth face-to-
face interviews with the HR personnel of the 
Finnish unit and via a detailed review of company 
documentation on the integration process. In 
total, five in-depth, face-to-face interviews were 
conducted with the Finnish Country HR Manager, 
the HR Account Manager and the HR Advisor 
at even intervals over the two years. In addition, 

the Nordic HR Manager and one of the e-HRM 
third-party consultants were also interviewed. 
The interviewees were invited to comment on 
their own experiences of the HRM integration 
process. In particular, interviewees were asked to 
state which issues produced the greatest conflict 
and how they sought to resolve these issues with 
the parties involved. Interviews were conducted 
in English, lasted an average of sixty minutes 
and were all recorded and verbatim transcribed. 
The company documentation included presenta-
tions from INTRACOM headquarters, Nordic 
presentations on the integration process, minutes 
of the project meetings, as well as communica-
tion on the main problem areas and subsequent 
actions taken. 

The data was content-analysed, coded and 
categorised into groups relating to the conflicts 
identified. Further analysis within these groups 
enabled a detailed identification of the conflicts, 
the parties involved and the resources used 
in negotiation. Collecting data from multiple 
sources within the Finnish subsidiary allowed 
for the comparison of personal experiences and 
the identification of where responses converged 
and diverged thus enhancing the validity of the 
research via informant triangulation (Denzin, 
1978). Direct citations of the raw data are used 
to illustrate and support the analysis presented 
in the results. 

Introduction to INTRACOM

INTRACOM1 is a well-known European MNC, 
operating in over 100 countries and employing 
more than 100,000 people. Having grown via 
acquisitions into a large and diversified MNC 
with operations dispersed on a global scale, IN-
TRACOM found that it had become a collection 
of semi-autonomous subsidiaries with insufficient 
integration between businesses. The complexity 
and weaknesses of this multidomestic structure 
and strategy came to a head in the late 1990’s and 
prompted a significant organisational restructur-
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ing effort whereby INTRACOM launched its new 
‘Global Organisation’ approach. Features of this 
‘Global Organisation’ included, amongst other 
things, the streamlining of its core businesses, a 
matrix structure organisational design, and far-
reaching efforts at process standardisation. In 
short, INTRACOM’s focus was on reducing com-
plexity, speeding up decision-making, creating 
economies of scale and changing the culture.

In recent years the above ‘global’ strategic 
realignment has led to an equally sizeable trans-
formation in INTRACOM’s Group HR strategy. 
The three major goals of the new group HR 
strategy have been HR’s greater functionality 
in how it serves INTRACOM’s newly defined 
lines of business, the greater standardisation of 
HR processes and the creation of a single global 
HR system. 

Integral to the achievement of these three 
goals has been the global, IT-based integration of 
HRM. More specifically, IT-based integration in 
the case of INTRACOM has meant the design and 
implementation of a globally integrated e-HRM 
system (SAP HR), referred to hereafter as their 
‘global e-HRM system’. In addition to the three 
goals of the Group’s new global HR strategy, the 
rationale behind adopting the global HR system 
included; (i) HR process simplification, alignment 
and standardisation as a necessary step prior to 
setting-up HR shared service centres (a Nordic 
service centre is already in operation with plans to 
migrate to a single European service centre within 
three years); (ii) to increase employee and manager 
self-service roles, and thus accountability, allow-
ing for a focus on more value-adding HR activi-
ties by HR representatives; (iii) to improve HR 
strategic decision-making via more sophisticated 
management reporting tools (e.g. identifying talent 
pools throughout the Group); and (iv) to reduce 
compliance costs by assuming greater control 
over HR processes and monitoring them.

Group-wide implementation of the global HR 
system commenced in 2001 and, after a failed 
attempt to roll it out globally at the same time in 

all locations, has been introduced in the differ-
ent foreign operations in order of their strategic 
importance to the Group. INTRACOM Finland 
was established nearly 100 years ago and cur-
rently employs around 350 people across more 
than 200 service outlets. The HR department 
consists of three full-time personnel (all included 
in this study). Being a relatively small foreign 
unit, involved in fewer strategic lines of business, 
INTRACOM Finland began implementing the 
global e-HRM system in the summer of 2005. 
This study reports the experiences of the HR 
personnel in INTRACOM Finland throughout 
the integration process and their dealings with 
other key parties involved. 

RESULTS

In line with the study’s aims, the results are 
structured in such a way so as to indicate the key 
areas of conflict, the key parties involved, and the 
resources used in negotiation. Content analysis 
revealed that the key sources of conflict revolved 
around three main issues; (i) system design com-
ponents, (ii) the standardised use of English, and 
(iii) institutionally ‘grey areas’ of HR policy. The 
parties involved in negotiations and the tools they 
used are summarised in Table 1.

Omitted from the above list is the initial deci-
sion to integrate the system in the Finnish sub-
sidiary in the first place. Although this presented 
an opportunity for the subsidiary to resist and 
negotiate, the reason for its omission is because 
the Finnish HR personnel accepted the decision 
as ultimately a positive thing. As described by 
the Country HR Manager:

My Line Manager told me last August “I have 
good news. You are going live with the (system) 
in six months time.” Of course my first reaction 
was that I started to scream “no, we’re not go-
ing to do it!” Then I said, “Oh, good. Good to 
be part of the family.” He said afterwards that 



160  

IT-Based Integration of HRM in a Foreign MNC Subsidiary

he had been very surprised about my reaction, 
and that he had prepared lots of arguments that 
he could have used had I started to argue that 
we can’t do it.

Another reason for the decision of integrating 
the system not provoking a round of negotiation 
was the explicit use of authority- (or hierarchy-) 
based resources from the outset by INTRACOM 
Group HR. As the Country HR Manager vividly 
recalls:

 
The number one HR person in the INTRACOM 
Group said that “one hour used up talking about 
whether to have (the system) or not is an hour 
wasted.” So, I think it was quite clearly put! We 
knew what was expected from us. It was repeated 
so many times that we finally understood it.

Indeed, the Finnish subsidiary response to 
the decision quickly turned to acceptance as the 
integration process appeared to be inevitable. 
Interestingly, this response was described to differ 
noticeably from that of the Swedish subsidiary, 
which was reported as sitting in meetings dis-
cussing all the possible reasons for not adopting 
the new system. Certain HR colleagues in other 
INTRACOM units interpreted this as Finland’s 
high power distance and subservience to hierarchy, 
or that they just didn’t understand the implications. 

From the Finnish perspective, however, their lack 
of resistance reflected their belief that the deci-
sion had already been made. The only issues that 
were offered up for negotiation at this stage were 
the amount of extra resources needed to facilitate 
the system implementation and the reasons why 
they might not be able to complete it in the given 
time schedule. These issues are explored next in 
connection with the three substantive areas of 
conflict.

System Design and Components

The first substantive area of conflict was the design 
of the new e-HRM system. More specifically, there 
was disagreement over which HR modules should 
be included in the system and which ones should 
be left out. This was most evident in the case of 
the payroll function. Most other components of 
the system, with some exceptions such as the 
learning module (i.e. booking training events), 
were stipulated as compulsory. However, payroll 
was less clear cut and invited the parties involved 
to discuss the relative merits of including payroll 
processes under the new system.

The parties involved in this particular nego-
tiation were Group HR representatives and the 
Country HR Manager. The primary resource used 
by Group HR in the ensuing negotiation was the 
business case, which followed that the costs of 

Table 1. Areas of conflict, key parties and resources used in negotiation

Area of conflict Key parties Resources used in negotiation

System design components • Group HR;
• Finland HR;
• System consultants

• Business case (cost), internal benchmarking, authority, use of third-party 
consultants

• Business case (operational), local constraints
• Systems know-how, Group mandate, ignorance

Standardised use of English • Group HR;
• Finland HR
• System consultants

• Strategic mandate, business case (cost), no resource allocation for transla-
tion services

• Business case (operational), linguistic ability, employee discontent, con-
tradictions in Group policy

• Group mandate, ignorance

Grey areas of HR policy? • Group/Nordic HR;
• Finland HR

• Steering committee, verifying local ‘interpretations,’ internal benchmarking
• Local norms, local legislation
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integrating the payroll module into the system 
would be too costly in relation to the size of the 
Finnish unit. Internal benchmarking was also 
used as a tool in negotiation whereby Group HR 
reinforced its business case argument through the 
use of comparisons with other similar sized units. 
In response, the Finnish Country HR Manager 
argued the case for including payroll also based 
on the business case, but from an operational 
perspective:

It was more or less a given fact that the figures 
show it is cheaper to run (payroll) by building 
an interface. […] They (Group HR) were more 
or less giving the figures and there was not much 
resistance from our side. We tried, because we 
saw the complexity of having two systems with 
only a one-way interface. But the discussion was 
more or less stopped.

Nearly two years later it is interesting to note 
that the costs of running the interface have been 
higher than anticipated and the inclusion of payroll 
is back on the agenda. Nevertheless, whilst IN-
TRACOM Finland did not succeed in negotiating 
the inclusion of payroll, they were successful in 
negotiating more autonomy in certain other HR 
processes. In this regard, the third-party system 
consultants employed by the INTRACOM Group 
played a key role in conflict generation and nego-
tiations. Indeed, the e-HRM system consultants 
could be considered as being, on the one hand, 
a resource used by Group HR in negotiating the 
tighter integration of the system, and on the other 
hand, as being influential actors themselves with 
their own interests and negotiation resources.

Regarding the latter, the consultants were 
sometimes perceived as having their own agenda 
and, in reference to their systems know-how, were 
seen to shape the system’s design in ways that 
were in conflict with what Finland HR wanted. 
For example,

I felt that we had agreed that “OK, this is the 
scope” and suddenly we started getting business 
process procedures, describing processes that we 
had already said that we don’t want to have in 
the system. So there were some consultants who 
thought, if I want to look at it positively, that we 
wanted to have something we didn’t know we 
wanted to have. We had to fight back and say 
“sorry, we said that we don’t need this bit. It 
doesn’t work here.” (Country HR Manager)

In these cases the negotiations were between 
INTRACOM Finland HR personnel and the third-
party consultants. The negotiation resources used 
by the consultants typically rested on systems 
know-how and repeating what they had been in-
structed by their client, the INTRACOM Group 
(Group mandate). When those resources failed to 
resolve the conflict, consultants were perceived to 
resort to ignorance in the sense that they lacked 
sufficient knowledge of the local environment and 
made little efforts to learn or adapt,

One example was our (production) plant, where 
there are fifty blue-collar workers, who don’t have 
their own individual PC’s. […] The recommenda-
tion from the consultants was that, at the beginning 
of every month, they would fill out themselves the 
shifts they have worked during the previous month. 
We just imagined those fifty guys queuing for this 
one PC […]. The solution from the consultants 
was “well, go and buy more PC’s,” but we knew 
it wouldn’t work in that environment so we said 
“we won’t be taking that part of the system.” 
(Country HR Manager)

When we had meetings, they (consultants) would 
say “yeah, you should really take this.” They didn’t 
consider what’s suitable for Finland. I think it was 
a problem in many cases that they didn’t really 
know how payroll in Finland works, or annual 
leave issues, or any HR issues in Finland. (HR 
Advisor)
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As reflected above, the reasons used by Finland 
HR in negotiations again centred on the opera-
tional case and the local constraints connected 
to certain HR processes. In essence, the consul-
tants’ lack of local HR knowledge was a source 
of conflict with Finnish HR personnel, but at the 
same time it provided the HR personnel with an 
opportunity to resist certain components in the 
system’s design.

Standardized Use of English

The second key area of conflict centred around 
the strict, standardised use of English in the new 
e-HRM system. Indeed, the use of English was 
so standardised that the system did not recognise 
certain characters within the Finnish alphabet. 
As a result, Finland HR repeatedly used the busi-
ness (operational) case in negotiating with the 
consultants for some local, linguistically-related 
modifications. The reasons varied from people 
not being able to enter their own names and em-
ployees’ salary slips being lost in the post because 
the system didn’t allow for the correct spelling of 
addresses. Eventually, the consultants conceded 
and added a separate field for addresses, but all 
other language-related change requests were re-
jected. Again, Finland HR felt that the resources 
consultants used in negotiations were more or less 
borne out of ignorance. For example:

It was very difficult to explain to the consultants 
that in Finnish we have Scandinavian characters 
and the system doesn’t recognize them. And they 
said, “Well, if there’s a name with dots, just write 
it without dots.” They didn’t understand that the 
word could have a totally different meaning. […] 
So that’s something we will now have to enter in 
two places. (Country HR Manager)

The seemingly straightforward decision to use 
English throughout the system had the accumu-
lative effect of handing all necessary translation 

tasks to local HR personnel. Although one of 
the key objectives behind the globally integrated 
e-HRM system and shared-service model was to 
free HR personnel from administrative duties, 
local HR personnel claimed that these duties 
were more than being replaced with their new 
role as translators. This role included translating 
global HR policies, providing detailed notes to 
payroll staff regarding what different fields in 
the e-HRM system meant and taking telephone 
calls from employees who could not understand, 
for example, their own pay policy. 

For example, the pay policy document is sixty 
pages and in addition to that we have a local 
policy for blue-collar workers. We don’t apply the 
global pay policy for blue-collar workers, because 
they are so attached to the collective bargaining 
agreement. So, that’s really a challenge, how to 
balance the global and local policies and what to 
translate into English and what then to translate 
into Finnish. (HR Advisor)

Interestingly, the standardised use of English 
transformed the role of local HR personnel into 
that of a communication filter. Since many subsid-
iary employees struggled to understand English, 
local HR personnel were forced to make quick 
judgements about what HR information, poli-
cies and processes needed to be translated and 
what did not. Consequently, the source of this 
communication and the designers of the e-HRM 
system had to rely on the personal judgement and 
linguistic skills of local HR if the messages were 
to get across. This was sometimes described to 
be extremely challenging given technical nature 
of the terms and legal jargon. 

From the perspective of local HR staff, the 
stance of Group HR towards language was 
self-evident in their decision to provide no extra 
provisions or resources to the translation work. In 
a sense, this was a resource used in negotiation—
you cannot do what you don’t have the resources 
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to do. One consequence of this decision was for 
Finland HR to include English language skills 
into all recruitment and selection criteria for 
new employees. The second key resource used 
by Group HR was the re-emphasising of the 
strategic mandate behind the introduction of the 
e-HRM system, in this case the pursuit of process 
standardisation and data integrity. By adopting a 
common language these two goals could be more 
easily achieved. To follow up this argument in 
negotiations, access rights to the system in many 
areas were reduced to viewing only.

However, in reference to certain strategic 
goals like freeing HR personnel from more ad-
ministrative tasks not actually being achieved, 
the standardised use of English was contested by 
Finland HR on the grounds that it contradicted 
other INTRACOM goals. This was also evident 
in Finland HR’s concern that the standardised use 
of English sat in direct contrast to the Group’s re-
cent large-scale promotion of workforce diversity 
and inclusiveness. In their view, using a language 
many employees found difficult to understand was 
having precisely the opposite effect.

This language issue comes up every time we 
have a staff council meeting. […] There are lots 
of people that feel excluded, because they can’t 
understand what is being talked about and there 
are thousands of e-mails and intranet messages 
arriving in English. And we really don’t have the 
resources in HR, or in any other departments, to 
do the translating.

In terms of negotiation outcomes, the argu-
ments for local system adaptations for linguistic 
reasons have largely been unsuccessful regardless 
of the resources used in negotiations. Evidently, 
the costs of adaptation and the threat to process 
standardisation and data integrity have out-
weighed local, operational concerns and apparent 
contradictions in Group policy.

Grey Areas of HR Policy?

INTRACOM’s Group HR strategy clearly spelt 
out the need for greater HR process standardisa-
tion and the movement towards a single, global 
HRM system. Taken together, the strategic man-
date from the Group’s perspective did not leave 
much room for manoeuvre in terms of local 
adaptation. However, they did acknowledge the 
need to adhere to local regulations. The Finland 
Country HR Manager interpreted the Group ap-
proach as follows:

We’re moving towards having more global pro-
cesses in HR, and then some local processes. The 
local [processes] are the ones we refer to as being 
defined in collective bargaining agreements or 
local law. But there should actually be nothing 
in between. (Country HR Manager)

Indeed, subsidiary HR came to understand 
that this approach really meant that everything 
will be standardised up until the point where it is 
deemed illegal. Over time, Finland HR personnel 
thus found it increasingly difficult to negotiate for 
greater flexibility due to this approach of global, 
local and nothing in between. Their scope for 
negotiation was effectively limited due to the 
Group’s stance that there should not be any grey 
areas.

In reality, of course, this approach was not so 
easy to follow and a number of resources were 
used by the different parties either to convince 
the other that something was or wasn’t illegal, or 
that it really is or isn’t a grey area of HR policy. 
One of the tools used in such negotiations was 
HR steering committees, which were used as 
a forum to present arguments for local adapta-
tion and process standardisation and return a 
decision on how to proceed. The steering com-
mittee consisted of HR representatives from the 
different European regions and Group HR. The 
logic was that serious local requests for deviating 
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from the standard process would be discussed by 
the committee. Over time, Finland HR came to 
learn which arguments never succeeded in this 
process (e.g. language) and which ones stood a 
chance. Based on experience, the Nordic HR 
representative would also sometimes refuse to 
put certain subsidiary requests on the commit-
tee table knowing that they were not convincing 
enough. In addition, the bureaucratic nature of the 
decision-making process itself seemed to act as 
a disincentive to formulate a case for adaptation. 
Collectively, the INTRACOM Group appeared to 
have used their resources in negotiation in such 
a way so as to persuade Finland HR to not enter 
into negotiations in the first place.

Another important feature of the steering com-
mittee was its use as an internal benchmarking 
tool. Via a process of coercive comparison (Ferner 
& Edwards, 1995), the committee would compare 
the experiences and arguments of similar units and 
use them as a resource in negotiating for greater 
standardisation. In other words, if one unit could 
standardise the process or adopt English as the 
common language without any problems then the 
others could too. Sometimes as a result, suppos-
edly grey areas looked a lot more clear-cut.

The definition of what contravened local law 
and what didn’t was strictly verified by Group 
HR. By explicitly requiring Finland HR personnel 
to provide independent legal proof that a certain 
part of Group HR policy was illegal, including 
which paragraph of the law, INTRACOM was 
effectively reducing Finland HR’s ability to 
‘interpret’ the local context in their favour—a 
potentially powerful resource for subsidiaries in 
such negotiations:

You can only deviate from [Global HR policy] if 
you have a legal reason. And we actually need 
to confirm it through our Head of Legal Affairs, 
that this is a legal requirement in Finland. It 
isn’t enough that the answer comes from us. (HR 
Advisor)

In some cases the Group’s tough stance in 
negotiations has forced Finland HR to shift their 
emphasis from operational arguments or argu-
ments based on local norms to legal arguments. 
One example of this was the letters sent out to 
new employees. The new e-HRM system, to be 
used shortly by the shared service centre, was 
designed so that standardised ‘new joiner’ letter 
templates were sent out in English. Rather than 
argue that certain employees would not understand 
the letter or “that wouldn’t be the way things are 
done here”, which would most likely have been 
insufficient reasons, instead Finland HR have had 
to find the appropriate piece of local legislation 
that stipulates that firms are obliged to provide 
such letters in Finnish and/or Swedish.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

By adopting a micro-political perspective, the 
main objective of the present study was to ex-
plore the ways in which the IT-based integration 
of HRM is negotiated and contested within a 
foreign MNC subsidiary setting. The specific 
aims of the research were to identify those issues 
which generate the greatest degree of conflict 
during the IT-based integration process, they 
key parties involved and the resources used by 
those parties during negotiation. In doing so, the 
study acknowledges the potentially significant 
role of micro politics in the MNC’s use of control 
mechanisms in general (e.g. Geppert & Meyer, 
2006) and HRM integration in particular (e.g. 
Martin & Beaumont, 1999; Ferner et al, 2004; 
Edwards et al, 2007).

The study’s findings provide broad support 
for the argument made here that the implemen-
tation of a globally integrated e-HRM system 
not only provides fertile ground for revisiting 
the HRM global-local debate, but furthermore, 
that it generates a somewhat transparent forum 
in which to observe key actors forced to come 
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together in a relatively short period of time to 
make their case for either the standardisation or 
local adaptation of a range of HRM practices. 
Accordingly, researchers are presented with a 
fairly unique opportunity to investigate where the 
most conflict arises, what arguments each party 
is using, and the resources each party deploys to 
advance their own interests. 

Three issues were identified as generating the 
most conflict. Firstly, the e-HRM system design 
generated conflict perhaps because it represented 
the first genuine opportunity for parties to shape 
local HRM practices and processes. Accordingly, 
system design negotiations involving three main 
parties—Group HR, Finland HR and the IT system 
consultants—were characterised by all parties 
deploying multiple negotiation resources. In terms 
of the parties involved, the role of the third-party 
consultants was particularly significant. On the 
one hand, the consultants commanded a powerful 
negotiating position by being able to switch from 
Group orders (or mandate) to technical know-how 
to plain ignorance in resisting requests for local 
modifications from subsidiary HR personnel. 
On the other hand, the consultants’ lack of local 
contextual knowledge also handed subsidiary HR 
with additional bargaining power. Indeed, scholars 
have identified the potentially unconstructive and 
powerful role played by consultants who may be 
trying to sell inappropriate e-HRM packages as 
part of a broader ERP solution (Walker, 2001; 
Lengnick-Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 2006). Sup-
ported by the findings of the present study, criti-
cal investigation into the roles of consultants in 
e-HRM system design and integration would be 
a constructive area for further research.

The second area of conflict was the stan-
dardised use of English, which caused widespread 
discontent throughout the Finnish subsidiary. 
Despite the number of negotiation resources 
deployed by Finland HR personnel, the strategic 
mandate (process standardisation, data integrity 
etc.) and the business case of cost seemed to out-

weigh most obvious language-related concerns. In 
terms of designing an effective globally integrated 
e-HRM system, which in turn facilitates moves 
towards a shared service model of HR delivery, 
the standardised use of English is a logical deci-
sion. However, the far-reaching implications of 
a strictly standardised language policy such as 
end users failing to understand what they are 
expected to do and lack of clarity and resources 
concerning translation responsibilities points to 
the pervasive role of language in multinational 
management and how it is often overlooked (e.g. 
Marschan et al, 1997). This is not to mention the 
feelings of exclusion that result.

Globally integrated e-HRM systems are not 
well suited to addressing potentially grey areas 
of HR policy. Instead, the huge costs associated 
with adaptation together with the system’s key 
strengths in streamlining HR processes, are more 
likely to encourage a black and white approach 
to HRM standardisation and local adaptation. 
This was clearly evident in this study whereby 
the black and white approach was reinforced by 
questions of legality. Indeed, in terms of nego-
tiation resources, the message being communi-
cated by Group HR was that only verified legal 
constraints will suffice in negotiating deviations 
from Group-wide HR policies and processes. An 
interesting question warranting further research 
in this respect is whether the MNC parent uses 
certain arguments (or negotiation resources) more 
when seeking to achieve global integration via 
e-HRM systems compared to other situations. 
In this study the issue of cost, as a business case, 
played a significant role. Thus, there appeared to 
be connections to the cost-minimisation approach 
to the HRM global-local decision presented by 
Schmitt and Sadowski (2003), who argue that 
MNC decisions on this issue can be explained 
by applying rational economic thinking about the 
relative costs of achieving HRM centralisation 
and decentralisation. 

On a more general note, the present study 
reported an MNC’s attempts at greater HR pro-
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cess standardisation, facilitated by the global 
integration of an e-HRM system. In reference 
to the international HRM literature, this is an 
intriguing development given HRM’s report-
edly high cultural sensitivity (e.g. Tayeb, 1998). 
However, it is also worth noting here precisely 
what is being standardised and what is not. As 
Schuler (1992) argues, there are various levels 
of HRM ranging from HRM philosophies to 
HRM policies and practices. Research has since 
shown that the extent of HRM integration and 
responsiveness is likely to differ between these 
levels (e.g. Tayeb, 1998; Sippola & Smale, 2007). 
From this perspective, e-HRM systems may be 
able to standardise certain levels of HRM such as 
the philosophy behind its delivery and a range of 
transactional HRM processes, but it may be less 
successful in achieving the global integration of 
certain institutionally sensitive HRM practices.

In the IT literature we have come to under-
stand that the key strengths of large-scale IT 
systems, such as ERP-based solutions, risk being 
undermined by excessive concessions and local 
modifications. This study has demonstrated at 
least that there can be few sufficiently compelling 
reasons for local adaptation. In this sense, will 
globally integrated e-HRM systems of this kind 
become somewhat of an oxymoron and lead to a 
disappointing uptake by end users, or will local 
HR personnel have to assume additional respon-
sibilities in ensuring that end users do not become 
disenfranchised. Either way, it would appear that 
although HR professionals might benefit from 
such systems by allowing them to hand over more 
routine administrative HR transactions (e.g. Red-
dington & Martin, 2007), these tasks could just as 
easily be replaced not by more strategic roles, but 
by other administrative tasks aimed at limiting 
the negative impact of the system itself. If this is 
the case, the transformational effect of e-HRM 
systems on the HR function will be limited.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE  
RESEARCH

Any interpretations or conclusions based on the 
present study must of course be made in light of 
its limitations. Nevertheless, the limitations out-
lined below can also serve as potentially fruitful 
avenues for future research. Firstly, in order to 
establish a picture of the lived ‘reality’ of corporate 
control and coordination mechanisms (Geppert 
& Meyer, 2006), the study only drew upon the 
experiences and perceptions of subsidiary HR 
personnel. To alleviate potential respondent bias, 
interviews with representatives from headquarters 
and third-party consultants would have provided 
a more balanced account and served as an effec-
tive means through which to gain insights about 
each party’s responses to the other’s tactics and 
political stratagems (Oliver, 1991). Future studies 
in this area might therefore benefit from viewing 
HRM system integration outcomes as the result 
of complex negotiations between these different 
parties.

Secondly, and related to the first limitation, 
some of the findings of the study could be ex-
plained by the relatively small size of the Finnish 
subsidiary and its institutional setting. However, 
the aim of the study was not to explain negotiation 
outcomes, but rather to identify the main areas of 
conflict, which parties were involved and which 
negotiation resources were used. In this sense, it 
would be interesting to investigate whether these 
issues of conflict and use of negotiation resources 
differ across subsidiaries of different size and 
background. Furthermore, future studies could 
go on to evaluate the effectiveness of various 
negotiation resources in terms of their ability to 
promote interests and successfully achieve more 
room for manoeuvre. 

Lastly, the findings are based on data from 
one MNC. As is typical to any single, in-depth 
case study, the generalisability of the findings 
is limited. However, when positioned methodi-
cally as a longitudinal and representative case 
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(Yin, 2003), this paper has contributed to our 
understanding about how HRM integration is 
negotiated between different key actors and the 
role that micro politics plays in this process. 
More specifically, it is demonstrated here that 
the introduction of a globally integrated e-HRM 
system offers academics in the field of HRM a rare 
opportunity to observe how HRM practices are 
established and controlled in MNC subsidiaries 
as well as the rationale used.
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Key Terms

Micro-Political Perspective:  Turns the spot-
light on the conflicts that emerge when powerful 
actors with divergent goals, interests and identi-

ties negotiate with each other locally and across 
national and functional borders.

Standardization: Establishing a standard 
procedure or practice for optimising the economic 
use of resources.

Localization:  Adapting a system to take into 
account different languages, customs, symbols 
and legislation.

ENDNOTE

1	 For confidentiality reasons a pseudonym 
is used and certain details concerning the 
organisation’s titles have been kept vague.
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Introduction

Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS) 
research lacks theoretical depth and richness. 
For that reason this chapter applies a theory to 

HRIS implementation developed by DeSanctis 
& Poole (1994), originally for studying informa-
tion systems implementation, namely Adaptive 
Structuration Theory (AST). AST assumes 
that information systems and organizations are 

Abstract

Research on Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS) implementation lacks theoretical depth and 
richness. For that reason this paper applies a theory to HRIS implementation developed by Gerardine 
DeSanctis and Marshal Scott Poole originally for studying information systems implementation, namely 
Adaptive Structuration Theory (AST). AST is based on Structuration Theory, a theory from sociology, 
and assumes that information systems and organizations are fundamentally interrelated. They influence 
each other mutually. In this paper concepts from AST are applied to a HRIS implementation at Dow 
Chemicals. The case shows how a HRIS’ philosophy through appropriation by end-users is being real-
ized in HRIS outcomes.
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interrelated. In this paper concepts from AST 
are applied to study the HRIS implementation 
at Dow Chemicals. In this way the case of Dow 
shows how an HRIS’ philosophy, in AST terms 
called spirit, is brought to life through appropria-
tion by end-users and is shown in expected and 
unexpected HRIS outcomes.

In this first section, HRIS research up to date 
is summarized. Subsequently, Adaptive Structura-
tion Theory will be described and some interest-
ing results provided with the help of this theory 
presented. In section three the research methods 
applied are described, and after that in section 
four the HRIS implementation at Dow Chemicals 
will be presented.

Human Resource Information  
Systems Research Up to Date

In this paper we define HRISs as all IT-based 
information systems and applications, either 
stand-alone or networked, for human resource 
management purposes, be it for facilitating HR 
practices, policies or strategies. In earlier studies 
HRISs have been excluded from the e-HRM area 
since some authors were of the opinion that there 
was a fundamental difference between HRIS and 
e-HR in that. Basically, HRISs were directed 
towards the HR department itself. Users of these 
systems were mainly HR staff as these types of 
systems aimed to improve the processes within 
the HR department itself (RuëL, Bondarouk & 
Looise, 2004).

In this paper however, we consider the term 
HRIS to encapsulate the whole area of IT, inter-
net technology and HRM. The commonly used 
terms nowadays like e-HRM, web-based HRM, 
and IT based HRM are considered as develop-
ments within the area of HRISs. Although we 
agree that HRISs in the early days concerned 
mainly IT-based information systems for the HR 
department, we do not agree that a line can be 
drawn between IT-based information systems for 
HR and internet-based HR applications, they are 

basically similar: IT technologies for HR activities, 
whether performed within the HR department or 
outside the HR department, for example by line 
managers and employees. 

HRISs in their current appearance emerged 
from a number of developments in society and 
business. Following Lengnick-Hall & Moritz 
(2003) the first building block for HRIS’ was the 
worldwide distribution of PC’s that facilitated 
managers and employees with the hardware to 
perform HR tasks electronically. However, with 
the availability of PCs computer literacy had to 
increase in order to enable managers and employ-
ees to use the technology. The Internet opened 
the way to connect PC’s and to communicate in 
real-time. In this way many physical hurdles that 
before formed obstacles for efficient interaction 
and smooth business processes were bypassed. 
On top of that enterprise resource planning 
(ERP) systems created the opportunity to link all 
business processes. Databases that before were 
isolated could be integrated and “into a seam-
less whole for real-time transaction processing 
and decision making” [3; p. 367]. The final stage 
arrived when HR professionals and information 
technology specialists joined forces and developed 
electronic information systems “that moved HR 
information and decision making from file draw-
ers to computers” [3; p. 367]. HR processes were 
reengineered to eliminate steps and to speed up 
cycle times.

Broadly speaking, HRISs appear in three 
types: operational HRIS’s, relational HRISs, and 
transformational HRISs. This division is based 
upon RuëL, Bondarouk and Looise (2004). The 
first type, operational HRISs, concern systems 
that are used for basic HR activities in the ad-
ministrative area, such as payroll and personnel 
data administration (employee’s personal data, job 
description, CV, holiday leave etc.). The second 
type, relational HRISs concerns more advanced 
HRM activities, those that involve interaction 
between a professional source, a HRIS application 
and employees and/or management. Examples of 
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relational HRISs are recruitment and selection 
systems, training and development systems and 
performance management systems. The system 
contains the professional instruments, such as 
a professional questionnaire assessing an em-
ployee’s development level, and employees and 
management have the online access to use them 
wherever, whenever. Transformational HRISs, 
the third type, are the ones for HR activities with 
a strategic character like organisational change 
processes, strategic re-orientation, strategic 
competence management. Examples of HRIS 
applications of this type are corporate online 
discussion platforms, weblogs or applications that 
guide employees through the objectives, stages and 
methods of an organisational change process, or 
applications for assessment of professional skills 
and offering online advice for skill development 
aligned with strategic HR objectives.

So far, large companies have tried to imple-
ment HRISs of all the three types whereas smaller 
and mid-size companies implemented mostly the 
operational and relational HRISs.

HRIS Research Up to Date

Research on HRISs started to take off in the second 
half of the 1980’s, but it developed slowly and it for 
sure did not maturate. Research articles from those 
‘early days’ are from DeSanctis (1986); Kavanagh, 
Gueutal & Tannenbaum (1990); Cascio & Awad 
(1981); Haines & Petit (1997), Limburg, Looise & 
Ruël (1998). The research topic received renewed 
attention with the growing importance of Internet 
technology. Since the second half of the 1990’s 
organizations started to apply this technology for 
Human Resource Management purposes. ‘Early 
birds’ on the role of Internet-based applications 
for HRM in particular were Lepak & Snell (1998) 
and Wright & Dyer (2000). However, these papers 
mainly aimed at outlining the importance of the 
issue, and limitedly empirical. Overall, Strohmeier 
(2006) found 18 appropriate studies that can be 
labelled as empirical HRIS (he prefers to use the 

term e-HRM) studies, nine from the pre-Internet 
era, nine from the Internet-era. Only a few new 
empirical articles have appeared since Strohm-
eier’s last study mentioned (RuëL, Bondarouk 
and Looise, 2004) was published. Bell, Sae-Won 
Lee & Yeung(2006) studied the impact of e-HR 
on professional competence in HRM and found 
through interviews with HR professionals from 
19 firms that “[HRIS] is a driving force in the 
transformation of the HR function” (p. 306). Their 
data suggest that this transformation is reshaping 
the competencies that define HR professionals’ 
success (p. 306). Guiderdoni (2006) concludes 
that different types of middle managers, she 
distinguishes four, respond differently to HRISs. 
Bondarouk & Ruël (2006) and Ruël, Bondarouk 
& van der Velde (2007) conclude that especially 
the content and the structure of a web-based HRIS 
application has a positive influence on perceived 
HRM effectiveness.

Overall, we are of the opinion that HRIS re-
search is in its infancy, though trying to mature 
if we look at conference initiatives and upcoming 
special journal issues and books on HRIS/e-HR. 
Existing research foci still need to be broadened 
and to be deepened in order to let HRIS research 
maturate. This conclusion becomes even more 
evident if we look at the theoretical development 
of the HRIS research area. 

Martin, Wood & Collings (2006) note, to-
gether with Shrivastave & Shaw (2004) RuëL, 
Bondarouk and Looise (2004) were the first to 
provide a theoretical framework for HRIS adop-
tion. Strohmeier (2006) ignores even Shrivas-
tava & Shaw’s framework and only recognizes 
two studies that employ frameworks in order to 
systematise examined consequences: Gardner, 
Lepak & Bartol (2003), and RuëL, Bondarouk and 
Looise (2004). A very recent attempt to theorize 
and model HRIS drivers, intervening factors, and 
consequences comes from Stone, Stone-Romero 
& Lukaszewski (2006). However, yet next to a 
limited empirical basis we observe that the HRIS 
field is also under-theorized, an opinion shared by 
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Reddington & Martin (2006) and Martin, Wood & 
Collings (2006). For that reason, in this paper we 
apply a powerful theory developed by DeSanctis 
& Poole, Adaptive Structuration Theory.

Adaptive Structuration  
Theory (AST): a Brief  
Introduction

DeSanctis & Poole (1994) and Poole & DeSanctis 
(1990) ; Poole & DeSanctis (1989), were inspired 
by the basic ideas of Structuration theory and 
developed an extended theory, initially to study 
groups using group decision support systems 
(GDSSs). In more recent publications the focus 
has been broadened towards advanced infor-
mation technologies in general (DeSanctis & 
Poole,1994) .

With AST, DeSanctis and Poole tried to develop 
a theory that holds the ‘middle ground’, inspired by 
the work of Anthony Giddens they want to position 
themselves between technological determinism 
(or objectivism) and voluntarism (or subjectivism). 
Initially, AST was developed for studying groups 
which were using an electronic group decision sup-
port system. “It looks into the process of human 
usage of computer systems and at the nature of 
group-computer interaction”, was the argument 
advanced by [22, p. 150]. Poole & DeSanctis 
(1989) were of the opinion that the concept of 
information technology should be reconsidered, 
and that structuration theory would assist them 
to achieve this and to formulate their adaptive 
structuration theory. Poole & DeSanctis (1989) 
state: “Building on the theories of structuration 
advanced by several European social theorists, 
the theory of adaptive structuration attempts to 
explain how technology affects group and or-
ganizational processes and resultant outcomes” 
[22 ; p.149). Their AST holds that it is the active 
use of technology by people that determines the 
observable outcomes, rather than the view that 
technology is a direct, causal, influence on human 

behavior. This is the approach we adopt in this 
study. Therefore, we begin with a closer look at 
the basics of AST.

The Basics of Adaptive  
Structuration Theory

As has already been noted, AST initially in par-
ticular focused on group processes for the purpose 
of studying the use of group decision support 
systems. The reason for labeling it as ‘adaptive’ 
is that adaptation to the situation is seen as the 
primary goal of group action. This approach can 
accept differences in outcomes that occur even 
when the same conditions exist, since AST accepts 
that groups are not merely information processing 
entities but that they have a social existence that 
has to be considered when using group technolo-
gies (Chin, Gopal & Salisbury, 1997). DeSanctis 
& Poole (1994) developed a model that presents 
AST in its full context, as presented in Figure 
2.1. The eight arrows in the model reflect seven 
hypotheses:

1.	 Advanced information technologies (AIT) 
provide structures (in terms of structura-
tion theory) which can be described in 
terms of their spirit and features. Dif-
ferent sets of spirits and features lead to 
different forms of interaction with the 
technology.

2.	 Use of AIT structures can vary depending 
on other contingencies that offer alterna-
tive sources of structures.

3 & 4. New sources of structure emerge as the 
technology and other sources of structure 
are applied during the course of interac-
tion.

5.	 New structures emerge in group interac-
tions as the spirit and features of an AIT 
are appropriated in a given context and 
then reproduced in group interactions over 
time.
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6.	 Group decision processes will vary de-
pending on the nature of AIT appropria-
tion.

7.	 The nature of AIT appropriation will vary 
depending on the group internal system.

8.	 Given AIT and other sources of structure 
(n1, n2, n3, etc.) ideal appropriation pro-
cesses, and decision processes that fit the 
task at hand, then the desired outcomes 
of AIT use will result.

Figure 1, and the seven hypotheses represent 
the original AST model. They are based upon 
two main ideas: firstly that advanced information 
technologies are social in nature. This is expressed 
by the concept of spirit. Secondly that advanced 
information technologies are being ‘realized’ by 
its use. This is expressed by the concept of ap-
propriation. 

Since AST was initially developed to study 
group decision support systems in use, the model 
and the hypotheses contain ‘decision processes’, 
‘decision outcomes’, and ‘group’s internal system’. 
Good examples of applying AST in studying 
electronic group system use do exist and include 
Poole & DeSanctis (1992), Wheeler, Mennecke & 
Scudder (1993), Chin, Gopal & Salisbury (1997), 

Kahai, Sosik & Avolio (1997), and Majchrzak, 
Rice, Malhotra, King & Ba (2000).

However, DeSanctis & Poole (1994) stress that 
AST is also useful for studying other advanced 
information technologies. We are especially in-
terested in applying it to HRIS implementations. 
Furthermore, AST can be considered as a general 
framework from which more specific hypotheses 
can be drawn. In this paper it is especially the 
concepts of spirit and appropriation, that we be-
lieve are promising and these have not been used 
before in studies on HRISs.

Applying AST to office technology gives our 
study an interesting challenge. In the following 
sub sections we elaborate on the spirit and the 
appropriation of office technology.

Spirit of Technology

One of the central elements of AST is the belief 
that advanced information technology is social 
in nature. Hence, the introduction of the concept 
of spirit. DeSanctis & Poole (1994) define spirit 
as follows: “Spirit is the general intent with re-
gard to values and goals underlying a given set 
of structural features” (p. 126). The concept 
of spirit concerns the ‘official line’ which the 

Figure 1. The original adaptive structuration theory model (adapted from DeSanctis & Poole, 1994)
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technology presents to people regarding how to 
act when using the system, how to interpret its 
features, and how to fill in gaps in procedure 
which are not explicitly specified (p.126). The 
spirit of a technology provides what Giddens calls 
‘legitimation’ to the technology by supplying a 
normative frame with regard to behaviors that are 
appropriate in the context of the technology” [1 ; 
p.126). The spirit can also give ‘signification’ to 
users, as it helps them to understand and interpret 
the meaning of the IT. Finally, the spirit can be 
a means of ‘domination’, because it presents the 
type of influential moves to be used with the IT. 
Some users may be privileged by this and others 
constrained. Therefore, in terms of structuration 
theory, the concept of spirit concerns the total set 
of possible structures promoted that may be called 
upon by means of the structural features (later on 
in this section we will discuss how to define the 
structural features). The concept of spirit suits 
very well what Orlikowski & Robey (1991) calls 
the ‘interpretive flexibility’ of information tech-
nology. The implication of this assumption is that 
the realization of any object may differ between 
situations, and that the object itself can change as 
people change their mode of using it. 

In terms of AST, structural features are the 
specific rules and resources, or capabilities, of-
fered by the system. This suggests that an office 
technology must contain ‘visible’ structures but 
we do not agree with this point of view. In AST, 
the concepts of spirit and structural features are 
not clearly separated. Structural features only 
refer to the technical capabilities of a system. 
Structures never have a physical form, struc-
tures can only become ‘visible’ in human action. 
Information technology, in our perception, may 
consist of dozens of technical capabilities, but 
it is the technology’s spirit that enables users to 
make sense out of these capabilities. Therefore 
we prefer to speak of technical features, rather 
than structural features.

In the context of information technology, it 
can be said that, when users work with a specific 

information technology means, they make a selec-
tion from the potential of structures ‘offered’ by 
the spirit, by means of the technical features. This 
implies that a technology’s spirit can enable users 
to appropriate, but it also can constrain them. 

In conclusion, we define the concept of the 
spirit of information technology as the general 
intent with regard to values and goals underlying a 
given set of technical features. This differs a little 
from the definition of DeSanctis & Poole (1994) 
, because in our view their distinction between 
the non-technical part and the technical part of 
technology is not sufficiently clear. A technology’s 
spirit is the ‘official line’ regarding how to act when 
using a technology. HRISs (and thus its spirit) can 
only be realized in actual use, which is refered to 
as appropriation. If, in a certain context, users do 
not appropriate an HRIS in accordance with its 
spirit, this may lead to unanticipated outcomes. 
In this way, it can be theoretically understood 
why similar office technologies, even in similar 
contexts, can lead to different outcomes. Related 
ways of referring to a technology’s spirit in this 
paper will be through the use of terms such as 
‘underlying philosophy’ or ‘intention’ of an in-
formation technology. 

After having explained the concept of spirit, 
the following section elaborates further on the 
concept of appropriation.

Office Technology Appropriation

AST considers information technology use as a 
matter of appropriation. In the relatively short his-
tory of AST, its developers have gone through some 
changes in the way they conceptualize appropria-
tion. Initially, AST distinguished three dimensions 
of appropriation: faithfulness of appropriation, 
attitudes towards appropriation, and the level of 
consensus on the appropriation. However, after 
rethinking the theory of adaptive structuration, 
DeSanctis & Poole (1994) distinguish four di-
mensions of appropriation: appropriation moves, 
faithfulness of appropriation, attitudes towards 
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appropriation, and instrumental uses. So, they 
added appropriation moves and instrumental 
uses, and removed consensus on appropriation. 
We believe that a combination of DeSanctis & 
Poole (1994) and Poole & DeSanctis (1992) pro-
vides the most useful concept of appropriation. 
We therefore include all the dimensions in our 
concept of appropriation.

So far, in our elaboration, we have adopted 
from AST the two central concepts; the spirit of 
an HRIS and appropriation. These concepts will 
be our main ‘sources’ in developing a research 
model that suits our study on HRISs.

HRIS Outcomes

It is assumed that an HRIS is not implemented in 
organizations without reason. We suppose, if an 
HRIS is appropriated in accordance with its spirit, 
that the expected effects will arise. In general, the 
main reason for the implementation of an HRIS is 
to increase business performance (productivity, 
efficiency, quality of services). 

We assume, based upon Beer et al.’s ideas about 
the expected results or outcomes of HRM, that 
HRISs also aim to achieve a certain set of out-
comes. As stated earlier, implementing an HRIS 
in our view, is a way of carrying out HRM, it is 
a way of thinking about and implementing HRM 
strategies, policies, and practices. By following a 
specific HRIS direction, an organization expects 
to achieve certain goals: an improvement in the 
HR’s strategic orientation, an improvement in 
client focus and satisfaction, and a decrease in 
costs or increased efficiency. 

Besides these goals that can lead to anticipated 
outcomes, a number of so-called ‘overall’ organi-
zational goals can be distinguished regarding an 
organization’s ‘social capital’. All HRM activi-
ties, and therefore also all e-HRM activities, will 
implicitly or explicitly be directed towards these 
‘overall’ goals. Beer, Spector, Lawrence, Mills & 
Walton (1984) distinguish four possibilities: high 

commitment, high competence, cost effective-
ness, and higher congruence. By high commit-
ment they mean that the workforce is motivated 
and understanding, and that they are willing to 
interact with the management about changes in 
the organizational environment and the impact 
that this can have on the internal organization. 
For HR itself, this means that it should be able 
to play the role of change agent, to use (Ulrich, 
1997) terminology. High commitment implies 
a high level of trust between management and 
workforce. High competence points towards 
the capacities of employees to learn new tasks 
and roles if the circumstances require it. For HR 
itself it means, in Ulrich’s framework, playing 
the employee champion role. Cost effectiveness 
refers to the competitiveness of pay levels and 
employee turnover rate, and to the acceptability 
of costs resulting from employee resistance such 
as strikes. As Ulrich (1997) states, HR itself has 
to be able to play the administrative expert role 
in order to contribute to an organization’s cost 
effectiveness. Finally, higher congruence refers 
to the internal organization, the reward system, 
and the ‘input, throughput, and output’ of person-
nel, which need to be structured in the interests 
of all stakeholders.

Towards a Research Model

In this section we will combine the above-de-
scribed ‘ingredients’ in a research model, which 
will then guide our study on HRIS implementa-
tion:

Research method

In this paper we apply a case study approach. 
Within the case study approach, specific tech-
niques have to be selected for collecting the data. 
One of the components of the method is that the 
data collected must be suitable for answering the 
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research questions and for testing the hypotheses. 
As noted earlier, our research is basically of a 
soft-line deterministic nature, as our research 
model, is based on AST. 

We have several techniques at our disposal, 
such as conversational interviews, non-conver-
sational interviews or written questionnaires, 
participant observation, and document analysis. 
For our study we have chosen conversational 
and non-conversational interviews (written 
questionnaires) as the dominant techniques. The 
conversational interviews particularly are used to 
describe the variables in the research model, the 
non-conversational interviews are used for testing 
the hypotheses which represent the relationships 
between the variables in the research model.

Conversational interviews are adequate for the 
following reasons. Firstly, we studied an HRIS 
implementation retrospectively. Because of time 
constraints it was not possible to participate in 
a HRIS projects from start to end. Secondly, 
through the use of conversational interviews with 
representatives of all groups of participants, it was 
possible to reconstruct an HRIS implementation 
from start to end. In this sense, the conversational 
interviews are used as an instrument for ethno-
graphical purposes. ‘Traditional’ ethnographical 
methods concern participant observation within 

a specific context, often for a considerable a pe-
riod of time; the researcher is in fact the research 
instrument. Because of the practical constraints 
it was not possible to participate in a number of 
office technology projects over a period of time. 
Therefore we had to choose an alternative; we 
used project participants who had been able to 
observe the project as ‘researchers’ and let them 
tell their story. As this includes representatives of 
all the project parties, we have a so-called multi-
view of the project, and are able to describe the 
variables as discerned in our research model. The 
non-conversational interviews, which we will refer 
to as questionnaires from now on, were used to 
test our hypotheses. 

Besides the two types of interviews as the 
dominant techniques, and the analysis of docu-
ments as additional techniques, we also used 
immediate participant observations as a source 
of data. As explained, it was not possible to be 
constantly present in the projects, but in all of 
them we observed a number of users of the newly 
implemented HRIS over a short period of time. 
The data collected in this way is in addition to 
the data obtained from the dominant techniques. 
How we developed the instruments for use in the 
case studies is described below.

Figure 2. The research model
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Results: an HRIS implementation 
at Dow Chemicals

The Dow Chemical Company is one of the largest 
chemical companies in the world. This US-based 
company (Midland, Michigan) is now active in 
33 countries around the globe. Dow was until 
recently a country-oriented company, with fairly 
autonomous sites around the world only loosely 
coupled with Dow sites in other countries. Dur-
ing the mid-1990s this changed, and Dow aimed 
to become a global company in which the glob-
ally dispersed sites would be turned more into 
business-oriented units. Dow’s current organiza-
tional structure is flat (a maximum of six layers) 
and based upon worldwide-organized businesses. 
This provides employees with a high level of 
independence and accountability, and employees 
work in self-managing teams, process operators 
as well as managers.

The Research Site: Dow Benelux B.V.

Dow Benelux is part of the global Dow Company, 
and has ten production locations and three office 

locations. Dow’s largest production site outside 
of the United States is located in Terneuzen (the 
Netherlands). This site consists of 41 units, of 
which 26 are factories. Dow’s European account-
ing unit and its Research and Development unit 
are also located in Terneuzen. The total number 
of employees at Dow Benelux is about 2800, with 
about 600 in Belgium and 2200 in the Netherlands 
(with 2100 in Terneuzen). The average period that 
the employees have been working at Dow Benelux 
is 16 years, and their average age is 42.

Dow Benelux produces more than 800 different 
products, most of which are semi-manufactured 
goods for application in all kinds of products 
used in aspects of our daily lives. Examples 
of markets where Dow is a major ‘player’ are: 
furniture and furnishings (carpets, furniture 
materials), maintenance of buildings (paint, 
coatings, cleaning materials, isolation), personal 
care (soap, creams, lotions, packing materials), 
and health and medicine (gloves for surgeons, 
diapers, sport articles). 

Table 1. Concepts, definitions and indicators

Concept Definition Indicators

Spirit of HRIS The extent to which the general intent regarding the 
values and goals underlying an HRISs set of technical 
features is clear to users.

the technology’s goals
the ‘thought behind’ an HRIS
knowing where effective use of an HRIS leads to
knowing what developers aimed for
knowing how an HRIS is used optimally

Technical features The visible, technical capabilities users are offered 
being a part of an HRIS. 

Level of restrictiveness
Level of sophistication
Degree of comprehensiveness

Appropriation The physical and mental activities that users of HRIS 
carry out while making a selection from the potential 
set of structures of an HRIS, represented by the spirit 
and the technical features, for the day-to-day practices.

Actual use (moves)
Use in line with the spirit (faithful appropriation)
Usefulness of an HRIS
Ease of use of an HRIS
Instrumental use of an HRIS
Consensus about use

HRIS outcomes The extent to which the day-to-day activities of the 
group of users of an HRIS have to be carried out to 
meet the standards required.

Commitment
Congruence
Cost effectiveness
Competence
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Starting with e-HRM at Dow: The 
Spirit of the People Success System

In 1997, Dow started to introduce the People Suc-
cess System (PSS): “a system of Human Resource 
reference materials and tools that help provide the 
underpinnings of Dow’s new culture”. Before the 
introduction of PSS (which is technically based 
upon Peoplesoft), Dow already had a number of 
electronic HR systems in use. PSS’s difference 
was that it was based upon the idea of having one 
database, and more importantly, with PSS, a com-
pletely new HR philosophy was introduced.

With the PSS, Dow’s management aimed to 
provide an integrated Human Resources system 
that supported Dow’s strategy and enabled the cul-
ture that is necessary for individual and business 
success to flourish. Further, Dow’s management 
aimed to support a global business organiza-
tion, empower employees, support a de-layered 
organization and self-directed teams, and create 
a change-ready workforce.

The Spirit of the PSS

The People Success System is a result of Dow’s 
strategic, global, competence-based HR policy. It 
is a system of ‘Human Resource reference materi-
als and tools that help provide the underpinnings 
of Dow’s new culture’. The electronic tool is seen 
as a necessary enabler. The PSS consists of four 
components, visualized as four pieces of a puzzle: 
one in the center, and the other three around it. 
The middle piece, the heart of the ‘People Success 
puzzle’, is Performance Expectations and seen 
as the central component of the entire system. It 
describes the required contributions from both 
the employees and the company for success. The 
other pieces are compensation, development, and 
opportunities.

Dow plans and decides on how many, and 
what kinds of, talents are needed for the future 
through its Corporate Staffing strategy, Strategic 
HR Planning, and Workforce of the Future. It is 

claimed that Dow attracts new employees through 
providing them with challenging and interesting 
work, extensive resources for personnel develop-
ment, empowerment, competitive pay and global 
scope. 

Appropriation of the HRIS at Dow 
Chemicals Company

This part describes the way people at Dow ap-
propriate the People Success System, that is how 
people incorporate the PSS’ spirit through using 
the web-based tools and resources available into 
their day-to-day work.

The first reaction to the People Success System 
from people working in the plants was one of hesi-
tance (appropriation moves), and the supporting 
staff were also hesitant but in a more open way. 
The difference can be attributed to three aspects. 
Firstly, the differences in PC experience: the 
people working in the plants were generally less 
used to working with a PC, especially the elderly 
workers. Secondly, there was a lack of available 
PCs in the plants. Thirdly, the dominant language 
in the People Success System was English, and 
the plant workers were, on average, less skilled 
in English.

Overall, people at Dow appreciated the fact 
that, with the PSS, information became available 
that was not previously accessible (consensus 
about use). The global compensation system 
especially received a lot of hits at the beginning, 
because it provided information about salaries at 
all job levels at all Dow sites around the world 
(appropriation moves/faithful use/usefulness). 
People could compare between countries and 
between job levels. This contributed to the open 
culture that had been announced as part of the 
HR changes at Dow.

Interestingly, due to the introduction of a 
whole new HR philosophy, there was so much 
information available that it discouraged people 
from exploring the system (appropriation moves/
usefulness). It could create a feeling of getting 
lost, not knowing how to find the way. 
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Initially, employees had a lot of questions 
about the system (ease of use), but after some time 
these tailed off. Coaches organized meetings to 
explain the system to employees, especially for 
those in the plants. Employees were stimulated 
to use the system, and to investigate the system. 
The impression is given that the problems people 
experienced with the implementation of the sys-
tem were not exceptional in comparison to other 
changes. The large resistance to using the PSS 
(appropriation moves) was similar to resistance 
experienced during other change processes.

As the system became more sophisticated, the 
enthusiasm for using the system itself increased 
(appropriation moves/usefulness). Quite soon 
after the implementation, in 1997, Dow’s Job 
Announcement System (JAS) became available. 
Until then, the people at Dow had been reluctant 
to believe that this system would really create 
the transparent and flexible internal labor market 
promised. At Dow, the traditional way of filling 
vacancies was to contact friendly colleagues or 
line managers within the company. Some people 
expected to be blocked by their managers if they 
wanted to apply for a job elsewhere in the company. 
However, the JAS has been the greatest success 
story with the PSS, initially and still today (ap-
propriation moves/faithfulness of appropriation/
usefulness). Line managers have to publish job 
vacancies on the JAS, and employees, right from 
the very start, have used the opportunities offered 
to apply internally for jobs. Some line managers 
were not pleased by the fact that their employees 
‘walked out’, and complained to HR “Help, my 
people are walking out”. HR’s reply in such cases 
was “Then you have a problem” meaning that 
the line managers had to work on the way they 
managed their people.

Six Months Later

It can be said that various groups appropriated the 
People Success System differently (faithfulness 
of appropriation). Supporting staff were ‘getting 

along’ with the PSS more easily than plant em-
ployees (easiness of use). The impression exists 
that many people still do not go deeply into the 
system ( faithfulness of appropriation/usefulness/
easiness of use). A lack of time is one of the ex-
planations that people give. Others think that this 
is just an excuse for not accepting responsibility 
for one’s own development ( faithfulness of ap-
propriation). The People Success System stresses 
learning and development, which is a difference 
to Dow’s ‘old’ situation. One half a day every two 
months can be an appropriate amount of time for 
using the system. 

In 2001 most of the material on the PSS was 
translated into Dutch, so language should no 
longer be a motive for not using the tools and 
resources. However, the view exists that this did 
not lead to a change in attitude towards using the 
PSS (appropriation moves).

Generally, departments seem to have two or 
three employees who are interested in searching 
using the internet. In particular, young people were 
the more enthusiastic users (appropriation moves/
usefulness). Elderly workers in the beginning did 
not want to work with the system because of their 
lack of PC skills and because most of the informa-
tion was in English. However, much information 
has now been translated, as remarked upon earlier. 
Tools such as feedback and learning tools are used 
by some employees, but others find these tools 
to vague and difficult (especially operators). A 
significant group of employees did not use the 
360 degrees feedback tool (appropriation moves) 
because they were afraid that a negative outcome 
would be used by their managers as evidence of 
a negative performance. This is despite Dow’s 
management having announced that the result of 
the 360 degrees feedback tool is confidential: the 
employee decides what, if anything, to do with 
the result (consensus about use).

Although everybody has received all the in-
formation about the system, it could be that there 
are too many screens and steps to go through. It 
could be that operators, in particular, need more 
precise interfaces (easiness of use).
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One interesting aspect is that the opinion exists 
that the PSS stresses very much the social issues 
(training, conflict management, language, and 
social skills) rather than the professional technical 
skills. As one person close to this topic said: “We 
simply rely on their (new employees) education; 
presuming that they have their technical and pro-
fessional skills. In my view, many mistakes were 
made in the recruiting of new employees because 
of the issues in the system: too much attention is 
given to the social aspects and not to the normal 
professional skills”. 

In conclusion, it can be said that the organiza-
tion’s members, in the first stage of appropriation, 
worked with the PSS mainly as an operational 
e-HR tool. They used it a source of information 
( faithfulness of appropriation). When more tools 
and resources were added in 1997 and 1998, 
especially when the JAS was added, appropria-
tion switched, to some extent, towards relational 
e-HR, albeit with caution ( faithfulness of appro-
priation). Since then, we have concluded that the 
PSS appropriation has slightly moved towards 
transformational e-HR, given that young new 
employees use the competency assessment tool 
for new employees right from their start at Dow 
(faithfulness of appropriation). They use the de-
velopment tool to compile their development plan 
for the near future, are happy to be immediately 
exposed to the JAS, and are used to learn@dow. In 
this way the workforce has become more change 
ready (faithfulness of appropriation).

HRIS outcomes

Commitment

The new system has not in itself changed the 
commitment of employees at Dow. If commitment 
has improved, and this is difficult to prove, then 
it is not because of the system. 

At the same time we have found an indirect 
connection: the transparency of the company 

has increased and its policies have become more 
open—the same information is available to the 
management and to the employees. The most 
impressive example is the openness of the com-
pensation part of the PSS. Salaries of all positions 
are visible to everybody, anyone can see how much 
the leaders earn, and in all countries. 

There is no direct and linear relationship be-
tween the commitment and trust—whether the 
relationship was strengthened due to the PSS is 
uncertain. However, our respondents were certain 
that the system had not destroyed it.

Competence

Overall, it can be said that the competencies of 
people at Dow have increased: 60-70% of the 
employees have developed their competencies 
by using the PSS. There are amusing anecdotes 
in the company about some employees who had 
to start to learn how to operate a PC because of 
the PSS implementation. Some older employees 
now proudly tell their grandchildren that they 
have learned to work with a PC…

With the new Strategic Blueprint and the new 
HR philosophy (competence-based) there can be 
more people than before on a senior level within 
a group of workers. There can now be more than 
one ‘first operator’ working on a shift, and an 
increase in the number of team members who 
can do specific tasks, and this makes job rota-
tion possible.

Since the implementation of the PSS, employ-
ees can see how to change and develop, and this 
is very new to them. According to some views, 
the idea of career self-management is not yet fully 
working: employees need more time and this has 
to be granted by their team leader. Within Dow, 
a more revealing opinion can be heard about the 
opportunities the PSS gives. There is a commonly 
held view that there are many examples of indi-
viduals who have wanted to develop themselves 
at Dow, and who have been successful due to 
the PSS. With about 2000 operators, it cannot 
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be expected that all of them will develop careers 
at Dow. Further, time and the availability of the 
privacy needed to work on a PC are always lim-
ited. However, those who are motivated will find 
a solution, and the system has given people the 
opportunity to develop their basic educational 
level (the level they entered Dow with). This is 
desirable because the plant has become more 
complex, and more highly educated people are 
necessary. However, there are still people who 
do not accept this responsibility.

The Job Announcement System (JAS) has 
contributed greatly to personal development. 
Being a user-friendly and well-designed tool, it 
provides the opportunity to plan a career within 
Dow. Some of the respondents found the JAS the 
best part of the PSS. 

People learnt the English terminology used 
in the PSS very quickly, and did not need to wait 
until the information was translated. Also people’s 
PC skills improved. Furthermore, the extent of 
communication with non-Dutch managers, ‘out-
siders’, has increased. 

The learning component was also experienced 
as very new. Now, if you want to learn, you can. 
An impression gained is that the general opinion 
is that the e-learning tool is used in a different 
manner than it was intended. This could be due to 
the American style of the courses that sometimes 
seem to teach obvious things. The e-learning tool 
in itself is a good idea, but the content is not always 
relevant to a person’s position and needs.

Congruence

Communication is now very fast and it is very 
simple to communicate with anybody. In the plant, 
however, there are still employees who never 
check their e-mail. However, one hears that direct 
contacts have been dramatically reduced. 

Overall, in the plants there are still voices 
that say that there is too much information that 
employees have to go through, there are too less 
PCs, there is little time to work with the PSS, and 

some employees have difficulties with English 
(although at least the materials have now been 
translated). 

The philosophy of the PSS, however, is sound 
and important: it empowers the company, but 
it is valid to ask whether you need an intranet/
electronic tool to achieve this. Most of the in-
formation was already available before the PSS 
was introduced, and to find that the new system 
contains already familiar information can be 
disappointing.

HR specialists say that people are now more 
aware of what the company wants from them. 
People are trying to do something about their 
knowledge and skills. All the information needed 
about how to develop is on-line, so there is no need 
to physically go to the HR department.

Now that the performance evaluation criteria 
and processes are clear, and information about 
this can be found on the web, leaders cannot do 
whatever they want because the employees are 
better informed.

Cost Effectiveness

In terms of cost effectiveness, it is difficult to 
determine whether the PSS has helped in reducing 
costs. However, one interesting detail is that, ten 
years ago, Dow employees used less paper than 
they do now. So, probably the PSS did not help 
to reduce paper usage.

The e-learning component Learn@dow has 
saved money. It reduced costs in terms of space, 
time and human resources. The number of courses 
that can be offered through the HR intranet is also 
far more than the number that could be offered 
class room-based.

Further, there remain people at Dow who 
believe that 30-50% of employees will never ac-
cess the People Success System. They would not 
know what it is, where to find information, and 
why they should access it. Potentially it is still 
difficult for half the employees to use the system 
in accordance with its initial idea, for example, 
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to search out and manage their own personal 
development. 

References

Beer, M., Spector, B., Lawrence, P., Mills, Q., & 
Walton, R. (1984). Managing Human Assets. New 
York: The Free Press.

Bell,B. S., Sae-Won Lee, & Yeung, S. K. (2006). 
The impact of e-HR on professional competence 
in HRM: implications for the development of HR 
professionals. Human Resource Management, 
(Fall), 295-308.

Bondarouk, T. V., & Ruël, H. J. M. (2006). E-
HRM effectiveness at a Dutch Ministry: Results 
from discursive analysis. In: Proceedings of the 
1st European Academic Workshop on E-HRM, 
Enschede (Netherlands).

Cascio, W. F., & Awad, E. M. (1981). Human 
resources management: an information systems 
approach. Reston (Virg.): Restion publishing 
company (a Prentice-Hall Company).

Chin, W., Gopal, A., & Salisbury, W. (1997). Ad-
vancing the theory of adaptive structuration: the 
development of a scale to measure faithfulness 
of appropriation. Information Systems Research, 
8, 343-367

DeSanctis, G., & Poole, M. S. (1994). Captur-
ing the complexity in advanced technology use: 
Adaptive Structuration Theory. Organization 
Science, 5, 121-145.

DeSanctis, G. (1986). Human resource informa-
tion systems: a current assessment. MIS Quarterly, 
10, 217-234.

Gardner, S. D., Lepak, D. P., & Bartol, K. M. 
(2003). Virtual HR: The impact of information 
technology on the human resource professional. 
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 63(2), 159-179.

Guiderdoni, K. (2006). Assessment of an HR 
Intranet through middle managers’ position and 
users. How to manage the plurality of this group 
in the beginning of an e-HR conception. In: Pro-
ceedings of the 1st European Academic Workshop 
on E-HRM, Enschede (Netherlands).

Haines, V.Y., & Petit, A. (1997). Conditions for 
successful human resource information systems, 
Human Resource Management, 36(2), 261-275.

Kahai, S. S., Sosik, J. J., & Avolio, B. J. (1997). 
Effects of leadership style and problem structure 
on work group process and outcomes in an elec-
tronic meeting system environment. Personnel 
psychology, 50, 121-146.

Kavanagh, M. J., Gueutal, H. G., & Tannenbaum, 
S.I. (1990) Human resource information systems: 
development and application. Boston, Mass: 
PWS-Kent publishing company.

Lengnick-Hall, M., & Moritz, S. (2003).The 
impact of e-HR on the Human Resource Man-
agement Function. Journal of Labor Research, 
24(3), 365-379.

Lepak, D. P., & Snell, S. A. (1998). Virtual HR: 
strategic human resource management in the 21st 
century. Human Resource Management Review, 
8(3), 215-234.

Limburg, D., Looise, J. C., & Ruël, H. (1998). 
HRM and ICT in the Knowledge Company. An 
explorative study to the integration of strategic 
HRM, production organization and ICT. In Con-
ference Proceedings of the Sixth conference on 
International HRM. Paderborn (BRD).

Majchrzak, A., Rice, R. E., Malhotra, A., King, 
N., & Ba, S. (2000). Technology adaptation: the 
case of a computer-supported inter-organizational 
virtual team. MIS Quarterly, 24, 569-600.

Martin, G., Wood, G., & Collings, D. (2006). 
Institutions, HR strategies and the Adoption 
and exploitation of e-HR. In: Proceedings of the 



  185

Studying Human Resource Information Systems Implementation using Adaptive Structuration Theory

1st European Workshop on e-HRM. Enschede , 
Netherlands.

Orlikowski, W. & Robey, D. (1991). Information 
technology and the structuring of organizations. 
Working paper No. 220, CISR. Sloan School of 
Management, Massachusetts Institute of tech-
nology.

Poole, M. S., & DeSanctis, G. (1989).Use of group 
decision support systems as an appropriation pro-
cess. In: Proceedings of the 22nd Annual Hawaii 
International Conference on System Sciences (pp. 
149-157). New York: ACM

Poole, M. S., & DeSanctis, G. (1990). Understand-
ing the use of group decision support systems: 
the theory of Adaptive Structuration. In J. Fulk, 
& C. Steinfield (Eds.), Organizations and com-
munication technology (pp. 173-193). Newbury 
Park/London/New Delhi: Sage Publications

Poole, M. S., & DeSanctis, G. (1992). Micro-
level structuration in computer-supported group 
decision-making. Human communication re-
search, 19, 5-49.

Reddington, M., & Martin, G. (2006). Theorizing 
the links between e-HR and strategic HRM: a 
framework, case illustration and some reflections. 
In: Proceedings of the 1st European Workshop 
on e-HRM, Enschede (Netherlands).

Ruël, H. J. M., Bondarouk, T. V., Velde, & M. 
van der (2007). Does e-HRM influence HRM 
effectiveness? Employee Relations, 24, 16-25.

RuëL, H. J. M., Bondarouk, T.V., & Looise, J.C. 
(2004). E-HRM:Innovation or Irritation? Utrecht: 
Lemma/Purdue University Press.

Shrivastave, S., & Shaw, J.B. (2004). Liberating 
HR through technology. Human Resource Man-
agement, 42, 201-222.

Stone, D., Stone-Romero, E., & Lukaszewski, 
K. (2006). Factors affecting the acceptance and 

effectiveness of electronic human resource sys-
tems. Human Resource Management Review, 
16, 229-244.

Strohmeier, S. (2006). Coping with contradictory 
consequences of e-HRM. In: Proceedings of the 
1st European Workshop on e-HRM, Enschede 
(Netherlands). 

Ulrich, D. (1997).Human Resource Champions. 
Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Wheeler, B., Mennecke, B. E., & Scudder, J. 
N. (1993). Restrictive group support systems as 
a source of process structure for high and low 
procedural order groups. Small group research, 
24, 504-522.

Wright, P., & Dyer, L. (2000). People in the e-
business: new challenges, new solutions. Work-
ing paper 00-11, Center for Advanced Human 
Resource Studies, Cornell University.

key terms

Appropriation: The process of incorporating 
the functionalities of an application into daily 
work life.

AST: Adaptive Structuration Theory

HRIS: Human Resource Information Sys-
tem.

People Success System: A IT-based system 
that offered Human Resource Services to em-
ployees.

Structuration Theory: Theory developed by 
Anothy Giddens, a British sociologist, on how to 
analyze the social world.

Spirit of Technology: The goals and intents 
of an application.
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Abstract

This chapter empirically analyses the influence of the cultural context on the comprehensiveness to 
which companies in different countries make use of applicant information and selection strategies in 
corporate web site recruiting. The elements of informing and selection are discussed as critical ele-
ments of corporate Web site recruiting in the literature. Based on Hofstede’s 4-Dimensions model of 
culture, seven hypotheses are developed and tested against data from 420 companies in 14 countries. 
The results indicate that cultural effects are relevant even though a management technique is provided 
on the World Wide Web. From a practitioner’s perspective, the results of this study have implications 
on at least three different levels. At first, companies have to train both their HR- and IT-personnel with 
regard to the influences of culture. Secondly, job applicants have to be aware of the different intensi-
ties of corporate Web site recruiting across countries. Thirdly, companies developing corporate Web 
site recruiting software should consider the development of culture-specific applications to allow for a 
culture-consistent implementation.
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Introduction

The use of technology in human resource manage-
ment (HRM) has increased tremendously within 
the last few years. In particular, the World Wide 
Web (www) has gained importance for personnel 
recruiting (see, for example, Bussler and Davis 
2001; Piturro 2000). Different ways of electronic 
recruiting have been developed, i.e. job boards, 
career networks, newsgroups or corporate web site 
recruiting (Pearce and Tuten 2001; Puck 2002). 
The latter is regarded as the most important meth-
od, since it allows the presentation of a company 
within its corporate identity, as well as an easy 
integration of (incoming) applicant data with the 
companies’ IT network (Brice and Waung 2002; 
Finn 2000). For those reasons, the use of a firm’s 
web site is viewed as more authentic than other 
ways of electronic recruiting (Gale 2001). Web site 
recruiting can also be expected to be relatively 
cheaper, as companies with high levels of traffic 
on their homepage can reap scale effects.

It is often argued that the strong growth of the 
internet may lead to a world-wide convergence of 
organizational practices, although the question as 
to how services provided over the internet (like 
corporate web site recruiting) are affected by 
contextual variables is controversially discussed. 
Agre (1998), for example, sees an influence of the 
culture on the extent to which firms use knowl-
edge management software on the internet, while 
Graham (2001) and Soderberg and Holden (2002) 
suggest that the internet is helping to overcome 
cultural barriers between countries and see a 
convergence effect of the internet. Surprisingly, 
extant literature is short of studies examining this 
topic, especially with regard to corporate web site 
recruiting, even though it has become a widely 
used human resource management practice: 91% 
of all companies in the “Fortune Global 500” use 
corporate web site recruiting (iLogos Research 
2002). Therefore, the aim of this study is to test the 
influence of national culture on the comprehen-
siveness with which firms from different countries 

use corporate web site recruiting. Particularly, we 
will analyze whether the comprehensiveness of 
the use of this HRM instrument may be explained 
by cultural differences.

The remaining part of this paper will be or-
ganized as follows. The study starts with a short 
introduction into corporate web site recruiting. 
Afterwards, Hofstede’s model of national culture 
is used to develop hypotheses about possible 
cultural influences on this HRM instrument. 
Then the measures, the empirical basis and the 
methodology of the study are explained. The 
corporate recruiting web sites of 420 companies 
from 14 countries were analyzed in order to test 
the hypotheses. Finally, the results of the study are 
discussed and implications for both management 
practice and further research are indicated. 

Corporate Web Site  
Recruiting: Foundations  
of a new HRM instrument

Personnel recruiting is understood as the combi-
nation of personnel pooling and personnel selec-
tion, with the objective of obtaining (personnel 
pooling) and selecting (personnel selection) an 
adequate number of applicants with the necessary 
qualifications (Holtbrügge 2005, pp. 93). It is open 
to discussion whether the definition of recruiting 
should include induction and other successive 
activities (like mentoring), or exclude the process 
of selection. For the purpose of this article, all 
induction and introductory activities have been 
excluded. This, however, does not imply that 
these post-selection activities are less important 
or cannot be assisted electronically. 

Four aims of personnel pooling can be dis-
tinguished: information, acquisition, selection 
and action. According to Puck et al. (2006), the 
objective of acquisition, the creation of interest, 
is not as important in the case of corporate web 
site recruiting because of the selective use of the 
internet: a user visiting a company’s homepage 
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already has a general interest in the company 
and its services and/or job opportunities. The 
action function, i.e. getting qualified people to 
apply, is mostly seen as a structural and not a 
content function. Action can only be reached if 
the personnel homepage is easy to use (see, for 
example, Yu and Roh 2002 for the importance 
of menu design), e.g. by a direct link from the 
company’s homepage to the webpage where job 
offers are located. 

The aims of applicant information and (pre)-se-
lection are discussed as the critical content related 
elements of CWSR. The objective of information 
is to fulfill the applicants’ information needs. As 
compared to newspaper advertising, homepages 
enable companies to provide far more information 
to potential applicants, due to the interactive and 
multimedia capabilities of the internet (Murphy 
1999; Terri et al. 2004). In particular, the ability 
to connect job advertisements with multimedia 
company presentations allows for meeting the 
individual applicant’s information needs more 
efficiently (Capelli 2001; Nielsen 2000). At the 
same time, however, many users complain about 
problems in finding the specific information they 
are looking for (see, for example Charles 2000; 
Feldmann and Klaas 2002; Martinez 2000; Rosen 
et al. 2004; Zall 2000). In the case of corporate web 
site recruiting, a more important role is played by 
the selection function, since electronic recruiting 
makes it easier for an applicant to apply for a job. 
Numerous applications can be sent within a very 
short period of time. Since a large volume of (po-
tentially unsuitable) job applicants may exceed the 
information-processing capabilities, companies 
attempt to improve and assist the self-selection 
of applicants (Hays 1999). Some companies try 
to achieve this by offering “culture-fit” tests on 
their homepage, which candidates can use to test 
whether they fit into the corporate culture. The 
process of selection in personnel pooling can easily 
be distinguished from true personnel selection, 
since in the process of pooling no data about the 
applicant is transmitted to the company. 

As to the process of personnel selection, the 
conventional wisdom is that corporate web site 
recruiting will not take over the complete selection 
process, because neither the company nor the job 
applicant can generate sufficient valid information 
(Mooney 2002). Nevertheless, web-enabled pre-
screening is going to play an important role in the 
future, and so called “online games” are already 
used by various companies. In these games the 
player, i.e. the job applicant, has to carry out a 
number of different tasks on-line; the company 
then evaluates the suitability of the candidate for 
a given position. Similarly, chats are used in the 
pre-screening process, but their use is not very 
common. Other pre-screening methods are either 
not used on the internet or their use is very un-
common, even though online assessment-centers 
are seen as a possible development in the future 
(Kotlyar and Ades 2002).

Theory and Hypotheses:  
The influence of culture  
on the information & action  
elements of corporate web 
site recruiting 

In order to examine the effects of cultural dif-
ferences on corporate web site recruiting, the 
framework developed by Hofstede (1998; 2001a; 
2001b) was used. He identified four dimensions 
along which different cultures vary: power 
distance, individualism-collectivism, masculin-
ity-femininity and uncertainty avoidance1. The 
claim that differences in national culture can be 
represented in terms of these four dimensions 
has been subject to criticism, not least because 
Hofstede’s data was confined to one company, 
his questions focused exclusively on work values 
and his research framework has been considered 
to be biased by Western standards (see, for ex-
ample, Erez and Early 1993 for a summary). It 
is not the intention of this study to enter into the 
debate about the validity of Hofstede’s model. His 
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study continues to be the largest empirical study 
connecting cultural orientation with observable 
institutional differences between countries within 
a single framework. In addition, the framework 
has successfully been used in similar studies 
before (see, for example, Snape et al. 1998; Ryan 
et al. 1999; Newman and Nollen 1996). Thus, 
Hofstede’s model will be applied in this study. 
In the following, each of the four dimensions is 
examined for its influence on the information and 
action elements of corporate web site recruiting 
used by HR departments.

Power distance describes the extent to which 
inequalities in the distribution of power are ex-
pected and accepted by the members of a culture 
(Hofstede 1991). Power distance influences the 
degree of centralization, participation, leadership 
style and use of status symbols. Most important 
for this study is the impact of power distance on 
the organizational decision process. Hofstede 
(2001a) proposes that managers in companies 
from countries with low power distance have 
a more participative and independent attitude 
towards work. In countries with high power 
distance managers are more likely to show and 
use their power. Since the information function 
of electronic recruiting allows a company to 
better present itself, its employees and its way of 
business within its corporate identity than in the 
print media, companies from cultures with a high 
degree of power distance can be expected to use 
this function of corporate web site recruiting more 
comprehensively than companies from cultures 
with a lower degree of power distance. On the 
other hand, the application of web-based selec-
tion and pre-selection methods delegates some 
power of decision to the computer and reduces the 
responsibilities of the managers. Thus, it seems 
plausible that selection and pre-selection methods 
are more intensely applied in companies from 
cultures with a lower degree of power distance. 
Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 1a: The higher the index of power 
distance in a culture, the less comprehensive is 
the use of pre-selection and selection methods in 
that culture. (cp.)

Hypothesis 1b: The higher the index of power 
distance in a culture, the more comprehensive is 
the use of the information function of corporate 
web site recruiting in that culture. (cp.) 

Individualism-collectivism describes the 
degree to which individuals identify with groups 
and are integrated into the community. In indi-
vidualistic societies ties between individuals are 
loose. In collective societies, people are born 
into and remain, with great loyalty, in strong and 
cohesive groups throughout their lives (Hofstede 
1991; Early 1994). In companies, individualism 
is manifested in high levels of autonomy of em-
ployees, an employee-employer-relationship that is 
predominantly based on the employment-contract, 
and in work conditions that provide employees 
with sufficient personal time. Collectivism (or 
low individualism), on the other hand, is mani-
fested in work unit solidarity, group responsibility 
for results, moralistic/family-like relationships 
with employers, and the priority of relationships 
over tasks. Furthermore, collective societies are 
characterized by putting the group interest above 
the interest of the individual (Hofstede 2001a). 
The internet, not only when used for recruiting 
purposes, is often described as anonymous (see, 
for example, Allen 1999). It might be argued 
that companies from collectivist societies are 
reluctant to pre-select and select job-applicants 
from the internet. The fact that individuals find 
their way into the group through the anonymous 
internet contradicts the central ideas of a group, 
and might even be viewed as a threat to it. On 
the other hand, more collectivist cultures rate the 
group higher than the individual and may thus be 
more interested in presenting a clear view of the 
organization to possible applicants since this may 
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lead to an increased number of applicants that feel 
familiar with the company’s culture.

Thus, the following hypotheses are formu-
lated:

Hypothesis 2a: The higher the degree of indi-
vidualism in a culture, the more comprehensive 
is the use of selection and pre-selection methods 
in corporate web site recruiting by companies in 
that culture. (cp.)

Hypothesis 2b: The higher the degree of indi-
vidualism in a culture, the less comprehensive is 
the use of the information function in corporate 
web site recruiting by companies in that culture. 
(cp.)

Masculinity and femininity describe the ex-
tent to which a society emphasizes assertive and 
competitive, as opposed to nurturing, values. In 
feminine societies managers strive for consensus; 
equality, solidarity and quality of life are empha-
sized, and conflicts are solved by negotiation and 
compromise. In masculine societies managers are 
expected to be assertive and decisive, emphasis 
is laid on performance and competition among 
colleagues (Hofstede 1991; 2001a). Since only 
hard facts count within the selection process of 
corporate web site recruiting it seems to be linked 
with the attribute of decisiveness that Hofstede 
(1998) used to describe masculine societies, since 
selection criteria are definite and identical for 
all applicants. Thus, the following hypothesis is 
proposed:

Hypothesis 3: The higher the degree of mas-
culinity in a culture, the more comprehensive is 
the use of pre-selection and selection methods in 
corporate web site recruiting by companies in 
that culture. (cp.)

Uncertainty avoidance is defined as the extent 
to which the members of a culture feel threatened 

by uncertain or unknown and ambiguous situa-
tions. This feeling of threat results in a greater need 
of individuals for predictability and for (written 
or unwritten) rules. In companies, uncertainty 
avoidance manifests itself in an increased clarity 
of reporting relationships, procedures and systems 
in order to reduce employees’ feelings of anxiety 
stemming from unknown situations. Emphasis is 
placed on punctuality and precision. Individuals 
from societies with a low degree of uncertainty 
avoidance are more tolerant towards other cultures 
and opinions, and try to keep the number of rules 
to a minimum: “People in such societies will tend 
to accept every day as it comes. They will take 
risks rather easily. They will not work hard. They 
will be relatively tolerant of behavior and opinions 
different from their own because they do not feel 
threatened by them” (Hofstede 1983, p. 81). The 
efficiency of corporate web site recruiting as a 
new form of personnel pooling and selection has 
rarely been empirically tested. Therefore, its use 
is combined with a high insecurity about the risks 
and benefits of this method. As a consequence, 
companies from cultures with high uncertainty 
avoidance will not be pioneers in the application 
of corporate web site recruiting. Thus, analogous 
to the results of Ryan et al. (1999), the following 
impact of uncertainty avoidance on the use of 
corporate web site recruiting is expected:

Hypothesis 4a: The lower the degree of uncertain-
ty avoidance in a culture, the more comprehensive 
is the use of pre-selection and selection methods 
of corporate web site recruiting by companies in 
that culture. (cp.)

Hypothesis 4b: The lower the degree of uncer-
tainty avoidance in a culture, the more com-
prehensive is the use of information methods of 
corporate web site recruiting by companies in 
that culture. (cp.)
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Control variables

A series of control variables were included as 
they were expected to be crucial factors when 
analyzing variances in the use of corporate web 
site recruiting across countries: internet access, 
unemployment rate and market capitalization.

Internet access. The extent to which people 
of a country have access to the internet obviously 
puts a ceiling on the comprehensiveness of use 
of the internet by companies for recruiting pur-
poses in the respective country. Companies take 
into account the number of potential users when 
setting it up. If the number of potential users is 
expected to be low, companies will be reluctant 
to set up comprehensive web sites. For example, 
there is a higher user rate of the internet in the 
United States than in Europe, and corporate web 
site recruiting is therefore more comprehensively 
adopted in the US (iLogos Research 2002). 

The unemployment rate was included as a 
second control variable. The more people are 
unemployed, the bigger the pool from which ap-
plicants can be selected. This reduces the necessity 
to put a high effort on the pooling function, both 
in print media and on the internet. Therefore, 
it can be expected that the unemployment rate 
of a country is negatively related to use of web 
recruiting by firms in that country.

Finally, it can be assumed that the compre-
hensiveness of corporate web site recruiting is 
also influenced by the size of a firm. Larger firms 
have greater financial and personnel resources 
and might therefore be more likely to use web 
recruiting activities. For the purpose of this study, 
we decided to use the market capitalization as 
a measure of firm size as this data was easily 
available and accessible. 

Beyond these three control variables others 
(such as HRM strategy or employee image) may 
be expected to influence the use of corporate web 
site recruiting. For these variables, however, no 
secondary data are available. Since this study is 
based on an online research design (see below) we 
restricted the set of control variables to those ex-
plained above where data are easily accessible.

Methodology 

This section of the paper describes the methodol-
ogy of the empirical study. It starts with an over-
view of the sample followed by the methodology, 
the development of the measures and the control 
variables included in the survey. An overview of 
the methodology and the predicted influences can 
be found in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Cultural and control variables and proposed influences

Comprehen-
siveness of 

Information 
and Selection 

Cultural Influences 
• Uncertainty Avoidance  
• Power Distance 
• Masculinity 
• Individualism

Control Variables 
• Internet Usage 
• Unemployment Rate 
• Market Capitalization 
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Sample

The sample consists of the 30 largest publicly 
listed companies—measured by their market 
capitalization—in each of the following 14 
countries: Canada, Czech Republic, Finland, 
Germany, Hong Kong, Hungary, Italy, Norway, 
Peoples Republic of China, Poland, Sweden, 
Taiwan, United Kingdom and the United States 
of America. Thus, in total the sample comprises 
420 companies from 14 different countries and 
three continents. These countries were selected 
because they show significant differences along 
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, and therefore 
allow for a detailed study of cultural influences 
(contrast approach). The second criteria for the 
selection of these countries were the language 
skills of the authors. Since detailed analyses of 
corporate web sites were necessary, only those 
countries could be included where the corporate 
languages of companies are understood by the 
authors. Data were collected in autumn 2002.

Research Design and Measures 

First of all, the market capitalization (MARK-
CAP) and the home country of each company 
were noted. Then the company’s home-country 
homepage was visited. If a link to a personnel 
homepage was found, we followed this link. In 
the case that more than one personnel homepage 
existed, the page of the company’s head office 
was chosen. 

We applied the scales presented by Puck et 
al. (2006) to measure the functions of corporate 
web site recruiting: By visiting the personnel 
homepage the quality and quantity of informa-
tion in personnel pooling was measured with five 
dichotomous items. Are there any specific job 
offers (INFORM01)? Is there a newsletter about 
jobs available (INFORM02)? Are the multimedia 
possibilities of the internet used (INFORM03)? 
Is information about career opportunities avail-
able (INFORM04)? Has a Chat been installed 

giving the visitor the possibility to “talk” with 
HRM managers of the company (INFORM05)? 
All items were then aggregated into one variable 
(INFORMCOMP). The internal reliability, as 
tested with the Kuder-Richardson Formula 20 
(KR20 = .871), presented strong support for our 
scaling.

The selection function was measured with 
two items: PRESELECT, with “0” indicating 
“No Self Selection Tests”, “1” indicating “One 
Self Selection Test Available”, “2” indicating 
“Two Self Selection Tests Available”, and so on. 
The same approach was applied to measure the 
amount of selection methods available SELECT. 
After that, both items were combined into one 
variable, representing the combined comprehen-
siveness of personnel selection and pre-selection 
(SELECTCOMP).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

As mentioned above, the data of 420 companies 
from 14 countries was collected and evaluated. 
The data gathered was analyzed using the SPSS 
11.5 and STATA 8 statistical packages. The 
following Table 1 reveals the values of the four 
dimensions as suggested by Hofstede’s model, as 
well as the internet user rate and the standard-
ized unemployment rate for those countries. 
Furthermore, the table shows the means and 
standard deviations for the dependent variables 
(INFCOMP; SELECTCOMP) for each country 
included in our survey.

The descriptive statistics regarding the com-
prehensiveness of web site recruiting in Table 1 
show that the use of corporate web site recruiting 
varies markedly between the countries included 
in this study. Additionally, it can be seen that only 
a very limited number of companies used selec-
tion and/or pre-selection methods. This may be 
explainable by the fact that online selection tools 
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were still in the development phase by the time 
of data collection.

Regression Analysis

Since the hypothesized relations in our model 
are highly interrelated a high level of heteroske-
dasticity and contemporaneous correlation of the 
variables can be expected. Therefore, a simple 
linear regression is not suitable to further ana-
lyze the proposed dependencies. Instead of this 
we applied a parametric seemingly unrelated 
regression (SUREG) using multivariate regres-
sions for each of the two dependent variables. 
The SUREG method estimates the parameters 
of a model, accounting for heteroskedasticity 
and contemporaneous correlation in the errors 
across equations (Zellner, 1962; Timm, 2002) 
and is frequently applied in social sciences to 
estimate regressions in models with two or more 
dependent variables (e.g., Globerman and Shapiro, 
1999; Agarwal et al., 2004). To check for multicol-

linearity, Table 2 provides the means, standard 
deviations and bivariate Pearson correlations for 
the variables used. Although there are significant 
inter-variable correlations among the independent 
variables, none of the coefficients exceeds .40. 
Due to these low levels of inter-variable correla-
tion multicollinearity does not appear to be a 
serious problem. 

We computed three distinct models for each 
dependent variable to allow for an interpretation 
of differences in explanatory power of cultural 
and control variables: the first model included 
only the control variables, the second only the 
cultural variables, and a third model combined the 
cultural factors and control variables to explain 
variances in the dependent variables.

Testing of Hypotheses

First, we computed two equations using only the 
control variables as independents. While equation 
4 (DV: comprehensiveness of information) was 

Table 1. Data overview (Sources: Hofstede, 2001; OECD, 2002; CIA, 2002)

PD IND MAS UA UNEMRATE NETUSE INFCOMP SELCOMP

Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Canada 39 80 52 48 7.2% 9.1% 1.30 (1.06) .00 (.00)

Czech Rep. 35 60 45 60 8.2% 8.76% .50 (.75) .00 (.00)

Finland 33 63 26 59 9.1% 43.86% 1.04 (.74) .00 (.00)

Germany 35 67 66 65 7.7% 21.68% 2.03 (.96) .07 (.25)

Hong Kong 68 25 57 29 7.3% 40.53% 1.63 (1.52) .00 (.00)

Hungary 45 55 79 83 5.8% 6.43% .21 (.69) .00 (.00)

Italy 50 76 70 75 9.4% 20.11% .60 (.86) .00 (.00)

Norway 31 69 8 50 3.6% 52.40% .61 (.79) .00 (.00)

Poland 55 60 65 78 18.2% 7.25% .21 (.42) .00 (.00)

PR China 80 20 66 30 4.0% 5.27% 1.43 (.87) .00 (.00)

Sweden 31 71 5 29 5.1% 50.70% 1.04 (.99) .00 (.00)

Taiwan 58 17 45 69 5.2% 38.50% 1.89 (.696 .00 (.00)

UK 35 89 66 35 5.0% 32.63% 1.10 (.89) .10 (.31)

USA 40 91 62 46 4.8% 53.23% 2.13 (.86) .00 (.00)

Mean(SD)1 47.40 62.55 52.95 55.78 7.18% 30.67% 1.19 (1.09) .01 (.11)
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significant and delivered significant statistics for 
the unemployment rate and the internet userrate 
(R-square: .0555), equation 1 (DV: comprehen-
siveness of selection and preselection) was not 
significant and contained no significant variables 
except for the constant. Looking at the following 
equations with comprehensiveness of selection 
and preselection as dependent variable, the re-
sults are the same: neither the equation nor the 
variables are significant on a satisfying level. 
Thus, Hypotheses 1a, 2a, 3a and 4a cannot be 
supported by our data.

In a second model we included only the cul-
tural variables, which led to an increased R² of 
9.05%. 

Finally, we combined both cultural and control 
variables in equations 3, which caused an increase 
of R2 to 24.42% (Table 3). In general, the differ-
ences in explanatory power between the models 
suggest that cultural factors – when compared to 
the control variables in our study – have a higher 
influence on the comprehensiveness to which firms 
make use of their web site for recruiting purposes. 
Overall, the results suggest that cultural factors 
significantly influence the use of corporate web 
site recruiting across national boarders.

Precisely, it was predicted in hypothesis 
1b that the level of power distance (PD) will 

positively influence the comprehensiveness of 
information in corporate web site recruiting. As 
proposes, correlation analysis delivers a positive 
correlation coefficient of r=.120* on a good level 
of significance (p≤.05). This positive correlation 
between PD and WRCOMP is also supported by 
the results of the equations 5 and 6 (see Table 3). 
As a consequence, hypothesis 1b is supported 
by our data. 

Hypothesis 2b suggested a negative influence 
of the degree of individualism (IND) on the com-
prehensiveness of information in corporate web 
site recruiting. The correlation results in Table 2 
lend support for hypothesis 2 (r= -.347; p ≤.01). 
The regression analyses (euqations 5 and 6) show 
a similar result: the coefficient for individualism 
is negatively and significantly associated with the 
comprehensiveness of information in web recruit-
ing, again supporting hypothesis 2b.

Hypothesis 4b proposed that the comprehen-
siveness of information in corporate web site 
recruiting is negatively associated with the degree 
of uncertainty avoidance (UA) in a society. This 
hypothesis is supported. With r=-.251 (p ≤.01) in 
the correlation analysis and similar results in the 
regression models our study shows that the level 
of uncertainty avoidance has a negative influence 
on the comprehensiveness of corporate web site 
recruiting.

Table 2. Means, standard deviation and correlations

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. SELCOMP .01 .11 1

2. INFCOMP 1.19 1.09 .04 1

3. PD 47.40 14.96 -.094 .120* 1

4. IND 62.55 23.52 .085 -.347** -.342** 1

5. MAS 52.95 22.51 .066 -.015 .312** .072 1

6. UA 55.78 20.42 -.049 .133** .133 .076 .375** 1

7. NETUSE 29.83 17.54 -.010 .263** -.284** .195* .233* .248* 1

8. UNEMRATE 7.17 3.54 -.035 -.255** .225* .213* -.213** -.243* -.209** 1

9. MARKCAP 26.45 51.82 .143* -.180** -.147 .175** .236* -.234* -.218** .204**

* Level of significance ≤ .05; ** Level of Significance ≤ .01 in two tailed Tests (Pearson’s correlations), n=440
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Table 3. SUREG results

Related Hypothesis Variable Estimated Coefficient Standard Error t-statistic

Equation 1; Dependent variable (DV):Comprehensiveness of Selection and Preselection; R2 =.0015; χ2 = .38

CONTROL Unemployment Rate -.001 .0004 -.37

CONTROL Internet Userrate -.001 .0001 -.48

CONTROL Company Size -.000 .0000 .27

Constant .0154 .0073 2.11*

Equation 2; DV: Comprehensiveness of Selection and Preselection; R2 = .0034; χ2 = 1.03

H1a Power Distance -.0001 .0002 -.54

H2a Individualism -.0001 .0001 -.58

H3 Masculinity .0001 .0001 1.01

H4a Uncertainty Avoidance -.0001 .0001 -.44

Constant .0184 .0159 1.15

Equation 3; DV: Comprehensiveness of Selection and Preselection; R2 = .0068; χ2 = 1.99

H1a Power Distance -.0001 .0002 -.96

H2a Individualism -.0001 .0001 -.74

H3 Masculinity .0001 .0001 .66

H4a Uncertainty Avoidance -.0001 .0001 -.83

CONTROL Unemployment Rate .0001 .0004 .35

CONTROL Internet Userrate -.0001 .0001 -.95

CONTROL Company Size .0000 .0000 .58

Constant .0298 .0179 1.66†

Equation 4; DV: Comprehensiveness of Information; R2 = .0555; χ2 = 14.10**

CONTROL Unemployment Rate .-.0292 .0108 -2.27**

CONTROL Internet Userrate .0062 .0025 2.51**

CONTROL Company Size .0001 .0001 .129

Constant 3.9420 .1244 10.76***

Equation 5; DV: Comprehensiveness of Information; R2 = .0905; χ2 = 24.34***

H1b Power Distance .0107 .0037 2.88**

H2b Individualism -.0076 .0021 -3.59***

H4b Uncertainty Avoidance -.0059 .0018 -3.20**

Constant 2.6048 .3177 8.20***

Equation 6; DV: Comprehensiveness of Information; R2 = .2442; χ2 = 105.23***

H1b Power Distance .0159 .0049 3.21**

H2b Individualism -.0173 .0027 -6.46***

H4b Uncertainty Avoidance -.0051 .0021 -2.14*

CONTROL Unemployment Rate -.0119 .0094 -2.16*

CONTROL Internet Userrate .0127 .0116 4.25***

CONTROL Company Size .0001 .0000 1.05

Constant 2.4714 .4231 5.84***

Breusch-Pagan Test of Independence: χ2(15) = 1974.231***

N = 420; †<.1 *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001; 
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The control variables were significantly re-
lated to the comprehensiveness of information of 
corporate web site recruiting in both correlation 
analysis and regression. We suggested a posi-
tive influence of the spread of the internet in a 
country on the comprehensiveness of information. 
The regressor for this control variable is positive 
on a .001-level, thus confirming the crucial role 
of internet access outlined above. As a second 
control variable, we expected the unemployment 
rate to have a negative influence on the compre-
hensiveness of information provided by firms 
in that country. As expected, the coefficient is 
significantly negative, supporting our arguments. 
The regressor for the market capitalization of 
the sample firms was expected to be positive, as 
larger firms were argued to be more likely to have 
the financial and personal resources necessary 
for the use of web recruiting. As shown in Table 
3, in line with our argumentation the coefficient 
is positive but surprisingly does not enter in the 
regression significantly.

Discussion 

As a first result, all hypotheses regarding the 
(pre-)selection function cannot be supported by 
our data. As can be seen from the descriptive 
statistics, this surprising result probably results 
from the very small number of companies that 
actually applied recruiting techniques in their 
corporate web site recruiting approach by the 
time we collected the data. Thus, future studies 
may repeat this approach.

On the other side, the findings support our 
argumentation that variations in the comprehen-
siveness of information in corporate web site 
recruiting can partly be explained by cultural 
differences. In particular, the influence of power 
distance was in line with our expectations, i.e. this 
variable is significantly negatively related to the 
comprehensiveness of information in corporate 
web site recruiting. Furthermore, the results show 

that the level of individualism significantly nega-
tively affects the comprehensiveness of informa-
tion in corporate web site recruiting. Firms from 
cultures with a high level of collectivism tend to 
provide more information than firms from more 
individualist societies. Furthermore, as proposed, 
companies from cultures with a high level of un-
certainty avoidance make a less intensive use of 
corporate web site recruiting. This is in line with 
the findings of Ryan et al. (1999) on traditional 
recruitment who revealed that companies from 
cultures with high uncertainty avoidance might not 
be the pioneers in the application of new recruiting 
methods. They quoted that if the effectiveness of 
a new method is not securely proven “it might be 
that uncertainty about the usefulness of methods 
themselves is what is the cause for concern” (Ryan 
et al. 1999, p. 383). 

In conclusion, the results of this study show 
that the use of the internet for management pur-
poses, i.e. the comprehensiveness of information 
in corporate web site recruiting, is affected by 
cultural factors. This is especially interesting, 
since many software products for web related 
management techniques such as knowledge 
management or corporate website recruiting are 
highly standardized. Moreover it is often argued 
that the growth in worldwide communication 
leads to a convergence of management practices 
around the world (Levitt 1983). Thus, contrary 
to the convergence hypothesis that “the common 
requirements of management – or a common logic 
of industrialism – disregards the importance of 
cultural factors” (McGaughey and De Cieri 1999, 
p. 236) the results of our study lend support to the 
divergence hypothesis that firms maintain their 
culturally based dissimilarities irrespectively of 
emerging major trends.

Implications and Limitations

This study significantly contributes to our state of 
knowledge concerning the relationship between 
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national culture and the use of web-related man-
agement techniques such as corporate web site 
recruiting. In particular, it shows that the four 
dimensions of culture proposed by Hofstede are to 
some extent able to predict the comprehensiveness 
to which electronic recruiting is used in different 
countries of the world. Among these four dimen-
sions, individualism has the strongest influence 
which is in accordance with other studies in the 
field of intercultural management (e.g., Triandis 
1995; Bhagat et al. 2002). Obviously, companies 
from collectivist countries are reluctant to imple-
ment web-based management-techniques since 
the anonymity of the internet contradicts their 
basic values of solidarity, group responsibility 
and personal relationships. 

From a practitioner’s perspective, the results 
of this study have implications on at least three 
different levels. At first, companies have to train 
both their HR- and IT-personnel with regard to 
the influences of culture. Since the findings of 
this study support the existence of cultural bar-
riers to the implementation of corporate web site 
recruiting, both HR- and IT-personnel have to 
be aware of these barriers and have to develop 
strategies to deal with them. One way to achieve 
this cultural awareness might be the employment 
of intercultural training (see, for example, Landis 
et al. 2004). 

Secondly, job applicants have to be aware 
of the different intensities of corporate web site 
recruiting across countries. Since, for example, 
companies from collectivist countries make less 
use of this management technique, applicants have 
to align their application strategies to this cultural 
context. This finding is particularly relevant for 
individuals who apply for jobs in more than one 
country or even worldwide (e.g., academics, flight 
attendants, musicians).

Thirdly, companies developing corporate 
web site recruiting software should consider the 
development of culture-specific applications to 
allow for a culture-consistent implementation. 
This argument is in line with other studies (e.g., 

Schuler et al. 1993) which argue that the adapta-
tion of human resource practices to the cultural 
context may lead to achieving strategic advantage. 
If this is also true for corporate web site recruiting 
it has to be tested in future studies which include 
measures of its efficiency.

Considering the results of this study, some 
limitations should be taken into account. Firstly, 
the study is based on a relatively small sample 
(n=420) and limited to the 30 largest firms in each 
country. Secondly, the caveats associated with 
Hofstede’s model (as mentioned above) have to 
be borne in mind, and future research might use 
different conceptualizations of (national) culture 
(e.g., House et al. 2004). Finally, the canon of 
control variables (internet user rate, rate of un-
employment and market capitalization) could be 
extended to better explain variances in the com-
prehensiveness of corporate web site recruiting 
across nations. For example, future studies might 
include the influence of industry, employee im-
age, HRM strategy or corporate culture. Since no 
secondary data on these variables are available, 
questionnaires or other methods of primary data 
collection have to be used. That would, however, 
reduce the response rate significantly. 

According to Hofstede (2001a), cultures are in-
ert and not susceptible to short-term changes. The 
internet, on the other hand, develops and changes 
very rapidly. Therefore, it would be interesting to 
replicate our study in some years when corporate 
web site recruiting will be a far more elaborate 
management technique and to find out whether 
the findings will differ significantly or not.
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Key terms

Applicant Selection Strategies: Applicant 
selection strategies combine strategies with regard 
to the selection and pre-selection of applicants.

Applicant Information Strategies: Applicant 
information strategies combine strategies with re-
gard to pre-selection information of applicants.

Corporate Web Site: The Corporate Web 
Site is the Web-Site of a Firm on the World Wide 
Web.

Electronic Recruiting: Electronic Recruiting 
can be defined as personnel recruitment using the 
World Wide Web.

Hofstede’s Framework of Culture: Hofstede 
identified four dimensions along which different 
national cultures vary: power distance, individ-
ualism-collectivism, masculinity-femininity and 
uncertainty avoidance.

National Culture: National Culture is the 
combination of symbols, beliefs and artefacts 
typical for members of one nation.

Seemingly Unrelated Regression Analysis: 
The Seemingly Unrelated Regression Analysis 
(SUREG) method estimates the parameters of 
a model, accounting for heteroskedasticity and 
contemporaneous correlation in the errors across 
equations and is frequently applied in social sci-
ences to estimate regressions in models with two 
or more dependent variables.

Endnote

1	 Hofstede presented a fifth dimension after 
collecting additional data in Asia: Long term 
orientation. Anyhow, since scores for this 
dimension weren’t evaluated for all cultures 
within our sample, this dimension was not 
used in our study.
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Introduction

HR practitioners have long been under pressure 
to transform the HR function into one that is 
both efficient and can contribute to an organisa-

Abstract

HR practitioners are often expected to be both efficient administrators of the employment relationship 
and to act as a strategic partner to the business. Some authors have suggested that the use of e-HRM may 
be one way of achieving these dual aims as technology can both improve the efficiency of HR processes 
and help the HR function to become more strategic by freeing up time from the burden of administration 
and by providing reliable information on which to make strategic decisions. The authors investigated 
the potential of technology to transform the HR function into one that is both efficient and strategic by 
focusing on a single process area, recruitment. Through the use of three detailed case studies we showed 
that the use of e-recruitment can potentially have an impact on both the strategic role and efficiency of 
the resourcing team.

tion strategically. More recently, there has been 
the suggestion that e-HRM could be a means 
to achieve these dual objectives. A number of 
authors, particularly in the US, have examined 
the proposition that e-HRM can facilitate the 
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they can both promote efficiency and facilitate a 
shift to a more strategic HR role.

There is an extensive literature on the strate-
gic aspects of HRM, and on the challenges HR 
managers face in achieving such a role (Tyson, 
1995; Purcell, 1999; Paauwe, 2004). These include 
the difficulties that HR managers experience in 
changing the expectations of line managers who 
have become content with the HR function as a 
largely administrative and transactional activ-
ity. HR staff may have little business experience 
and have often not been exposed to risk bearing 
action. 

There are also questions about what HR strat-
egy is, and whether there should be an HR strategy 
separate from an organisational strategy. Many of 
these issues are centred around the extent to which 
HR management can demonstrate its contribution 
to business performance. Studies, for example by 
Huselid (1995), and by researchers examining the 
impact of particular initiatives such as high per-
formance work systems (Osterman, 1994; Youndt 
et al, 1996), learning organisations (Senge, 1990), 
the employee-customer value chain (Rucci et al, 
1998; Murphy and Zandvakili, 2000), encouraged 
HR specialists in the view that there are strategic 
directions to be initiated and sustained which 
demonstrate the value of the alignment of an HR 
strategy with business goals. This has been further 
reinforced by the resource-based view, which has 
shifted the perspective of HRM towards playing a 
major role in the management and development of 
human capital to achieve competitive advantage. 
In order to become more strategic therefore HR 
managers need to take a different perspective in 
order to free themselves from administrative and 
often fire fighting roles so that they become more 
data driven and can show the business results 
from their interventions. 

It has been suggested that the use of technology 
within HRM may both improve efficiency and 
facilitate the shift to a more strategic role for the 
HR function. Ruël, Bondarouk and Looise (2004) 
defined e-HRM as “a way of implementing HR 

move to an HR function that is both efficient 
and strategic through broad examinations of the 
impact of technology on HRM. However this is 
more difficult to do in the UK where the use of 
e-HRM across the whole spectrum of HRM is 
still relatively new and its full impact may not 
have been realised. This chapter will address 
this issue by taking a more detailed look at the 
use of e-HRM in a process area which is more 
mature in the UK, that of recruitment. We will 
examine how our three case study organisations 
have used technology to transform the recruitment 
process and to help the resourcing teams achieve 
the dual aims of being efficient and operating at 
a strategic level.

The transformation of the HR function to 
one that is more strategic has long been a subject 
of the academic literature with authors such as 
Legge (1978) noting that the HR function should 
be more involved in senior management decision-
making. Paauwe (2004) summarised this literature 
by saying HR needed to become “more business 
oriented, more strategic and more oriented towards 
organisational change” (p183). Academics such as 
Guest and Peccei (1994) and Boxall and Purcell 
(2003) have set out the theoretical and empirical 
background to the claims that HR roles have 
strategic impact. HR practitioners have therefore 
become more concerned to add strategic value 
within an organisation and to become a ‘business 
partner’ to line managers (Ulrich, 1997).

Whilst this shift in focus to one of a “strategic 
business partner” has received much attention 
in the literature, there remains a need for HR to 
be efficient, and indeed, the desire to be more 
strategic may be accompanied with moves to 
reduce overhead costs. Ulrich, in his popular 
1997 framework, suggested that HR professionals 
must learn to master both strategic (long term) 
and operational (short term) processes and be 
good business partners through the deliverables 
that include both strategy execution and admin-
istrative efficiency. According to this view, HR 
practitioners must therefore find ways in which 



204  

What is the Potential of E-Recruitment to Transform the Recruitment Process

strategies, policies and practices in organisations 
through a conscious and directed support of and/or 
with the full use of web-technology-based chan-
nels” (p.365). Snell, Stueber and Lepak (2002) 
observed that HR could meet the challenge of 
becoming more strategic as well as more customer 
focused and cost efficient by using information 
technology. Bussler and Davis (2002) concluded 
that “with the use of technological solutions, HR 
is no longer transactional and reactionary but 
strategic and proactive” (p17). 

In discussing the impact of e-HRM on effi-
ciency, Enshur, Nielson and Grant-Vallone, (2002) 
concluded that the shift from traditional HR to 
e-HR can lead to “substantial reductions in cost 
and time for many HR activities” (p. 238). Snell, 
Stuber and Lepak (2002) also noted that IT may 
potentially enable HR to lower administrative 
costs, increase productivity and reduce response 
times. Likewise, Lengnick-Hall and Moritz (2003) 
suggested that e-HR not only reduces process and 
administrative costs but can speed up transaction 
processing, reduce information errors and improve 
the tracking and control of human resource ac-
tions. Lengnick–Hall and Moritz go on to note 
that many of these effects are likely to be realised 
early in the implementation of an e-HR system so 
can provide compelling evidence of the benefits 
of such a system to stakeholders.

The literature has also discussed the use of 
e-HRM to facilitate a change in the role of the 
HR function. This literature discusses two main 
impacts of e-HRM that may support HR practi-
tioners in making this change. Firstly, the use of 
e-HRM means that much administration can be 
accomplished using automated or self-service 
systems, so that the amount of time that HR prac-
titioners need to spend on administration tasks 
is greatly reduced. This allows the HR function 
time to manage human resources strategically and 
to become a full partner in the business (Groe, 
Pyle and Jamrog, 1996; Lawler and Mohrman, 
2003). Indeed, research by Watson-Wyatt (2002) 
demonstrated that the most commonly recognised 

business benefit of e-HR was “allowing HR to 
re-focus on becoming a business partner” (p.11). 
Shrivastiva and Shaw (2004) suggested that 
technology could have a transformational impact 
by redefining the scope of the HR function by 
enabling it to focus on more strategic activities.

Secondly, the shift to a more strategic role for 
the HR function has led to an increase in the de-
mand for accurate and detailed information about 
a company’s human resources (Ball, 2001). The 
use of e-HRM means that such information can 
be produced at the touch of a button. Kovach and 
Cathcart (1999) noted that this information can be 
used both for efficiency purposes, to reduce costs 
and time, and also for more analytical decision 
support, while Wilcox (1997) proposed that the 
HR function can better use data to drive strategic 
organisational decisions. The use of an HRIS may 
therefore allow the HR function to develop data-
driven HR strategies and to play a greater part in 
strategic business decision-making.

Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) acknowledged 
the efficiency benefits from IT applied to HR, and 
the possibilities for removing transactional work 
and thus freeing up time for a more strategic role, 
but their discussion of the potential contribution 
to the ’bottom line’ stated: ”Nevertheless, tech-
nology accounts for just 5 percent of HR’s total 
influence on business performance, making this 
the only HR competency domain that is not signifi-
cantly related to financial performance” (p.239). 
Clearly then, the potential of using e-HRM to 
transform the HR function into one that is both 
efficient and a strategic business partner needs 
further investigation. 

Ruël, Bondarouk and Looise (2004) sum-
marised the past literature on e-HRM and sug-
gested three types of goals for the introduction 
of e-HRM in organisations, based on the four 
”pressures” of virtual HRM suggested by Lepak 
and Snell (1998). Firstly, improving the strategic 
orientation of HRM, secondly, cost reduction 
or efficiency gains and thirdly, improving their 
service to clients and facilitating management and 
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employees. As a result of their empirical work, 
Ruël et al added to these the goal of achieving 
global orientation. Ruël et al also distinguished 
between these four goals of e-HRM and other 
outcomes that emerge as a result of the use of 
technology such as cost reduction and a reduction 
of the administrative burden on the HR function. 
We will use Ruël et al’s proposition as a framework 
for our research. 

Most of the academic literature in this area 
has discussed e-HRM broadly across the entire 
domain of human resource management, without 
detailed attention to particular process areas. This 
may be problematic as the impact of e-HRM could 
vary according to the process area in which it 
is implemented. In addition, the use of e-HRM 
may be more mature or developed for particular 
areas and could therefore have more impact. For 
instance, in the UK, a survey by the CIPD (2005) 
has shown that e-HRM is more commonly used 
in absence management, training and develop-
ment and recruitment and selection, than in HR 
planning, knowledge management and expenses 
administration. Much of the empirical research 
in this area has been conducted in the United 
States where the use of e-HRM may be more 
common and more mature generally. In addition, 
the broad studies on HRM in general may not 
allow the detailed examination that is necessary 
to fully understand the potential of e-HRM for 
the transformation of the HR function. It is for 
the reasons above that we will focus on a single 
HR process that is reasonably developed within 
the UK, that of recruitment. 

For the purpose of this research, we will define 
e-recruitment as the use of any technology to at-
tract, select or manage the recruitment process. 
We will limit this to technology that is within the 
organisation itself, such as a corporate recruitment 
website or applicant tracking system, as this is 
the technology over which the HR or resourcing 
team have control. The use of online jobs boards 
and external agency software will therefore not 
be included in our examination. Technology is 

now commonly used for recruitment within the 
UK, to attract, select and manage candidates. 
For instance, the CIPD found that 75% of UK 
organisations used their corporate website to at-
tract applicants and 30% used online testing for 
selection (2007). Similar CIPD research in 2006 
showed that 72 % used online job applications. 

Despite the widespread use of technology in 
recruitment, research regarding e-recruitment is 
sparse, particularly from an employer’s perspec-
tive. Bartram (2000) noted that ‘The topic of 
study is relatively new…A search of PsychLit for 
papers concerned with the Internet and selection 
or recruitment found nothing.’ Our own search 
suggests that the situation has changed very 
little since Bartram’s paper, with the majority of 
interest in online recruitment remaining from 
the candidate’s perspective. Indeed, Lievens, Van 
Dam and Anderson (2002) also noted that research 
into online recruitment is “very scarce” and that 
“all the studies we retrieved focused on applicant 
reactions”. For instance, Dineen and others have 
examined the use of online information to pro-
mote person-organisation fit (Dineen, Ash and 
Noe, 2002; Dineen, Ash and Del Vecchio, 2007), 
and Cober, Brown, Keeping and Levy (2004) ad-
dressed the impact of website characteristics on 
applicant attraction. A number of authors have 
researched the use of technology for personnel 
selection (for example, Buckley, Minnette, Jay and 
Michaels, 2004; Sinar, Reynolds and Paquet, 2003; 
Jattuso and Sinar, 2003), but to date, authors have 
paid very little attention to the impact of technol-
ogy on the recruitment process as a whole. One 
exception to this is O’Leary, Lindholm, Whitford 
and Freeman’s (2002) case study of e-recruitment 
in the US Government. O’Leary et al concluded 
that information technology had radically changed 
recruitment within the UK Government and cited 
outcomes such as reduced costs, a shorter time to 
hire and increased efficiency.

The lack of research into the impact of tech-
nology on recruitment is perhaps particularly 
surprising if we consider the importance of re-
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cruitment to organisations. Recruitment ‘performs 
the essential function of drawing an important 
resource - human capital- into the organisation’ 
(Barber, 1998, p. 841). The strategic significance 
of recruitment is often reported in the literature 
(Boxall and Purcell, 2003), the emphasis being 
upon the need to attract and retain high quality 
people in order to gain a competitive advantage, 
as is consistent with the resource-based view of 
companies (Barney 1991; Barney and Wright, 
1998; Wright and McMahon, 1992). In addition 
to providing insights about the use of technology 
to transform HRM therefore, we will also use this 
research to add to knowledge about the impact 
of e-recruitment on the end-to-end recruitment 
process from an employer’s perspective. 

The research on e-HRM discussed above 
would indicate that the use of technology should 
have an impact on both the efficiency of the 
recruitment process and also on the role of the 
recruitment or resourcing team. Our research is 
therefore designed to explore these ideas within 
the framework of Ruël et al’s four goals of e-
HRM, through three case studies with users of 
e-recruitment. The primary question that we will 
seek to answer is therefore “What impact does the 
use of technology have on the recruitment process 
and the role of the resourcing team?”

Methodology

In order to explore the impact of the use of 
technology on the recruitment process in some 
detail, case studies in three organisations were 
conducted. While it was not possible to be fully 
representative of the population through three case 
studies, a range of organisations were chosen to 
examine the use of e-recruitment in a number of 
different contexts. The organisations were selected 
from a range of different industry sectors, which 
used a range of technological solutions within 
recruitment. As we were interested in the impact 
of technology on e-recruitment, organisations 

were selected that had used their e-recruitment 
system for at least one year. These organisations 
were medical charity Cancer Research UK, retail 
chain Marks and Spencer, and manufacturing firm 
BOC Gases. The case studies were conducted 
between 2006 and 2007. 

The case studies consisted of interviews with 
HR Directors and Managers, HR and Resourc-
ing Administrators, Resourcing Specialists and 
Line Managers, as appropriate to the case. In 
some of the case studies, focus groups were held 
with managers or employees where this was the 
most convenient method to gather data. Ruël, 
Bondarouk and Looise (2004) proposed that 
conversational interviews such as those used in 
our study are adequate for use in case studies in 
order to ”reconstruct” (p.369) the progress of an 
e-HRM project from its start to the time of the 
interview. In our research these interviews were 
used in order to construct a picture of the use of 
e-recruitment and the impact that the introduc-
tion of technology had had on the recruitment 
process. 

The information collected as a result of the case 
studies was analyzed using the content analysis 
software NVivo, in order to draw out themes that 
emerged in the data. 
The three case studies are described in full be-
low.

Cancer Research UK

Cancer Research UK is the world’s leading inde-
pendent organisation dedicated to cancer research. 
The organisation is almost entirely funded by 
donations from the public and therefore conducts 
a large amount of fundraising through over 30,000 
volunteers. Cancer Research UK has approxi-
mately 3500 paid employees and funds the work 
of over 3000 doctors, nurses and scientists that 
are based (bar one) in the UK. The organisation 
has expanded considerably since its formation 
in 2002, and recruits to over 1000 vacancies per 
year. Recruitment is managed by a single team, 
based in London. 
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The resourcing team introduced an online re-
cruitment system in 2005 in response to a number 
of business needs. This business case included 
the following items:

•	 Reduction of costs, through a reduced head 
count and less paper-based work. 

•	 Faster and more efficient recruitment. 
•	 Increased accuracy of data entry.
•	 Increased reach to overseas job seekers. 
•	 Efficient management of speculative ap-

plications. 
•	 Maintenance of their ‘cutting edge’ image. 
•	 The bulk of the organisation’s target popula-

tion in terms of employees is online.

The use of online recruitment is also in ac-
cord with the organisation’s resourcing strategy 
to attract the best talent from all over the world. 
An off the shelf recruitment system (AMRIS) 
was chosen based on the developed specification 
and on price. The system is used to manage the 
recruitment process from end to end. 

Vacancies are advertised on the corporate 
website via the system and applicants are en-
couraged to apply online either by completing 
an online application form or by submitting a 
CV, depending on the vacancy. People are also 
driven to the website via external advertising. 
Each new application for a particular vacancy is 
sent to the relevant manager directly via email. 
The system allows the resourcing team to manage 
both the vacancy and candidates through to the 
end of the recruitment and selection process. It 
is also used to respond to candidates, to provide 
information regarding vacancies (by downloading 
role profiles), provides email alerts to candidates 
and stores candidate details. The system also has 
the capacity to search the database of candidates 
for particular characteristics and to provide on-
line selection tools and can also send text alerts/
invites to candidates, but this functionality has 
not yet been adopted by the organisation. The 
system is managed by the resourcing team so line 

managers have to contact this team to advertise 
a position. They currently still use paper-based 
recruitment in addition to online recruitment 
in order to maintain accessibility for all candi-
dates. However, they are encouraging as many 
applicants as possible to apply online in order 
to reduce workload. The department does not 
want to remove human contact totally from the 
recruitment process so they still accept telephone 
calls and emails. They do not currently use online 
selection processes but may do in the future. The 
system is not currently linked to the main HRIS 
as this is still in development. Eventually data 
regarding candidates who take up positions within 
the organisation will be automatically transferred 
into a personnel file, therefore saving the time 
required to enter this data.

Prior to the implementation of the online re-
cruitment system, the organisation’s recruitment 
processes were paper based. A copy of each CV 
that had been received for a particular vacancy 
would be sent to the appropriate line manager, for 
consideration, while another copy would be filed 
and stored by the resourcing team. This process 
was described by members of the resourcing team 
as “slow” due to the reliance on the postal service 
and also “cumbersome” due to the need to process 
and store large quantities of paper. In addition, 
candidate details were entered into a computer da-
tabase manually. This led to a number of mistakes 
in data entry due to human error. These processes 
are now conducted entirely online and communi-
cations are via email. Candidate data is entered by 
the candidate via the online application process. 
This has had a number of effects on recruitment 
processes. Firstly, the process is considerably 
faster. The system has “revolutionised” the way 
that jobs are loaded onto the website. Previously 
this had been a slow, time-consuming manual 
process, which often resulted in errors, but now 
happens “at the press of a button”. Closing dates 
for applications can be maintained due to the speed 
of communicating via the online system (they no 
longer have to “wait for the post”), applications 
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are sent immediately to line managers and the 
data is readily accessibly via the recruitment 
portal. Secondly, as the candidate data is now 
entered directly by the candidate, there are fewer 
errors in the information, therefore making the 
process significantly more accurate. In addition, 
if a mistake with regard to an online vacancy is 
found, or details need to be changed, this can be 
done instantly whereas previously it would have 
taken several days and would have required the 
help of another team. 

Applicant feedback, via online questionnaires, 
has been mostly positive in that applicants find 
the online system more efficient, effective, faster 
and easier to use compared to the paper-based 
system. Anecdotal feedback from managers was 
also positive in terms of the speed and efficiency 
of the process. The system can produce metrics 
with regard to the numbers of people applying 
online. However, these had not been analyzed in 
order to identify changes in the volume or type 
of applications. The volume of applications was 
perceived to have significantly increased.

The system is managed on a candidate by 
candidate basis. This means that each candidate 
file on the system has to be updated individually 
once a post is filled. There was some feeling 
among the resourcing team that this was a time 
consuming process and could be improved. This 
difficulty means that for some positions with a 
large number of applicants (e.g. the graduate 
recruitment scheme) there is time lag in keeping 
the system up to date however it is still faster than 
the previous paper based system. Generally, the 
resourcing team felt that the system was a positive 
development for the organisation. 

The Resourcing Manager explained that cost 
savings had already been achieved in two areas. 
Firstly, because candidate data no longer needed to 
be entered into a database manually, the headcount 
within the resourcing team has been reduced by 
one. As the price of maintaining the online recruit-
ment system is lower than this individual’s salary 
and costs per annum, this represents a significant 

cost saving. In addition, the move from a system 
that used a large amount of paper to an online 
system has saved administration costs, although 
he was unable to supply a figure for either of these 
cost savings. 

An output of the online recruitment system is 
the production of accurate and accessible infor-
mation. Information regarding vacancies and the 
recruitment process is now “at their fingertips” 
and is always available. This means that the team 
can “work smarter” by targeting their recruitment 
advertising for instance. At a higher level, the Head 
of Resourcing has access to faster, “real time” 
information and can monitor who is applying 
for jobs etc. and use this information in order to 
make better decisions. It is also possible to track 
the workload of each individual on the resourcing 
team in order to examine operational efficiency. 

The automation of systems in recruitment has 
meant that the Resourcing team has more time to 
focus on other “better value” issues so that they 
can “add more value” to the organisation. The 
fact that they have more time has encouraged 
the resourcing team to be more proactive with 
their work and to take more responsibility for 
vacancies. Their role has shifted to one that is 
more customer-focused as they spend more time 
interacting with managers. The shift in the role 
of the resourcing team has led to a change in the 
skills requirements of HR staff. The HR team 
has needed to develop their communication and 
consultancy skills so that they can work with their 
customers effectively. They needed to develop 
skills in analysing and interpreting data so that 
they can make effective use of the information 
that is now available. The team has also had to 
develop skills in using the technology. 

Marks and Spencer

Marks and Spencer is a large retail chain selling 
clothing, home furnishings, beauty products, 
food and financial services. The organisation 
has over 450 stores located throughout the UK 



  209

What is the Potential of E-Recruitment to Transform the Recruitment Process

and another 200 stores worldwide, operating in 
30 countries. The company has approximately 
68,000 employees worldwide. The HR structure 
within Marks and Spencer is based loosely upon 
the Ulrich model, with centres of excellence and 
a shared services centre. The business is split into 
two areas - Head Office and Retail. Recruitment 
is carried out by store managers and recruitment 
advisors on the retail side, with support from the 
shared services centre. In Head Office, recruitment 
is carried out by line managers with support from 
the HR shared services centre. Marks and Spen-
cer needs to recruit an extremely high volume of 
workers annually, especially at a store level. 

An e-recruitment system was introduced in 
2006 in order to manage the volume of vacancies 
and applicants more efficiency. The business case 
for the introduction of this system centred on:

•	 Reduction of recruitment costs
•	 Increased efficiency
•	 Improved experience for candidates
•	 Release of store managers time to focus 

on customer-centred activity, rather than 
recruitment

The candidate portal for store employees is ac-
cessed via the careers and recruitment part of the 
Marks and Spencer website. Potential applicants 
can search for opportunities by role, region, store, 
contract type and number of hours. The avail-
able roles are then displayed and the candidates 
can choose to apply for one or more of these. 
Initially, each applicant is pre-screened online 
according to their eligibility and suitability for 
the role. This pre-screen is based upon a number 
of questions such as “can you provide proof that 
you are legally allowed to work in the UK?” and 
“Can you confirm that you are no longer of com-
pulsory school age?” Unsuitable candidates are 
then automatically rejected and are provided with 
a specific explanation for this rejection online. If 
they pass the eligibility screening, applicants are 
taken to a help and instructions page explaining 

how they should proceed with the next stage of 
their application. They are then asked to complete 
a few basic details such as their name and equal 
opportunities information, before being asked to 
complete an online talent screening. This test as-
sesses their skills and experience against what is 
required for the role for which they are applying. 
Those candidates that are successful following the 
talent screen can then book an interview with the 
appropriate store manager online. 

Store managers or recruitment advisors en-
ter the details of a vacancy into the system and 
then are not involved in the recruitment process 
until the interview stage. The system provides a 
schedule for interviews to each store manager/
recruitment advisor.

Managers are recruited via a multi-stage pro-
cess. Applicants search for opportunities via the 
candidate portal in the same way as applicants for 
customer assistant positions. If there are no live 
vacancies in their area, they can register their inter-
est via the system and are automatically notified 
when a vacancy arises. Management candidates 
are screened on ‘killer’ questions and, if they pass 
this stage, they complete an online application 
form. At this stage applicants are either invited for 
interview or are asked to complete a test online at 
which point they are either automatically rejected 
or invited for interview. 

Recruiters can edit, approve, archive and look 
at statistics on vacancies at any time via the sys-
tem. The use of the online system means that the 
comparatively high workload in raising, approving 
and posting vacancies is minimized. Potentially 
high volumes of inappropriate applications are 
screened out and potential ‘stars’ are identified 
through the use of online testing and killer ques-
tions. The use of the online system has made the 
process more user-friendly and eased sourcing 
and associated expenses through the creation of 
a talent database. 

Graduates are also recruited via a multi-stage 
process. They access vacancies via the candidate 
portal on the Marks and Spencer website and are 
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then pre-screened by function and some applicants 
are rejected automatically at this stage based on 
minimum criteria. Those that have passed this 
stage complete an online application form, at 
which point they may be rejected based on the 
need for a work permit, mobility or shift patterns. 
If they pass this stage they are automatically 
invited to complete a verbal test online. Those 
that pass the verbal tests are invited to complete 
a numerical test online. Those that pass this test 
are invited to complete the OPQ personality test, 
also online. On completion of the OPQ they are 
either rejected or invited to an assessment centre. 
Candidates can book their assessment centre 
place online.

The use of online recruitment for store em-
ployees has improved efficiency by reducing 
administration by 60% through automation. 
It has also created consistency in recruitment 
practices across 400 stores as everyone now has 
to go through the same process. The system is 
more reliable and minimizes administration and 
the time to hire for over 45,000 recruits per year. 
In addition, customer service has been improved 
as store managers now have more time to devote 
to customers rather than to recruitment. 

The use of an online system for graduate 
recruitment has led to improvements in both the 
efficiency and rigour of the recruitment process. 
Manual screening has been reduced to zero, 
consistent and robust screening methodologies 
are used and candidates can check their progress 
and have the facility to book assessment centre’s 
online. The graduate system manages over 6000 
applicants per campaign. 

The graduate system is also used to produce 
a variety of statistics about graduate recruit-
ment which are used to review each recruitment 
campaign and to plan the next. These statistics 
are available in real time so current data can be 
accessed at any time. The induction process for 
successful candidates is started online via a portal 
that is personalised for each candidate. This system 
provides information to new starters and allows 

new employees to communicate with each other 
via message boards in order to encourage them 
to build relationships and ask questions. 

The recruitment team at Marks and Spencer 
feel that the use of the online system has strength-
ened their position relative to other graduate 
recruiters by providing a high level of candidate 
service and cutting the amount of time to from 
application to offer. In addition, the system allows 
recruiters to focus on “value-adding” candidate-
facing tasks by automating administration and 
selection. 

Internal research has shown that the use of 
online recruitment has led to improved candidate 
service and employer brand. 97% of candidates 
rated the recruitment process as good to excel-
lent. The system has allowed the company to save 
60% of costs in some areas. The system also pro-
vides detailed management information to drive 
improvement and to plan future campaigns and 
supports induction. 

BOC Gases

BOC Gases is a large manufacturer of industrial 
gases that is divided into three lines of business—
Process Gas Solutions, Industrial and Special 
Products and BOC Edwards, in addition to a 
specialist logistics business, Gist. They employed 
over 30,000 people and work in 50 countries. At 
the time of the case study the company had just 
been taken over by Linde so were undergoing 
a merger process. BOC Gases has had a shared 
services HR structure in place since 1999. Busi-
ness Unit HR partners report to the MD for each 
unit. These work in conjunction with specialists 
in the shared services centre. 

The company uses a system called Provitrack 
for recruitment. The business case behind intro-
ducing an automated recruitment system was:

•	 High visibility spend
•	 Quick access to candidate information
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•	 To reduce headcount by reducing adminis-
tration

•	 Real time recruitment
•	 Quicker advertising

The company needed to introduce a system 
that suited all of the different recruitment systems 
internationally in a ‘one size fits all’ approach.
Provitrack was chosen as it was cheapest for the 
functionality provided.

Provitrack consists of a central recruitment 
database which is linked to a number of differ-
ent career centres that each has a unique URL. 
They may also have their own application form. 
Each location within the company generally has 
an internal and external career centre and may 
also have career centres linked to different levels 
of recruitment such as for graduates. The system 
has different access levels for managers, vendors, 
administrators and HR recruiters. 

Managers can create their own vacancies but 
in the UK this is generally done by the resourc-
ing team. This goes through an approval process 
and an advertisement is then posted to the cor-
porate website, intranet and jobs boards. This 
can be posted in multiple languages. Applicants 
complete the form online—they only have to 
complete this once and then it is saved for future 
applications. This also creates a database that 
the company can proactively search. The system 
sends out automated acknowledgements and can 
be instructed to issue letters in batches. Managers 
can log in to look at active vacancies, and, as the 
process happens in real time, they can log in and 
view CVs and screen them themselves. They can 
also view a summary of candidates, their status, 
interview scheduled and source. There is also the 
facility to add multiple choice questions to the 
application form and screen candidates on these. 
The system also has a reporting function and can 
produce standard reports by, for example, equal 
opportunities information or agency information, 
or can produce ad hoc reports. 

The move to using Provitrack and online re-
cruitment has saved the company half a million 
pounds in recruitment fees over the first three years 
since its implementation. Cost savings are more 
than the cost of the system through headcount and 
agency fees. The company wanted to be perceived 
as leading edge in terms of the recruitment market 
and their interface with candidates and to be able 
to handle volume.

It was expected that the introduction of Provi-
track would lead to the resourcing team spending 
more time liaising with managers but actually 
they have spent more time working with the front 
end of the system as managers like to shortlist 
candidates themselves. This means that the team 
have more time and freedom to do “added-value” 
work. For instance, they can make sure that they 
really understand the job brief and concentrate 
on sourcing strategies and selection. 

Findings

We have examined the use of e-recruitment and the 
impact of this technology on the efficiency of the 
recruitment process and the role of the resourcing 
team. The literature has proposed that the use of 
technology in HRM can lead to both improved 
HR efficiency and facilitate a shift to a more 
strategic HR role, by providing both the time and 
information required for the HR function to act 
more strategically within an organisation (Lawler 
and Mohrman, 2003; Shrivastiva and Shaw, 2003, 
Snell, Stueber and Lepak, 2002). 

An examination of the evidence that emerged 
from the three case studies above, allowed us some 
insight into the potential impact of technology on 
the efficiency of the recruitment process and the 
role of the resourcing team. We have examined 
this evidence within the framework of the four 
goals suggested by Ruël, Bondarouk and Looise 
(2004). In order to do this we will examine the 
outcomes of the introduction of e-recruitment and 
discuss whether these have led to the achievement 
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of the goals specified by Ruël et al - improving 
the strategic orientation of HRM; cost reduction 
or efficiency gains; improving their service to 
clients and improving the global orientation of 
the firm.

Cost Reduction and Efficiency Gains

Our three cases studies provided a significant 
amount of evidence that the use of e-recruitment 
can lead to cost reduction and efficiency gains. 
Indeed, the drivers for introducing e-recruitment 
in each company included both cost reduction and 
a number of items around efficiency, including 
speed and accuracy of the recruitment process. 
Each of our three organisations had also experi-
enced a series of positive outcomes from using 
e-recruitment that had helped them to achieve a 
more efficient recruitment process. For instance, 
in Cancer Research UK, the previous, paper-based 
process was described as “slow”, “cumbersome” 
and “inaccurate” compared to the online process. 
The organisation has seen great savings in time and 
accuracy as a result of introducing e-recruitment. 
Similarly, Marks and Spencer has experienced 
massive increases in efficiency with the reduc-
tion of administration by 60 percent as a result 
of the move to e-recruitment. BOC have achieved 
significant cost savings through a reduction in 
headcount and in agency fees. There would seem 
to be no doubt therefore from our case studies that 
the goals of cost reduction and efficiency gains 
have been realized. This supports O’Leary et al’s 
(2002) experience of the impact of e-recruitment 
in the US Government and also other research on 
efficiency gains from e-HRM in general (Enshur 
et al, 2002; Snell et al, 2002; Lengnick-Hall and 
Moritz, 2003).

Improved Service to Clients

We also found some evidence that the use of e-
recruitment could lead to an improved service for 
clients. Recruitment is perhaps a more difficult HR 

process to evaluate in this regard than some others, 
as the clients include external candidates as well 
as line managers. However, both line managers 
and applicants praised the speed and efficiency of 
the e-recruitment system in Cancer Research UK, 
suggesting that the efficiency savings alone were 
resulting in service improvements. In addition, 
the resourcing team now has the time to interact 
more with managers and to take more responsibil-
ity for vacancies. Internal research at Marks and 
Spencer showed that the use of e-recruitment had 
led to improved candidate service and that 97% of 
candidates rated the recruitment process as good 
to excellent. In BOC, recruiters have been able 
to spend more time understanding the job brief 
thus enabling them to provide a better service to 
the line managers they work with. It was clear 
from the interviews with line managers carried 
out in two of our case study organisations that 
line managers will only appreciate the service 
improvements that e-recruitment may lead to if 
they have been fully educated in its use and the 
rationale behind its introduction. If steps have not 
been taken to engage managers in this way, they 
may resent the changes, rather than perceiving 
the benefits.

Improving the Strategic Orientation 
of HR

Our case studies provided some evidence that the 
use of e-recruitment could facilitate a change in 
the role of the resourcing team, to one that is more 
strategic. Firstly, we found that the reduction in 
administrative work needed had allowed recruiters 
more time to spend on “value-added” tasks. In 
Cancer Research UK, the resourcing team’s role 
had shifted to more of a consultancy role. In BOC, 
recruiters now had time to focus on developing 
appropriate sourcing and selection strategies, 
rather than concentrating on transactional tasks. 
This idea that the use of e-HRM allows HR practi-
tioners more time to focus on more strategic roles 
is in support of the literature in this area (Groe et 
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al, 1996; Lawler and Mohrman, 2003; Shrivastiva 
and Shaw, 2004). Our results also supported the 
suggestion that e-HRM can facilitate data-driven, 
strategic decisions through the provision of ac-
curate and detailed information (Kovach and 
Cathcart, 1999; Wilcox, 1997). Within Cancer 
Research UK, the Head of Resourcing used the 
information now available about vacancies and 
the recruitment process to make better decisions 
and to improve operational efficiency. Marks 
and Spencer also used the statistics from the 
e-recruitment system to review and plan each 
recruitment campaign.

Improving Global Orientation

The fourth of ë et al’s goals, ‘to improve a com-
pany’s global orientation’ was not found to be 
a commonly cited factor within our case study 
organisations. This may be because four out of 
the five companies studied by Ruël et al operated 
internationally, whereas two out of our three case 
studies focused primarily on UK markets. The 
only strongly international company, BOC, con-
ducted its UK recruitment separately from that 
of other countries. However, within the context 
of recruitment, this goal could be interpreted as 
a widening of the candidate base to one which is 
global. Indeed, to “reach overseas candidates” was 
a driver for the introduction of e-recruitment in 
Cancer Research UK, but whether this had been 
achieved had not been assessed. 

Our analysis of the case studies suggests that, 
for recruitment at least, we may add a fifth goal to 
Ruël et al’s framework, that of employer branding 
or promoting the image of the company. One of 
Cancer Research UK’s reasons for introducing 
e-recruitment was to maintain their “cutting edge 
image” to job seekers. This was also the case 
within BOC gases where the company wanted to 
be seen as “leading edge” in terms of the recruit-
ment market. This idea of image is particularly 
important in recruitment as an outward facing 
activity so may be specific to this process rather 

than being relevant across the whole spectrum 
of human resource management. However, the 
suggestion of ‘image’ or ‘employer branding’ as 
a fifth goal needs further investigation. 

The use of e-recruitment may therefore facili-
tate a transformation of the recruitment process 
to one that is more efficient and also a shift in the 
role of the resourcing team to one that is more 
strategic. Our results are in support of those from 
Ruël et al’s (2004) study, in that the outcomes 
experienced by our case study organisations—
increases in speed and accuracy, reduced costs, 
a reduction in necessary administration and the 
provision of data—have led to the achievement of 
at least three of Ruël et al’s four goals of e-HRM. 
Our case study organisations represented three 
very different industrial contexts and yet similar 
conclusions can be drawn for each of them. 

It is important to note that, in Cancer Research 
UK, the use of e-recruitment and the resulting 
change in the HR role had led to some different de-
mands on the resourcing team’s skills. Aside from 
the skills needed to use the technology itself, the 
team needed to develop consultancy and analytical 
skills. This raises an interesting implication for 
companies introducing e-recruitment or e-HRM 
in order to improve the strategic orientation of the 
HR function. These organisations must be careful 
that their HR team has the skills and experience 
to make this transformation effectively, if they 
are not to be left behind. 

Our research is not without limitations. The 
experience of three UK organisations can not be 
described as generalisable to other organisations 
in different industries and different countries. We 
have adopted this approach to allow us to look at 
the detail of what is occurring in these organisa-
tions, but there is now a need to validate these 
findings on a wider level. In addition, similar 
detailed examinations must be performed for other 
HR process areas. Nevertheless, we have shown 
the way in which e-HRM may help to facilitate 
the transformation to an HR function that is both 
efficient and strategic. 
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Conclusion and Future 
Trends

This chapter has used detailed case studies in a 
single process area, recruitment, in order to pro-
vide further insight into the transformational im-
pact of e-HRM on the HR function. This enabled 
us to overcome the difficulties inherent in using a 
more general approach to examining e-HRM in a 
country where companies are at different stages 
of e-HRM development. On one level, our find-
ings support the more general findings of Ruël, 
Bondarouk and Looise (2004) that e-HRM can 
be used to achieve the goals of cost reduction and 
efficiency gains, client service improvement and 
improving strategic orientation. We can therefore 
also lend some support to the general literature 
on the use of e-HRM to facilitate a more efficient 
and strategic HR function.

We must add a word of caution to these as-
sertions. There could be two main reasons why 
technology might enhance the strategic role of 
HR managers, according to the literature we have 
summarized earlier. The reduction in the admin-
istrative resources required to operate a manual 
system could provide more time or budget for 
more strategic level work. However, recruitment 
activity as a process is usually managed at a fairly 
junior level. Therefore, the release of more junior 
HR managers’ time is unlikely to produce more 
time for strategic activity; rather it will offer op-
portunities for efficiency savings, with reduced 
HR headcount. Nor is the budget saving necessar-
ily reinvested in more senior HR specialists, but 
might, for example, be used to absorb the cost of 
new e-recruitment, or e-HRM, systems. 

The second reason advanced for new technol-
ogy in HR enhancing the strategic role is through 
the production of more accurate data, routinely 
collected. For this to occur requires there to be 
an organisational need, well understood at the 
time of the system design which incorporates the 
collection and analysis of strategically valuable 
data, and also for HR staff to possess skills in 

statistical analysis so they can go beyond descrip-
tive statistics into studies of causes, forecasting 
and of variation. Thus, the functionality of the 
system as a data generating activity is limited 
by prior knowledge of what data is required, and 
the skills and knowledge of how to analyze the 
data meaningfully. 

There is a third possible reason which is more 
indirect and contingent upon sector, occupational 
groups and the labour market. This concerns 
the strategic importance of a well managed 
recruitment process, for example in building an 
employer brand, and in accessing talent ahead of 
the competition. 

There is some evidence in the data gathered 
here that all three reasons for the positive impact 
of technology may have a strategic value. The most 
striking of our findings are around the impact of 
e-recruitment on the efficiency of the recruitment 
process. All three of our case study organisations 
had experienced significant efficiency savings 
as a result of using technology. However, while 
the outcomes of releasing HR practitioners’ time 
and providing HR data were certainly realised, 
and HR practitioners were using this time and 
information in order to act more strategically, 
it cannot be said that this impact was of great 
magnitude. This supports Ulrich and Brockbank’s 
(2005) assertion that, while promoting efficiency, 
technology accounts for only a small proportion 
of the HR function’s impact on business perfor-
mance. This may be because the practitioners 
concerned lacked the necessary skills to make 
this transformation effectively. It may also be 
because the changes were emerging organically 
as a result of the outcomes of using e-recruitment, 
rather than being strategically driven by the 
organisation. If an organisation wishes to take 
full advantage of the possibilities that e-HRM 
allows, then it must develop a strategy by which 
to do this. Organisations must look at how their 
resourcing team (or wider HR team) can be re-
structured and the roles and work re-designed to 
facilitate this transformation to a more strategic 
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role. In addition, future research should analyze 
how e-HRM can be used in conjunction with these 
processes in order to achieve the transformation 
of the HR function. 
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Key terms

Business Partner: An HR professional that 
works with a specific client usually at the senior 
management level and contributes to the design 
of the business strategy from a people perspective 
and helps advise or find advice on key strategic 
issues.

E-Recruitment: The use of any technol-
ogy to attract, select or manage the recruitment 
process.
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e-HRM: A way of implementing HR strategies 
policies and practices in organizations through a 
conscious and directed support of and/or with the 
full use of web-based technology channels.

Human Resource Information System 
(HRIS): Any system that helps an organisation 
to acquire, store, manipulate, analyse, retrieve 
and distribute information about an organisation’s 
human resources.

Killer Questions: Questions that are used 
to sift candidates. Those candidates that answer 
questions incorrectly are rejected at this stage. 

Online Application Form: An application 
form that is completed and submitted via the 
Internet.
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Chapter XIII
The Role of National Culture 

on E-Recruitment in India and 
Mexico

Pramila Rao
Marymount University, USA

Introduction

E-HRM (electronic human resource management) 
is the process of using online technology for 
human resource management activities, such as 
recruitment, training, performance appraisal and 
benefits. E-recruitment is maintaining the entire 
recruitment process online-right from placing 
the job advertisements to receiving the resumes 
and communicating back to potential applicants 
(Othman & Musa, 2007; Rudich, 2000). 

E-recruitment can either be in the form of 
corporate or third-party recruiters. Corporate re-
cruiters allow potential job applicants to post their 
resumes directly on their job sites without using 
any other intermediaries. Statistics reveal that 80% 
of the world’s US 500 companies use corporate 
websites for recruiting (Epstein & Singh, 2003). 
Third-party recruiters, such as Monster.com, are 
synonymous to job advertisement pages of the 
newspapers identifying thousands of employ-

Abstract

This chapter will address the role of national culture on e-recruitment practices in India and Mexico. 
The GLOBE (Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness) cultural study on 61 
countries will be used to discuss the role of cultural dimensions on e-recruitment practices in these two 
countries. The chapter will also discuss the beginnings of e-recruitment trends in India and Mexico, 
challenges of e-recruitment for United States multinationals, national culture profile, and implications 
for multinational managers. This conceptual chapter will provide hypotheses for the cultural dimensions 
discussed. Specifically, this study will address the role of power-distance, in-group collectivism, gender 
egalitarianism and uncertainty-avoidance on e-recruitment practices. 
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ment vacancies (Epstein & Singh, 2003). They 
usually charge employers a cost for posting their 
advertisements for certain duration of time (Tong, 
& Sivanand, 2005). Usually third party recruit-
ers and corporate recruiters collaborate together 
to provide best recruitment and career solutions 
to potential applicants (Pollit, 2005; Mollsion, 
2001). The goal of this paper is to discuss the role 
of national culture on e-recruitment practices in 
emerging economies like India and Mexico as 
multinationals seek to establish a strong presence 
in these countries (Friedman, 2005). 

Multinationals are proactively seeking the best 
talent worldwide. The method of online recruiting 
allows organizations to transcend geographical 
boundaries from Monterrey to Mumbai seeking 
the best in human capital (Birchfield, 2002). E-
recruitment has several other advantages; such 
as its low cost (Rudich, 2000; Galanaki, 2002), 
quick response time (Hays, 1999), broad range of 
applicants (Sessa and Taylor, 2000), more edu-
cated applicants (Othman & Musa, 2007), and of 
course worldwide accessibility (Galanaki, 2002; 
Vinutha 2005).  Specifically, it has demonstrated a 
shorter recruitment cycle and lower cost-per-hire 
(Sridhar, 2005; Jasrotia, 200; Pollitt, 2005). For 
instance, Nike has demonstrated with the use of 
e-recruitment the average time to fill job positions 
reduced from 62 to 42 days and the recruitment 
costs reduced by 54% (Pollitt, 2005). From the 
employees’ perspective, it has made the recruit-
ment process a very proactive one – now passive 
applicants post their resumes online in anticipation 
of an interview (Mollison, 2001). 

Further, online recruitment allows applicants 
the luxury of accessing jobs online at their own 
convenience 24 hours 7 days a week. It provides 
the comfort of scrutinizing jobs without physically 
going through the stress of an interview. Finally, it 
allows applicants to get a thorough understanding 
of the organization and its culture before joining 
the organization (Vinutha, 2005). 

On the other side, the disadvantages of e-re-
cruitment are that it could create disparate impact 
as economically disadvantaged groups might not 
have access to online facilities.  This becomes 
even more distinct in emerging economies where 
there is a stark difference between the rich and the 
poor due to social and economic classes, creat-
ing what scholars have termed a “digital-divide” 
(Olivas-Lujan, Ramirez & Zapatu-Cantu, 2007; 
Curry and Kenney, 2006; Lancaster, 2003).

Further, employees from the older age groups 
might perceive themselves to be less tech-savvy 
than the current “digital-generation” of employees, 
and therefore feel a sense of alienation (Othman & 
Musa, 2007). Also, several cultures, such as India 
and Mexico, do not like to use e-recruitment for 
upper-level executives who have to lead, direct, 
and manage organizations. These cultures feel 
that they have to trust and know such cadre of 
executives before recruiting them (Chokkar, 2007; 
Davila & Elvira, 2005). Finally, e-recruitment is 
known for its deluge of unqualified applicants 
(Othman & Musa, 2007).

The primary objective of this chapter is to 
provide readers an overview on e-recruitment 
challenges in two emerging economies, India and 
Mexico. Both these countries are increasing their 
trade relations with other countries in the world and 
aggressively promoting foreign investment (Fried-
man, 2006). Therefore as multinationals scramble 
to these nations to establish their foothold, it is 
important to understand cultural impediments on 
staffing practices, such as e-recruitment, in these 
two growing economies. 

The next section discusses perspectives and 
problems of e-recruitment in these economies 
(India and Mexico) and is organized as follows 
1) beginnings of e-recruitment  2) challenges of 
e-recruitment 3) national culture, with specific ref-
erence to power-distance, in-group collectivism, 
gender egalitarianism and uncertainty-avoidance 
and their impact on e-recruitment practices.
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Beginnings of E-recruitment: 
India and Mexico

The United States pioneered the global trend of 
e-recruitment when Jeff Taylor launched Monster.
com in 1994 (Taylor, 2003; Murray, 2001) with 20 
clients and 200 job openings (Anonymous, 2007). 
Monster.com launched the concept of posting and 
storing resumes online (Taylor, 2003; Mollison, 
2001). The beginning of e-recruitment coincided 
with a business culture that was becoming increas-
ingly global with the trade reforms such as the 
NAFTA and the breaking down of political and 
trade barriers (Friedman, 2005).

The Indian government’s proactive liberaliza-
tion policy in 1991 opened the doors to numerous 
multinationals. Today 125 Fortune 500 companies 
have their R &D centers in India (Zakaria, 2006). 
Microsoft, IBM. & Hewlett-Packard are eagerly 
increasing their operations in India (Solomon, 
2005; Ramamurthi, 2001) requiring increased 
staff. Dell is planning to double it work staff in 
India over the next three years to almost hire 
20,000 technical workers. Microsoft is going 
to add another 3000 jobs in India over the next 
three-four years (Frauenheim, 2006). 

Mexico opened its doors to foreign policy 
when it changed it trade policy from an import-
substitution to an export strategy. With the 
NAFTA opening the doors to increased trade, 
Mexico has become the 15th largest exporter 
economy of the world. In the IT sector, the 
Mexican government is heavily investing in the 
Information Technology (IT) industry as it real-
izes that it lags behind several Asian economies 
in the IT field. The government has announced 
an incentive program called Prosoft to achieve $5 
billion worth of Mexican software by 2013 and 
also make Mexico a software leader in the Latin 
American region (Emmond, 2005; Navarrete & 
Pick, 2002). 

In March 1997, an Indian company, Naukri.
com, began its first internet portal operation with 
basic HTML (Hypertext Markup Language) 

operation. At that time, India had only 14,000 
internet connections with most of them being 
text-only connections. However, today Naukri.
com is India’s largest e-recruitment portal with 
3.5 million users and 15,000 corporate clients 
(Srinivasan, Babu  & Sahad, 2005). The main 
players of the e-recruitment industry in India today 
are Naukri.com, Timesjob, Careerindia.com, and 
Jobstreet.com (Sridhar, 2005). Job.street provides 
a certification that ensures absolute privacy about 
applicant’s employment details (Suryanarayanan, 
2001), which is very important in the Indian or-
ganizational culture that values qualities such as 
loyalty and trust (Chokkar, Brodbeck & House, 
2007). 

The pioneers of online recruitment in Mexico 
are Bumeran.com and Laborum.com, both non-
Mexican firms, established around 1999. The 
corporate offices of Bumeran are in Argentina 
and that of Laborum are in Chile (Fitzgerald & 
Liburt, Peterson, 2000; Anonymous, 2001). Schol-
ars suggest barriers, such as high business costs, 
complicated ownership laws for new firms, and a 
lack of capitalist culture prompts non-Mexicans 
to dominate the e-commerce business in Mexico 
(Curry, Contreras, Kenney, 2001). 

The online revolution pioneered by Monster.
com in the US in 1994 (Murray, 2001) set the 
stage for emerging economies like India and 
Mexico to experience the flattening of the world 
(Friedman, 2005). 

Challenges of E-Recruitment: 
India and Mexico

US multinationals frequently use online recruit-
ment as a predominant method to leverage talent 
across the globe. On an average, about 804 of the 
Fortune 1000 companies use Monster.com as one 
of their recruitment portals (Mollison, 2001). The 
US culture promotes sharing work experiences 
more openly than many other cultures- hence 
posting resumes on web sites is not a difficult 
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choice for applicants (Mollison, 2001). US mul-
tinationals seeking off shoring and outsourcing 
resources to countries such as Mexico and India 
are challenged by local economic and cultural 
practices (Friedman, 2006).

In India, the sheer magnitude and size of online 
recruiting is staggering by Western standards. On 
an average, large Indian companies recruit about 
10,000 entry-level positions annually (Sachi-
tanand & Sheth, 2007). The process of screening 
resumes for authenticity and relevance is a staffing 
nightmare for online recruiters as the population 
of India staggers over a million (Vinuta, 2005; 
Sridhar, 2005). 

Second, a strange paradox called “digital-
divide” exists, although India is acknowledged 
as the information technology (IT) leader of the 
world (Friedman, 2005). Therefore, the rich have 
the benefits of the technological revolution while 
the poor are left behind. Apart from economic 
costs, poor telecommunications infrastructure and 
undependable power shortages are the norm for 
most rural villages in India. India’s population of 
one billion has only 3.7 % internet penetration with 
approximately about forty-two million internet 
users (Lath, 2006). While the big metropolitan 
cities of Mumbai, Bangalore, Chennai, Delhi and 
Hyderabad are very well-connected, internet con-
nection in inner cities are not of global standards. 
The low internet penetration can be a challenge 
for US multinationals where a laptop at every 
desk is so ubiquitous (Lath, 2006). 

Similarly in Mexico, there is a “digital inequal-
ity (Olivas-Lujan, Ramirez & Zapatu-Cantu, 
2007; Curry and Kenney, 2006) - where there is 
a stark distinction between those who can afford 
access to the internet and those who cannot. Such 
digital disparity is widely prevalent because of 
poor telecommunications infrastructure, distinct 
economic classes of the rich and poor, and also 
high costs associated with Internet usage.  On an 
average, about 37% of the households in Mexico 
have internet access (Anonymous, 2005). In the 
corporate world only 28.6% firms have internet 

connection, while 71.4 % of the corporate do not 
have internet access (Olivas-Lujan, Ramirez & 
Zapatu-Cantu, 2007). 

Table 1 provides details of internet users and 
penetration for these two countries.

Third, cultural preferences dictate a very 
personal and controlling approach outlook to 
staffing in both India and Mexico because of their 
high power-distance and collectivist ties (Chok-
kar, Brodbeck & House, 2007; Davila & Elvira, 
2005). High power distance cultures prefer to 
be personally involved in staffing as it provides 
authority. Collectivist cultures are characterized 
by a very tight social framework and therefore 
prefer to hire employees known to them through 
social connections, regardless whether employees 
are qualified for the job (Awasty & Gupta, 2004). 
This is more relevant to upper-level positions 
which require a lot of trust and loyalty and can 
be developed only through personal relationships 
(Chokkar, Brodbeck & House, 2007; Davila & 
Elvira, 2005). 

Finally, cultural dimensions such as uncer-
tainty avoidance create a sense of anxiety about 
the unknown. Mexican employees fear loss of 
confidentiality in submitting their resumes to 
the Internet (Mejias, 2000). Loyalty is a very 
important cultural trait (Davila & Elvira, 2005) 
and applicants fear their employers (bosses) 
might see their resumes online (Mejias, 2000). 
Several online fraud activities, such as credit 
card transactions, have made Mexican cautious 
of the credibility of internet communications 
(Peterson, 2000). In India, some online recruiters 
have certification to ensure absolute privacy about 

Country Users Population Penetration

India 42,000,000 1,129,667,528 3.7 %

Mexico 22,700,000 106,457,446 21.3 %

Table 1. Internet users and Internet penetration: 
India and Mexico for 2007 (Adapted from http://
www.internetworldstats.com)
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applicant’s employment details (Suryanarayanan, 
2001), as employees do not want their superiors 
to know that they are looking for jobs elsewhere 
(Chokkar, Brodbeck & House, 2007). 

Several studies  Chokkar, Brodbeck & House, 
2007; Davila & Elvira, 2005) have explored the 
effect of culture on human resource management 
practices but very few studies have addressed the 
role of national culture on e-recruitment practices 
(Gong, Li & Stump, 2007). This article will ad-
dress the paucity of research in this domain. The 
next section will provide the national culture 
profile of India and Mexico and its influence on 
e-recruitment practices.

National Culture: India and 
Mexico

This study uses the GLOBE (Global Leadership 
and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness) cul-
tural dimensions as it one of the most recent studies 
(Chokkar, Brodbeck & House, 2007) on organi-
zational values and cultures. It has synthesized 
cultural findings from 61 countries on nine core 
cultural dimensions. The predominant cultural 
dimensions are assertiveness, future-orientation, 
gender egalitarianism, humane orientation, in-
stitutional collectivism, in-group collectivism, 

performance orientation, power distance and 
uncertainty-avoidance. The definitions of these 
cultural dimensions are provided in Table 2.

Six of these dimensions have their origins from 
Hofstede’s cultural studies (1980). The collectiv-
ism construct has been divided into two specific 
dimensions, institutional and in-group collectiv-
ism, to reflect differences between culture in the 
society at large and culture in organizations. The 
masculinity dimension has been developed into 
assertiveness and gender egalitarianism to reflect 
both individual differences and gender equity. 
Future and humane orientation have their origins 
from studies of Kluckholm and Strodbeck and 
the performance orientation was derived from 
McClelland’s work on achievement (Chokkar, 
Brodbeck & House, 2007). 

India ranked high on three dimensions namely; 
in-group collectivism, (Rank 4), power distance 
(Rank 16), and humane-orientation (Rank 9), 
while for other cultural dimensions it had the fol-
lowing ranks among the 61 countries surveyed; 
uncertainty-avoidance (Rank 29), institutional 
collectivism (Rank 25), future-orientation (Rank 
15), performance-orientation (Rank 23) gender 
egalitarianism (Rank 16) and assertiveness 
(Rank 53).  

Mexico ranked high on three dimensions name-
ly; in-group collectivism (12th rank), assertiveness 

# Cultural Dimension Definition

1 Assertiveness The degree to which individuals in organizations or societies are assertive in social relationships

2 Future-Orientation The degree to which individuals in organizations or societies plan for the future

3 Gender Egalitarianism The degree to which organizations or society promotes gender equality

4 Humane Orientation The degree to which individuals in organizations or societies reward individuals for positive behavior

5 Institutional Collectivism The degree to which organizational and institutional practices encourage collective action

6 In-group Collectivism The degree to which individuals in societies reflect collectivist behavior

7 Performance Orientation The degree to which upper management in organizations and leaders in societies reward group mem-
bers for performance excellence

8 Power Distance The degree to which organizations and societies accept power

9 Uncertainty-Avoidance The degree to which organizations and societies avoid uncertainty by relying on practices and procedures

Table 2. Definition of cultural dimensions ( Adapted from Chhokar, Brodbeck, & House, 2007)
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(16th rank) and gender-egalitarianism (16th rank). 
Mexico had the following ranks for the other cul-
tural dimensions. Uncertainty-avoidance (Rank 
26), institutional collectivism (Rank 38), future-
orientation (Rank 26), performance-orientation 
(Rank 32) gender egalitarianism (Rank 16) and 
assertiveness (Rank 16) (Chhokar, Brodbeck, & 
House, 2007). Table 2 provides scores and ranks 
for India and Mexico on these various cultural 
dimensions. 

The next section will discuss the role of the 
GLOBE national cultural scores on e-recruitment 
practices in these India and Mexico. Specifically, 
this study will address the role of power-distance, 
in-group collectivism, gender egalitarianism 
and uncertainty-avoidance on e-recruitment 
practices. 

Power Distance

Both the Indian and Mexican corporate world 
is characterized by clear hierarchies and formal 
structure. Employees are very reluctant to disagree 
with their boss or even call them by their first 
names (Gordon, 2002; Davila & Elvira, 2005). 
Formal titles such as Mr., Mrs., Dr, Sir or Madam 

are widely used in Indian corporate (Chokkar, 
2007) and job titles such as “licenciado” or “jefe” 
are used in the Mexican corporate. Subordinates 
rarely circumvent their bosses’, as such behavior 
is considered defiance to authority (Awasthy & 
Guptha, 2004; Davila & Elvira, 2005).

Scholars (Bagchi, Hart & Peterson, 2004) 
examined the influence of national culture on 
adoption of information technology (IT) products 
(such as internet, cell, and pagers) on 31 coun-
tries. They concluded that high power distance 
countries do no adopt IT products very easily 
into their work lives. The internet, cell phones 
and pagers promote a participatory method of 
interaction between subordinates and superiors, 
which the low power distance cultures enjoy and 
support. On the other hand, high power distance 
cultures prefer to keep a distance and maintain 
an autocratic decision style, and therefore rely 
less on information technology products that will 
increase such horizontal participation between 
superiors and subordinates.

Therefore, high power-distance cultures will 
not incorporate e-recruitment easily in their work 
lives as employers from such cultures would like 
to maintain an autocratic decision style, with 
a single person or persons making the staffing 
decisions. India and Mexico have high scores 
and ranks in power distance (India: 5.47, Rank 
16; Mexico: 5.22; Rank 30), with India having 
higher scores than Mexico. The higher the power 
distance, the greater will be the resistance to 
absorb new technology, such as e-recruitment.  
Therefore organizations from these countries are 
less likely to incorporate e-recruitment into their 
staffing process than US multinationals which 
predominantly seek e-recruitment to get the best 
talent worldwide  (Mollison, 2001). Therefore this 
leads to the first hypothesis:

H1: Indian organizations are less likely to adopt 
e-recruitment practices than Mexican organiza-
tions.

Table 3. National cultural dimension scores for 
India and Mexico

# Cultural Dimension India (Rank) Mexico (Rank)

1 Assertiveness 3.73 (53) 4.45 (16)

2 Future Orientation 4.19 (15) 3.87 (26)

3 Gender Egalitarianism* 2.90 (55) 3.64 (16)

4 Humane Orientation 4.57 (9) 3.98 (34)

5 Institutional  
Collectivism

4.38 (25) 4.06 (38)

6 In-Group  
Collectivism

5.92 (4) 5.71 (12)

7 Performance  
Orientation

4.25 (23) 4.10 (32)

8 Power Distance 5.47 (16) 5.22 (30)

9 Uncertainty-Avoidance 4.15 (29) 4.18 (26)
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H2: Indian and Mexican organizations are less 
likely to adopt e-recruitment practices than US 
multinationals operating in their countries.

In-group Collectivism

Collectivist cultures are characterized by a very 
tight social framework where members distin-
guish themselves from their in-groups and out-
groups. In-group members could be employees 
from the same caste, religion or family. In-group 
members always favor members from the same 
group. In India, it is very easy to distinguish a 
person’s caste (social class) and religion by her or 
his last name, making it possible to make biased 
staffing decisions (Budhwar & Baruch, 2003). 
In Mexico, family and close friends are of para-
mount importance, such that recruiting practices 
are based on strong personal bonds that usually 
supersede organizational hiring criteria (Davila 
& Elvira, 2005). 

Bagchi, Hart & Peterson, (2004) in a study 
on adoption of information technology (IT) 
products concluded that individualistic cultures 
adopt internet easily into their work lives. This is 
because individualistic cultures like the autonomy 
and impersonal interaction that IT products offer. 
Therefore, employees in such cultures feel con-
nected with their employers albeit maintaining a 
good physical distance. On the contrary, collectiv-
ist cultures feel a strong sense of personal interac-
tion between employers and employees rather than 
being connected by the wireless technology. In 
another study by Lim, Leung, Sia & Lee (2002) 
on individualism and internet shopping concluded 
that high individualistic cultures used the internet 
widely and had higher internet shopping rates. On 
the contrary, collectivist cultures rely on personal 
recommendations from a trusted source, such as 
friend, family or co-worker who has bought the 
product rather than shopping from an unknown 
(Internet) source.

Therefore, collectivist cultures will use less 
of the internet resources, such as e-recruitment, 
because they prefer to recruit and hire employees 
from the same in-group members. Therefore, they 
would not prefer to recruit applicants from the 
internet who are unknown and consequently can-
not be trusted. India and Mexico have high scores 
and ranks in in-group collectivism (India: 5.92, 
Rank 4; Mexico: 5.71; Rank 12), with India having 
higher scores than Mexico. The higher the in-group 
collectivism, the greater will be the resistance to 
absorb new technology, such as e-recruitment. 
Therefore organizations from these countries 
are less likely to incorporate e-recruitment into 
their staffing process than US multinationals 
which predominantly seek e-recruitment to get 
the best talent worldwide. Therefore this leads 
to the second hypothesis:

H1: Indian organizations are less likely to adopt 
e-recruitment practices than Mexican organiza-
tions.

H2: Indian and Mexican organizations are less 
likely to adopt e-recruitment practices than US 
multinationals operating in their countries.

Gender Egalitarianism

In Mexico, the strong macho culture focuses on 
promoting men to upper-level positions, while 
women are considered as glamorous support 
staff. Physical appearances are very important 
in Mexico, and women have to be physically 
attractive to climb up the corporate ladder, put-
ting undue pressure on women. The masculine 
Mexican culture openly state in their job adver-
tisements for physical characteristics such as slim 
and fair-skinned from their female applicants. The 
strong masculine orientation is demonstrated in 
exaggerated titles and open display of power and 
wealth (Messenger, 2004).
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Similarly in India, there is a societal preference 
towards male dominance both in the corporate 
and social settings, although India had a female 
Prime-minister ruling the nation. In staffing, there 
is a strong preference for recruiting men in upper-
level management positions (Chokkar, 2007). 
Multinationals, such as Motorala and Coca-Cola, 
are trying to reverse the skewed representation of 
women in upper-management positions by pro-
actively hiring women and also making women 
a part of the recruiting panel for upper-level 
management positions (Agrwal, 2006). 

Researchers (Bagchi, Hart & Peterson, 2004) 
in a study on information technology concluded 
that cultures with high femininity adopt new in-
formation technology, such as the internet and its 
resources, very easily into their daily work lives. 
Highly feminine cultures prefer to have a work-life 
balance which is supported by increased reliance 
on information technology products, such as in-
ternet. Gong, Li & Rodney (2007) examined the 
role of national culture and the usage of internet 
in 58 countries and concluded that masculinity 
hinders internet usage. Masculine cultures rely 
less on the internet usage as such advances in 
technology creates a sense of cyber equality at the 
work place – which might not be congruent with 
the assertive, dominating masculine cultures.

Therefore, high masculine cultures will not 
incorporate e-recruitment easily into their work 
lives as employers from such cultures would like 
to maintain a sense of personal domination by 
being involved in the hiring process at the work 
place. India and Mexico have different scores 
and ranks in masculinity (India: 2.90, Rank 55; 
Mexico: 3.64; Rank 16), with India having much 
lower scores than Mexico. The higher the mascu-
linity, the greater will be the resistance to absorb 
new technology, such as e-recruitment. Therefore 
organizations from these countries are less likely 
to incorporate e-recruitment into their staffing 
process than US multinationals which proactively 
seek new applicants through the worldwide web 

(Mollison, 2001). Therefore this leads to the third 
hypothesis:

H1: Mexican organizations are less likely to 
adopt e-recruitment practices than Indian orga-
nizations.

H2: Indian and Mexican organizations are less 
likely to adopt e-recruitment practices than US 
multinationals operating in their countries.

Uncertainty-Avoidance

Many Indian social customs suggest a culture 
that is very ritualistic and avoids the uncertain 
or unknown. Most business arrangements, such 
as beginning a new plant, have a very strong 
reliance on astrological predictions to identify if 
the time is favorable and therefore avoid any pos-
sible mishaps (Chokkar, 2007). In staffing, such 
uncertainty about the future makes organizations 
seek elaborate information through employment 
testing and employers conduct several interviews 
to seek elaborate information about applicants 
(Som, 2006). Similarly in Mexico, to reduce 
anxiety or the unknown, employers seek elaborate 
information of applicants, such as current age, 
family background, work background, marital 
status, photos, and number of children through 
interviews and biodata (O’Connell, Hattrup, 
Doverspike and Cober, 2002). 

Lim, Leung, Sia & Lee (2002) examined the 
role of uncertainty avoidance on internet shopping 
in thirty-three countries. Their study concluded 
that cultures with low uncertainty avoidance had 
higher internet shopping rates. Cultures high in 
uncertainty-avoidance viewed internet shopping 
as risky and a complete change in shopping style, 
which is anxiety producing.

Therefore, cultures high in uncertainty avoid-
ance will not incorporate e-recruitment easily 
into their work lives as employers from such 
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cultures feel a sense of anxiety of the unknown (e-
recruitment) rather than their traditional methods 
of hiring. India and Mexico have almost similar 
scores and ranks in uncertainty avoidance (India: 
4.15, Rank 29; Mexico: 4;18; Rank 26), with India 
having slightly lower scores than Mexico. The 
higher the uncertainty-avoidance, the greater 
will be the resistance to absorb new technology, 
such as e-recruitment. Therefore organizations 
from these countries are less likely to incorporate 
e-recruitment into their staffing process than US 
multinationals which proactively seek the best 
global talent through the internet (Agrwal, 2006). 
Therefore this leads to the fourth hypothesis:

H1: Mexican organizations are more likely 
to adopt e-recruitment practices than Indian 
organizations. 

H2: Indian and Mexican organizations are less 
likely to adopt e-recruitment practices than US 
multinationals operating in their countries.

Implications for 
Multinationals

Western Multinationals have to be wary as they 
compete for worldwide talent that transferring 
Western staffing practices, such as e-recruitment, 
might not work well in other cultures. Several 
cultures consider e-recruitment an impersonal 
approach to staffing. In a case study of four Mexi-
can companies, the HR departments reported a 
sense of alienation with the applicants with the 
use of e-recruitment (Olivas-Lujan, Ramirez & 
Zapatu-Cantu, 2007).  

Multinationals would benefit from making a 
cultural chart to understand the role of national 
cultural dimensions on e-recruitment practices 
in different countries. This chart would help 
them understand why certain cultures are slow 
to absorb this method of staffing. High power 
distance cultures have a strong need to dominate. 
Therefore in staffing, personal interviews and tests 

gives them undeniable power. High masculine 
cultures thrive on assertiveness and open display 
of power, which personal methods of staffing 
provide. Collectivist cultures have a strong need 
to know and trust the applicant before hiring, 
which is not possible through e-recruitment. 
Cultures with high uncertainty do not trust any 
information that does not come from a reliable 
authentic source and therefore are unsure of the 
applicants’ veracity (Bagchi, Hart & Peterson, 
2004; Lim, Leung, Sia & Lee, 2002). 

Most emerging economies are experiencing 
a “digital-divide”, where distinct regions in their 
country have internet access and other regions do 
not (Lancaster, 2003; Curry and Kenney, 2006). 
This might come as a big surprise to US multina-
tionals where computers are ubiquitous at almost 
every office. The national average for internet 
penetration in the US is 59%, with the Pacific 
states of Washington and Oregon boasting of a high 
average of 68% (Anonymous, 2003). Therefore 
US multinationals would benefit from making a 
chart that identifies internet penetration based on 
the different states or regions of the countries they 
are planning to establish overseas operations. The 
emphasis here is that identifying exact areas/states 
of internet usage in various countries to give a 
better perspective for multinationals to adopt their 
staffing practices overseas (Curry and Kenney, 
2006; Lancaster, 2003).

Future Trends

The role of culture on information technology is 
just emerging (Leidner & Kaysworth, 2006) and 
this paper advances to this promising research by 
identifying the role of culture and IT (information 
technology) adoption in two entirely different 
national contexts. Leidner & Kaysworth (2006) in 
their recent interesting theory on IT-culture conflict 
propose three main conflicts that result with the 
interaction of IT and national culture; systems, 
contribution, and vision. 
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A “system conflict” can occur when an IT ap-
plication (such as e-recruitment) brings cultural 
nuances to the fore.  E-recruitment brings out the 
cultural importance of a very personalized and 
collective approach that some national cultures 
have towards staffing. The “contribution conflict” 
occurs when group member core values contradicts 
with IT application (such as e-recruitment). Stud-
ies in Mexico have shown that managers felt a 
sense of isolation and of being disconnected with 
potential applicants in the process of e-recruitment. 
The core Mexican management values are be-
ing in close contact with the potential applicants 
(Olivas-Lujan, Ramirez & Zapatu-Cantu, 2007). 
A “vision conflict” occurs when the group’s values 
about technology conflicts with the actual values 
of the IT application (such as e-recruitment). 
While e-recruitment is considered more efficient 
and time-saving (actual values), the groups values 
(such as those in Mexico or India) may consider it 
unreliable as they do not like to experiment with 
processes or systems that are unknown (Leidner 
& Kaysworth, 2006). Therefore researchers and 
practitioners have to be cognizant of these “con-
flicts” and their impact on e-recruitment.  

Second, this research makes a strong connec-
tion between the concept of e-recruitment and 
national culture, which has not been previously 
examined. This is significant as multinationals 
are relying increasingly on this staffing method 
to leverage worldwide talent (Epstein & Singh, 
2003). Multinationals should be cognizant that 
national cultures exert a strong influence on the 
outcomes of IT usage and adoption (Leidner & 
Kaysworth, 2006). 

Third, this paper focuses on IT adoption in 
emerging economies, predicted to be the future 
business leaders. Most research articles focus on 
Western economies leaving emerging economies 
largely unexplored (Friedman, 2006).  This article 
provides a good perspective on internet usage, 
internet penetration and role of culture in two 
leading emerging economies.

Conclusion

Internet recruiting will definitely continue to 
play a very prominent role as the world becomes 
more digitized. Multinationals are going to rely 
increasingly on this method of recruitment as it 
proven to bring high-caliber worldwide talent 
to your doorstep. Practitioners and researchers 
would benefit from making a “what if” chart or 
spreadsheet based on cultural dimensions scores 
and adaptability to internet usage. This would help 
identify as to why some countries still prefer a 
very different approach to staffing (Bagchi, Hart, 
Peterson, 2004).
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Key Terms

Contribution Conflict: A conflict that occurs 
when group members’ core work values contradicts 
with IT application (such as e-recruitment)

Digital Divide: A split between people who 
have access to the Internet and people who do not 
have access to the Internet due to economical and 
technological reasons. 

E-Recruitment: The complete automation of 
the recruitment process whereby applications and 
resumes are screened online. 
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Internet Penetration: Indicates the percent-
age of internet users in any country.

Naukri.com: An employment website in India 
that means “job” in the Indian national language, 
Hindi.

System Conflict: A conflict occurs when an IT 
application (such as e-recruitment) brings cultural 
differences to the vanguard.

Vision Conflict: A conflict that occurs when 
the group’s values about technology conflicts with 
the actual values of the IT application (such as 
e-recruitment).
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introduction

An agenda for Human Resources Information 
Systems (HRIS) research is put forward by 
Magalhaes and Ruel (2008), who propose an inte-

grative perspective for HRIS research, and stress 
that research in organizational and information 
systems cannot be separated. They argue that 
the integration of HRIS within organizations can 
be seen as an intricate web of many causes and 

Abstract

This chapter asserts that a proper integration of HRIS within organizations entails extending the scope 
of HRM technologies to encompass modeling frameworks enabling the analysis and (re)design of HR 
behaviors. Furthermore, it argues that the process of emergence, which constitutes the cornerstone 
of contemporary sociological thought on organization, lies at the root of the usage of technologies 
capable of addressing the emergent nature of HR behaviors. This chapter describes and illustrates a 
bottom-up modeling framework that takes into account the problem of emergence and allows (1) an 
enhanced traceability of HR, (2) a situated, context-aware HR modeling, and (3) HR modeling from 
action repositories. The present framework is illustrated with a case study, where it is used to capture, 
model, and analyze work practices. 
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consequences and that HRIS cannot be studied 
separate from the organizational context where 
they are interwoven. This assertion has two main 
implications; (1) when researching HRIS from 
an integrated perspective, it is crucial that the 
researcher approaches the topic from an appropri-
ate ontological point of view, and (2) the scope of 
Human Resource Management (HRM) should not 
only include applications to support traditional 
HRM functions, but also frameworks to capture, 
analyze, and eventually modify the behavior of 
human resources (HR). Such frameworks should 
be developed accordingly to the ontological posi-
tion defined. Social emergence is the ontological 
point of view defended by those authors. Sawyer 
(2005: 213) explains that the emergence paradigm 
research “focuses on the micro-interactional 
mechanisms by which shared social phenomena 
emerge and on how those emergencies constrain 
those mechanisms”. 

In this paper we discuss an issue, which is 
relevant to HRIS, i.e. the problem of modeling 
individual-level behavior in the context of broader 
organizational action. Hence, it is important that 
the problem under review is placed within an onto-
logical framework of the organizational phenom-
enon. Ontology and methodology are two sides of 
the same coin, meaning that the methodology used 
to research a particular phenomenon will depend 
entirely on the ontological perspective that one 
holds. It is submitted, firstly, that the emergence 
of the organizational phenomenon depends to a 
large degree upon the alignment between the in-
dividual and the organization. Secondly, that such 
alignment cannot be taken for granted; rather, it 
requires conscious, systematic and continuous ef-
forts. Thirdly, that the alignment of the individual 
and the organization can be facilitated by (1) the 
development of a semi-formal models of agent 
behaviour at different organizational levels and 
(2) methods and tools to build, update and analyze 
the representations based on those models. 

Whereas current modeling efforts are mostly 
directed at organizational perspectives, little 

attention has been paid to individual or inter-
personal perspectives. Several approaches to 
modeling organization strategy, processes and 
resources have been developed. However, models 
for individual or inter-personal levels are scarce 
and have typically, different purposes. Research 
is needed to address the modeling of individual 
and interpersonal behaviors and the definition 
of proper ways of linking these behaviors with 
perspectives of higher organizational levels. More 
specifically, research is needed to raise awareness 
and to illustrate the benefits of aligning individuals 
and the organization. The aims of such modeling 
are as follows:

•	 Enabling the organization to capture and 
visualize different concerns of individual 
behavior.

•	 Enabling individuals to understand the 
relationship of their daily actions with or-
ganizational resources and activities.

•	 Facilitating the analysis, discussion and 
(re)design of individual and inter-personal 
work.

Organizational modelings are of interest to 
HRIS due to the closeness of this category of 
information system and all organizational phe-
nomenon. If organizations are defined essentially 
as groups of people working for a common goal, 
then it is clear that any information system dealing 
with human resources will tightly interwoven with 
the organization itself. There are many schools 
of thought in organizational modeling but in this 
paper we are particularly interested in a school 
of thought guided by the following principles:  
(1) agents have acting, deliberation, and learning 
capabilities, (2) agent exhibit multiple behaviors 
that depend of specific contexts of execution, and 
(3) such behaviors should be captured from agent 
actions and interactions.

The school of thought in organizational mod-
elling which is followed in this paper considers 
organizational phenomena as being emergent in 
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nature. Hence, we begin the article by putting 
forward a model of emergent organization. The 
model is inspired on the evolutionary logic of au-
topoiesis which explains the construction of social 
groups starting from their biological origins and 
on Mingers’ (2001) hierarchy of self-referential 
social systems. Each level exhibits to the same 
autopoietic characteristics of operational closure 
and self-referentiality and represents a level of 
sensemaking at which the organization can be 
analysed or diagnosed. The remainder of the 
paper is devoted to an exposition on the proposed 
modelling approach.

The emergent organization

Mingers (2001) argues that although autopoiesis 
cannot be transferred as a whole to social theory, 
there is one key principle of autopoiesis which 
can—the principle of organization closure. Such 
argument is based on the assumption that through-
out the entire hierarchy of systems, as proposed 
by Boulding (1956), all the systems’ levels exhibit 
characteristics of organizational closure. As we 
have seen above, for autopoiesis the main guideline 
for the characterization of living, autonomous 
systems is not a set of inputs and outputs, but the 
nature of their internal coherence, which arise 
out of their interconnectedness (Varela, 1984). In 
turn, organizational closure “requires some form 
of self-reference, whether material, linguistic or 
social, rather than the more specific process of 
self-production” (Mingers, 2001: 111). Thus, it 
is suggested that organizational closure and self-
referentiality are criteria which unequivocabily 
define social systems.

There are many simple examples of organiza-
tional closure and self-referentiality in every-day 
life. Conversations are one case in point. In order 
to maintain its internal coherence, a conversation 
between two persons has to be self-referential, 
meaning that it must anchored on statements 
already made and for the conversation to remain 

meaningful it must build on past knowledge. 
Our own perception of events around us is also 
self-referential. An example comes from Gestalt 
theory in psychology and concerns the phenom-
enon of apparent movement. When the light in 
one place is turned off and the light in another 
place is immediately turned on, we experience 
the perception of light movement. This illusion 
is the basis of the apparent movement of neon 
advertising signs. The observer does not see 
two lights going on or off and she immediately 
infers that something is moving. The immediate 
perception, on the basis of past knowledge, is one 
of movement and it is only by careful analysis that 
the observer realizes that there was no physical 
movement (Hill, 1997). 

In Table 1 it is explained how social systems 
evolve from the level of the individual to the level 
of society, consistently maintaining the attributes 
of organizational closure and self-referentiality. 
Starting from the non-social individual, enacted 
cognition theory (Varela et al, 1991) posits that 
knowledge of the world is formed through the 
establishment of enduring relationships between 
the movement of the body and the changes in the 
neuronal activity of the brain. In the words of 
Varela (1992: 260) “to know is to evaluate through 
our living, in a creative circularity”. 

The next stage is the stage where the first 
inter-personal bonds are created. In order for the 
non-social individual to become a social individual 
the first and crucial ingredient is communica-
tion, the most fundamental social category. As 
defined by Luhmann, communication is “the 
reciprocal interaction between two individuals” 
(in Mingers, 2001:116). Whereas actions may not 
be inherently social, communication is always 
social and for action to be classified as social 
there must be communication involved. Further-
more, communication generates understanding, 
meaning, emotions and behaviour, the bases for 
the formation of bonds between people. “Double 
contingency” is the basic mechanism behind the 
creation of such bonds.
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“Double contingency” is an expression coined 
by Luhmann (in Mingers, 2001: 117) to explain 
the situation that everybody faces in interper-
sonal interactions of not knowing what the other 
person knows or thinks. Given that knowledge is 
personal and self-referential, when we speak or 
when we listen our interpretation of what we said 
or of what we heard is always subjective and we 
are permanently engaged in an ongoing effort to 
“guess” what the other person’s expectations are. 
Thus, double contingency can be summed up in 
the following sentence: “I will do what (I think) 
you expect of me if you do what (you think) I 
expect of you”. Still according to Luhmann, it 
is the resolution of this daily conundrum that 
leads to the establishment of an emergent order 
of regular patterns of behaviour known as social 
structure.

The explanation regarding the level of social 
networks and its evolution to the level above—
society/organization—rely also on the social 
theory developed by Anthony Giddens. Giddens 
(1984) makes an important contribution to an 
understanding of how social systems are formed 
and how reality is socially constructed. For that 
author, the evolution of society is radically differ-
ent from the evolution of living organisms in that 

society is a human production. Giddens’ central 
proposition—structuration theory—provides a 
conceptual basis for explaining how social sys-
tems are formed through communication, with 
new meanings and new words being generated 
through a continuous process of narrative making 
by social actors. 

Social boundaries, social norms, and the 
emerging social practices transcend the individual 
and remain even after the individuals have de-
parted. Particular members may join or leave but 
the social organization carries on. This is true of 
small groups, such as families, micro-communi-
ties or sub-cultures in the workplace but it is also 
true of larger groups such as clubs, associations, 
firms, armies or nations. The transcendental or 
extra-subjective properties of social organization 
are the same at both the level of social networks 
and of society/organization. 

The individual-organization 
alignment

The problem of aligning individuals and organiza-
tions has been acknowledged in several works. 
Agency theory (Alchian, 1972) defines an agency 

Level Type of component Structural relations Mode of organizational 
closure or  

self-referentiality

Emergent properties

Society/ Organi-zation Societal communication Interaction generates 
society and society 
structures interaction

Closed communication 
domains

Closed networks of 
communication bound 
by structural rules re-
produced through social 
interaction 

Social networks Recurrent interaction 
within groups

Structural coupling to a 
behavioural domain in 
terms of meaning, legiti-
mation and power

Conversations Enduring social or 
cultural practices

The social individual Direct  interaction 
between people

Expectation of other’s 
behaviour in terms of 
meaning, emotion and 
behaviour

Double contingency Creation of inter-person-
al bonds 

The embodied individual Body, action and ner-
vous system

Neuronal and bodily 
relations

Enactive or embodied 
cognition

Self-awareness. Learn-
ing

Table 1. Emergent levels of self-referential (social) systems (adapted from Mingers, 2001)
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relationship as a contract between two parties; 
the principal, integrated by one or more persons, 
who engage another party, enacted by another 
person (defined as the agent) to perform some 
service on their behalf (Jensen,1976). Assuming 
that both parties to the relationship are utility 
maximizers, there is good reason to believe that 
the agent will not always act in the best interests 
of the principal. 

In Agency Theory, the alignment between 
individuals and organizations is regarded in terms 
of inducing an ‘’agent’’ to behave as if he were 
maximizing the ‘’principal’s’’. In this sense, it 
is a ‘one-sided’ notion. The principal can limit 
divergences from his interest by establishing 
appropriate incentives for the agent and by incur-
ring in monitoring costs designed to minimize 
undesirable activities of the agent.  The agency 
structure is applicable in a variety of settings, 
ranging from macro-level issues to micro-level 
dyad phenomena (Eisenhardt, 1989). In summary, 
the domain of agency theory is relationships that 
mirror the basic agency structure of a principal 
and an agent engaged in cooperative behavior, but 
with different goals or attitudes toward risk. 

In the ‘’The Power of Alignment’’, Labovitz 
(1997) describes the benefits of aligning organiza-
tion’s strategy, processes and people. In this book, 
organizational alignment entails both integrating 
key systems and processes to environmental 
changes, and developing capabilities that enable 
managers to; (1) shape business strategy with 
real-time information from customers, (2) link 
teams and processes to the changing needs of 
customers, (3) connect employees’  behavior to 
the mission of the company, and (4) developing 
a culture where all these elements work together 
seamlessly. 

The authors of this book distinguish two 
types of alignment; vertical and horizontal. A 
vertical alignment is achieved when employees 
understand organization-wide goals and their 
roles in achieving them. A horizontal alignment 

means aligning business processes with customer 
needs. More specifically, it means understanding 
what customers want, as well as creating and 
delivering what the customers want, when and 
how they want it. 

The need of aligning individual and organi-
zational concerns has also been acknowledged 
in the work of V. Dignum (Dignum,2004). Ac-
cording to Dignum, only when the organization 
and its individuals work together to organize the 
flow of processes and resources in a way that they 
simultaneously address individual requirements 
and the strategic objectives of the organization, 
innovation is enabled and, thus, a competitive 
and sustainable advantage of the organization. 
Consequently, enterprise models need to reflect 
this interaction between individual and organi-
zational views. 

When regarding the individual-organizational 
alignment problem from the ontological viewpoint 
of social emergence, departing from the individual 
level (non-social individual) of organizational 
emergence discussed in section 2, there are some 
key questions that individuals may legitimately 
ask about their organizations. These include 
questions made from an individual perspective 
such as: who am I in this organization, that is, 
which roles do I play? how, when, where or why 
is work accomplished here?, and questions from a 
collective i.e. organizational perspective, such as; 
who are our members, what roles do they play? 
How, when, where or why do they accomplish 
their work? 

Answers to these questions will clearly help 
in the effort of understanding the evolution from 
the first to the second level of emergence, i.e. 
the non-social and social individual levels. Such 
evolution is done through a process known as 
sensemaking (Di Paolo, 2005). Sensemaking is 
defined as the mechanism that allows the process 
of socialization to evolve in human beings. Orga-
nizations exist largely in the minds of organization 
members in the form of cognitive maps, or im-
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ages. These maps require a certain level of social 
agreement and cooperation derived from human 
propensity for social interaction. Furthermore, 
in mapping and talking about organizations and 
their environments, they are reified, that is, they 
are made real. Sensemaking shifts the focus of the 
individual-organizational problem to achieving 
shared understandings as an essential pre-requisite 
of reaching inter-agent agreements. Under this 
viewpoint, the alignment between individuals 
and organizations is always partial, and requires 
conscious and continuous efforts. Hence, it is 
regarded both as a process and a product.

Consequently, the individual-organization 
alignment refers firstly, to the capacity of an-
swering the questions related to the individuals 
and organizations as a whole. Second, it refers 
to achieving an acceptable level of coherence 
between individual and organizational answers. 
For example, the roles a given individual play in 
the organization should be consistent with the roles 
the individual thinks he plays; or the particular 
ways that individuals have of accomplishing 
activities should be in line with organization’s 
processes and goals. Lastly, achieving this co-
herence should require a reasonable amount of 
effort. On one side, the organizations should be 
tooled with methodologies and technologies to 
retrieve the proper information about individu-
als. On the other side, individuals should be able 
to relate their work to organizational processes 
and resources.

An individual-organizational alignment means 
that the organization and its individuals work 
together to organize the flow of processes and 
resources such that they both address individual 
requirements and the strategic objectives of the 
organization (Dignum, 2004). An adequate 
alignment level between individuals and orga-
nizations enables innovation and, consequently, 
a competitive and sustainable advantage of the 
organization. Organizational models need to 
reflect this interaction between individual and 
organizational views.

enterprise modeling

Modelling is present in almost every discipline. 
One overlapping work area of both organization 
science and IS communities is Enterprise –or 
Organization- Modelling (EM). Organizations 
communicate, document and understand their 
activity through models (Caetano et al., 2004). 
In organization sciences, models are visual 
representations of given theories, described in 
terms of concepts and their relationships (Hatch 
and Cunliffe, 2006). Organization theorists use 
them to make abstractions more tangibles. In this 
field, the main goal of models is to provide ways 
of thinking about the organization and to produce 
management principles based on these ways of 
thinking. These models have a high level of ab-
straction and are described in natural language. 
Thus, they are limited to human use and may lead 
to different interpretations.

EM has also been addressed by two fields 
related to computer sciences: IS and Artificial 
Intelligence (AI). In these fields, it has been 
mainly used as communication tools to facili-
tate the design and implementation of business 
applications (Shekkerman, 2004). Despite their 
differences, the frameworks developed in these 
fields share some characteristics. First, they al-
low representing different concerns of enterprise 
in terms of several perspectives, dimensions or 
architectural viewpoints. Second, these perspec-
tives are inter-related, that is, means of relating 
concepts from different perspectives are provided. 
Third, enterprise models are described with semi-
formal or formal languages and most of them 
enable graphical representations.

The development of IS/AI EM languages 
have proved the communication power of these 
languages and particularly, of its graphical rep-
resentations. The effect of using more formal 
syntax and semantics, is two-fold; first, they al-
low its processing by automated agents. Second, 
they reduce the possibilities of giving raise to 
different, inconsistent interpretations. The com-
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municational advantage of graphic enterprise 
models seems promising for purposes beyond 
systems development. They can be valuable tools 
in analyzing and (re)designing not only the orga-
nization itself, but also its members. Nonetheless, 
achieving this purpose entails overcoming some 
limitations. 

Current EM frameworks are restricted to con-
cerns relevant to system stakeholders. Moreover, 
these models are not consistent with the contem-
porary paradigm of organizations, since they are 
based on static, mechanistic and deterministic 
views of the phenomenon. They are also based 
on an objective position of reality, that is, organi-
zational representations offer an ’aerial’ view, are 
assumed to be unique and shared by all members 
of the organization. Another limitation of current 
EM approaches stems from the model acquisition 
process. Several frameworks provide means to 
capture the data required to build the models. 
These means have varying levels of detail and 
support among the different approaches. In general 
terms, the building process is mostly manual, and 
supported by data collection techniques includ-
ing interviews, surveys, text/document analysis, 
among others. This type of acquisition requires 
effort and is time-consuming, thus hinders up-
dating representations to reflect organizational 
changes, as soon as they take place.

Regarding model construction, the develop-
ment of information technologies (IT) has in-
creased dramatically the number and frequency of 
computer mediated interactions among individu-
als. The value of emerging IT is not restricted to 
supporting daily operations. Footprints of these 
interactions can be found within the repositories 
of all these applications. Enterprise applications 
also provide analytical power, with tools allowing 
the discovery of hidden patterns in data. Several 
frameworks have been proposed to use these 
applications to enhance and accelerate sensing 
and reacting capabilities of organizations. The 
development of semantic technologies allows the 
extracting relevant patterns from non-structured 

computer-mediated interactions. Hence, these 
technologies can be used in further enhancing 
the analytical power of enterprises. The combined 
use of all these technologies looks promising in 
facilitating the acquisition and update of enterprise 
representations from actual actions and interac-
tions among organizational members.

It is important to note however, that an es-
sential pre-requisite for the successful use of all 
these technologies entails overcoming the former 
limitation. This means developing models ad-
dressing different concerns of organizations and 
its human resources. The definition of these models 
need necessarily to be supported by exploratory 
research works reflecting on the nature of orga-
nizations, its human resources, and the critical 
questions that need to be answered. 

An agent and context-centric 
framework to model hr

The ontological position of emergence focuses 
on how organizational behavior and hence, the 
behavior of its human resources, is constructed 
in a bottom-up fashion by increasingly complex 
agents and contexts. However, current EM ap-
proaches are essentially process-centered views 
where the complexity and adaptiveness of orga-
nizational agents is completely disregarded. The 
model briefly described in this section aims at 
overcoming current EM limitations in address-
ing agent-centric behaviors, and was developed 
as part of a doctoral research program (Zacarias, 
2008). 

This work makes the case for an enterprise 
perspective centered on agents and contexts. 
More specifically, this research (1) develops an 
agent-centric perspective that is complementary 
to activity, technology, information, and strategy/
organization perspectives, and (2) proposes a way 
to link the agent perspective with these perspec-
tives. The concept of context provides the key 
for this ‘linkage’. The proposed view is part of 
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a conceptual framework, integrated by a layered 
model of organizational agents, and a method-
ological approach to build representations based 
on this model. This framework aims at enriching 
enterprise modeling, providing an analytical tool 
for organizational analysis and (re)design ends.

An “Architected” Model of  
Organizational Agents

The model departs from five essential concepts 
(resource, activity, agent, role, and context), and 
integrates agent and enterprise architectures to 
acknowledge in a single framework multiple 
concerns of agent behavior. 

Resources are the entities relevant for the 
operation of the organization. Resources may be 
concrete (tools, materials, people) and abstract 
(information, knowledge or skills). Activities de-
scribe what organizations do. Activities are always 
abstractions. Acknowledging the abstract nature 
of activities is essential in addressing the align-
ment between daily actions of individuals with 
organizational activities and resources because it 
highlights the fact that the relationship of a single 

action with activities depends on how each activity 
is defined or regarded by a given agent.

Agents are individual and collective human 
resources. This model explicitly acknowledges 
that agents have acting, deliberation and learn-
ing capabilities. As a result, agent behavior is 
captured in terms of inter-dependent activity 
and resource-related roles, which are organized 
in three layers; (1) action, (2) deliberation, and 
(3) change/learn layer (fig. 1). The separation of 
behavioral concerns in different layers allows not 
only addressing more complex concerns such as 
deliberation and change, but also defining modes 
of representation consistent with the complexity 
level of each behavioral layer. Moreover, it pro-
vides a means of exploring and uncovering the 
influence between different concerns.

Another distinctive feature of this model is 
that it also acknowledges that agents play different 
roles in different interaction contexts, at different 
times. Action layer roles define agent observable 
behaviours, which is expressed in a particular set 
of actions. It is noteworthy that this particular set 
of actions may vary from agent to agent. Hence, 
this model acknowledges that agent behaviour is 
partially determined by roles.

Figure 1. Architecture of organizational agents
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Actions are acts that change the state of par-
ticular resource items. Actions typically use and/or 
produce one or more resource items. Actions may 
be communicative or non-communicative. Com-
municative actions involve sender and receiver 
agents, and are mostly succeeded by a reply. In 
this model, interactions are defined as ordered 
pairs of communicative actions where the second 
is a reply to the first.  Due to the abstract nature 
of activities and resources, the relationship of 
a single action or interaction and its associated 
resource items with activities and resources, is 
not necessarily straightforward. Understanding 
this relationship requires situating such actions 
within their corresponding context. 

Contexts are defined as situations created and 
updated by streams of actions. These streams 
reveal observable context features such as typical 
action types, resource items, as well as the action 
history. Contexts have also some non-observable 
features such as the commitments that reflect the 
state of interactions and can be inferred from the 
types of actions and interactions observed. Other 
non-observable features such as rules governing 
agent actions and interactions, need to be elicited 
from the participating agents. The analysis of con-
text features is essential in defining the meaning 
of actions. The specific feature to be analyzed will 
depend on the specific behavioral layer addressed. 
Hence, in this model, agent behaviors cannot be 
dissociated from their associated contexts.

Capturing and Depicting Agent  
Behaviors

A methodological approach to capture and depict 
model representations of agent behaviours at 
personal and inter-personal levels was developed 
as part of the framework. The method offers a 
bottom-up approach that captures individual and 
inter-personal behaviours of action and delibera-
tion layers from action repositories, and makes an 
instrumental use of the notion of context. It encom-
passes six activities; (1) bootstrapping, (2) action 

capture, (3) context discovery, (4) context-based 
analysis and (5) context integration (fig 2). 

In bootstrapping, the basic action types and 
resources to be registered are defined, and their 
meanings discussed. Ideally, action and resource 
definitions are registered. Action capture creates 
the action repositories. Actions are captured in 
natural language, using a structure <subject, verb, 
object>, where the subject represents the agent 
performing the action, the verb represents the type 
of action performed, and the object the resources 
involved. Context discovery entails identifying, 
characterizing, and labelling personal contexts. 
Personal contexts define the personal view that an 
individual has o a given context. In this activity, 
personal contexts become ‘entities’ characterized 
by a set of keywords. Context visualization dis-
plays context main characteristics to their owners, 
for validation purposes. In context-based analy-
sis, personal contexts are used as units of analysis 
in representing individual and inter-personal 
strategies. Context-based representations offer 
situated ‘pictures’ of the observed subjects  and 
the relationships between them, and allow discuss-
ing which behaviours should be standardized or 
(re)designed. Context integration takes places 
when strategies are considered good practices, 
and they are standardized as formal organizational 
behaviour and consequently, update current task/
resource models. The case study described in 
section 6 illustrates and provides further details 
of these activities.

Executing these activities creates three cycles. 
First, action capture, context discovery and visu-
alization activities are performed by the observed 
subjects, and are repeated until they  are satisfied 
with the contexts identified. The second cycle 
reflects the iterations involving observed agents 
and external observers. The bootstrapping activity 
produces an initial set of action and resource types, 
which can be extended throughout the process, 
according to the results of context analysis and 
integration activities. The third cycle is due to the 
evolution of agent behaviors, requiring new itera-
tions of the whole process from time to time. 
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Regarding Emergence in HR 
Modeling

The ontological position of emergence poses 
several requirements on organizational and HR 
models. The model put forward proposes some 
solutions that aim at overcoming the shortcom-
ings of organizational modelling in satisfying 
such requirements. 

Enhanced Traceability of HR

Current EM modelling approaches address 
organization’s complexity defining several, 
inter-related perspectives. Nonetheless, none of 
these approaches fully acknowledge that agents 
themselves are complex entities, which also 
needs to be handled with their own architecture. 
Consequently, EM frameworks provide limited 
support in addressing questions about organiza-
tional agents. A framework that integrates agent 
and organizational architectures and contributes 

to an uncovering of agent-centric behaviours is 
needed. 

Situated HR Modeling

Current EM approaches assume the existence of 
unique, external viewpoints, and produce ’aerial’ 
representations i.e. representations seen from the 
outside of the organization. These representa-
tions, while meaningful for some organizational 
members, are meaningless or incorrect for others. 
Enterprise representations make sense for specific 
agents, and specific contexts. Departing from ac-
tual actions and interactions, and the inclusion of 
the notion of context enables situated enterprise 
representations. Modeling frameworks that take 
this fact into account and allow the modeling of 
behaviors situated within specific contexts are 
needed. Developing ’context-aware’ representa-
tions provides the conceptual richness required 
to address more properly, the complexity of or-
ganizations and their HR. It also enables a proper 
understanding and comparison of such representa-
tions, as well as their evolution in time.

Figure 2.Capturing and depicting agent-centric behaviors
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Capturing HR Behaviors from Action 
Repositories

Enterprise models are mostly built from inter-
views, surveys, questionnaires, observation and 
analysis of textual descriptions of activities. The 
requirement is for a model acquisition approach 
that allows creating representations from action 
repositories, an approach that departs from a 
discussion of basic action types, and resources, 
as well as their meanings. This departure aims at 
building representation conveying the same mes-
sage to all participating agents. In EM achieving 
consensus around the meaning of activity and 
resource names requires is a time consuming 
processes. The usage of small semantic units such 
as actions and resource-related items as the basic 
building blocks of the approach eased the process 
of achieving consensus around their meaning.

Capturing and Modeling Work Practices

Current EM frameworks capture generic task, 
activity, and process model that define behaviour 
at a role level. Modelling work practices require 
the capability of answering the question; ”How 
does Individual i perform Activity A? Which 
resource(s) use?”. This compound question has 
been addressed by independent research in sys-
tems development and simulation, but not by EM 
frameworks. 

Capturing and modeling work practices means 
building diagrams situated in particular contexts, 
reflecting the particular action types, action flows 
and resources employed by given individuals in 
performing given tasks. Since these resources 
can be human, diagrams reflecting inter-personal 
patterns must be built. This means the ability to 
answer questions such as (1) ”Who (Individual 
i1) interact with who (Individual i2)?”, and (2) 
”How does Individual i1 interact with Individual 
i2?” These questions must be addressed using a 
representation language and model acquisition 
approach better fitted for purposes of organiza-
tion analysis.

Capturing and Modeling Human 
Multitasking at Work

Several researchers have acknowledged the impact 
of human multitasking in individual productiv-
ity. In these works, multitasking behaviour does 
not reflect how work is accomplished. Rather, 
it reflects how agents manage themselves. It re-
quires the capability to answer question such as 
”How does Individual I manage Resource R?”, 
where Resource R is the individual him/herself. 
This behavioral concern has been addressed in 
research works of human-machine interaction, 
human resource management, cognitive sciences, 
but no EM framework has addressed it.

Capturing and modeling multitasking requires 
using a deliberation layer which means using the 
notion of context to define work fragmentation, 
rather than tasks. Multitasking behavior is mod-
eled in terms of context interleaving, and context 
activation rules. Different tasks may require 
similar resources. Likewise, the same task may 
require different resources, at different stages. 
Since switching costs are caused by the need to 
’pull’ different set of physical and cognitive re-
sources, and contexts reflect resource groupings, 
this criteria is more appropriate to measure work 
fragmentation than tasks. 

Aligning Design with Execution

The problem of linking individual behaviours 
with organizational activities and resources 
is disregarded by EM acquisition approaches, 
which depart from higher level of abstraction. 
The problem of aligning organization’s design 
with actual execution using action logs, has been 
acknowledged and addressed by the process min-
ing research. However, the focus of this field is 
restricted to the alignment of pre-defined appli-
cation workflows, with workflows acquired from 
execution data collected from logs produced by 
WFMS, and enterprise applications. This work 
does not collect data from non-structured actions 
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stored in message-based, groupware applications, 
where messages are not associated with tasks. It 
also disregards non-computer mediated actions 
and interactions, which require to be registered 
manually. Without unstructured, non-classified 
actions, it is not possible to get accurate defini-
tions of actual organization workflows. 

case study: capturing and 
modeling work practices

Work practice is a concept that originates in 
socio-technical systems, business anthropology, 
work systems design and management science 
(Sierhuis, 2000). Work systems involve people 
engaging in activities over time, interacting with 
each other, and with machines, tools, documents, 
and other artifacts. Work systems and work prac-
tice evolve slowly over time. The integration and 
use of technology, the distribution and allocation 
of people, organizational roles and procedures, 
and the facilities where the work occurs largely 
determine this evolution (Sierhuis, 2002).

Degani and Wiener (1997) distinguish be-
tween procedures and practices. Procedures are 
predefined specifications of tasks. Practices en-
compass what people do with procedures.  People 
either conform to procedures or deviate from it, 
even if the procedure is mandatory. Whereas pro-
cess, activity, and task models are appropriate to 
represent standard operating procedures, they are 
not able of representing actual work practices. 

Modeling work practices offers a means of 
uncovering problems not detected in process or 
tasks models.  Capturing work practices means un-
derstanding how specific individuals accomplish 
tasks in specific circumstances. The importance 
of modeling and simulating work practices in 
improving work systems design has been acknowl-
edged and addressed in  (Sierhuis 1997; 2000; 
2002), and in (Brèzillon, 2001; Pomerol, 2002). 
According to Sierhuis, modeling and simulating 
work practice should emphasize:

•	 What people actually do, not just official 
job functions

•	 What people are doing every minute of 
the day, where they are, and what they are 
perceiving, not just working on one task at 
a time

•	 The collaboration between two or more 
agents, such as face-to-face conversations, 
telephone calls, etc.

•	 That people have personal identity, and are 
not interchangeable resources 

These research works show that modeling 
work practices is not restricted to support IS/
IT systems. Rather, it is valuable in (re) design-
ing  practices themselves, and consequently the 
people performing them. Thus, a better knowl-
edge of work practices is useful not only for IS 
developers but also for organization analysts and 
managers. Even workers can benefit by having 
better understandings of how their daily work 
relates to business processes and resources of 
their organizations.

Organizational Setting

The organizational setting is a furniture retail 
company. This is a Portuguese organization, in 
the market for more than 30 years.  Nowadays the 
companay employs more than 1000 workers in 20 
stores and 5 warehouses distributed throughout 
Portugal. In 2001, the company adopted the ERP 
SAP R/3© to support its operations. The adoption 
of SAP streamlined the company business pro-
cesses. In spite of this effort, the need of further 
optimizing some activities persists, particularly 
to face the stiff competition posed by Ikea, a 
transnational furniture retail, which has already 
opened two stores in Portugal. The case study is 
centred in the company commercial unit. This 
department is composed by three subunits:

•	 Product line managers, responsible for prod-
uct management and suppliers’ contracts, 
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•	 Central purchasing unit, in charge of buy-
ing products or services from suppliers, and 
managing the relation with suppliers after 
the product/service acquisition and 

•	 Containers unit, responsible for buying and 
managing the orders provided by suppliers  
whose merchandise comes in containers. 

The study developed encompasses the pur-
chasing and imports units. However, since the 
framework was fully applied only on the former, 
this section summarizes the results related to the 
purchasing unit. The intervention main purpose 
was to facilitate (1) the discussion of current work 
practices of the team members, and (2) standard-
ization of those considered the best practices.  The 
purchasing unit manager defined this purpose at 
the outset in a briefing. 

The individuals to be observed were defined in 
the same briefing. Six members of the purchasing 
unit were included in the study: (1) João Cardoso, 
(2) Maria Alvega, (3) Pedro Cabrita, (4) Sandra 
Pereira, (5) Susana Gomes, and (6) Susana Pauleta. 
These individuals interacted with the following 
external agents: Warehouse, Sales department, 
Distributors, Suppliers Category managers, 
Isabel, Stores, Reception, Marco Pinheiro, and 
Transporters.

The observation and action capture period 
was also discussed. An initial duration of a month 
was defined, which could be extended depending 
on the amount of information acquired after the 
initial period. In this case, a web-based applica-
tion to support data capture, and analysis phases 
was developed. 

Results

This section presents a sample of the results of 
the application of the proposed approach for each 
activity.  

Bootstrapping

A preliminary observation period served to define 
basic action and resource types, as well as their 
meanings. The action types and resource items 
defined for this case are the following.

Action Types: alter, update, analyze, annotate, 
block, unblock, calculate, confirm, reconfirm, 
create, print, inform, request, ask, search.

Resource items: calculator, pencil.  Ruler, e-
mail, printed e-mail, Excel, exported Excel sheet, 
fax, printed fax, telephone,  SAP component

The unit manager provided a set of context 
types as input. This set defined the most typical 
conversations and/or situations observed at the ob-
served setting. The initial action and resource set 
was discussed and validated by the unit manager 
and the team. The initial set was further extended 
along the observation period. The following shows 
resulting set of contexts; 

•	 provisioning 
•	 product codes
•	 product catalog 
•	 supplier contact information
•	 containers
•	 new orders
•	 order status
•	 damaged supplies
•	 incomplete supplies
•	 sales orders
•	 pending orders
•	 substitute products
•	 suppliers price
•	 advertising
•	 client claims

Action Capture

A set of 711 actions was collected through a 
three-week observation period Most of the ac-
tions registered in the log were actions performed 
by the individuals included in the study. A very 
small number (4), captured actions performed by 
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external agents.  Of the total actions registered, an 
external observer, who spent some time in the set-
ting, registered 227. The remaining actions (482), 
were registered by the case study individuals. 

Visualizing Personal Contexts

Personal context boundaries were defined by the 
set of context types identified at bootstrapping. 
Hence, the characterization and display of personal 
contexts was straightforward; personal contexts 
were identified grouping actions performed by 
a given individual, associated to the same type 
of context. Personal context characteristics were 
manually extracted from the action repositories 
captured by the web-based application and dis-
played in a tabular format. The owners of each 
personal context validated these characteristics. 

Since the observed subjects have similar re-
sponsibilities, they all performed actions related 
to some or all the identified contexts during the 
observation period. However, personal contexts 
are not necessarily identical and revealed differ-
ent resource usage preferences. Figures 3 and 
4 show the provisioning contexts of João and 
Sandra. The context keyword ‘Excel’ is present 
in João’s context. Moreover, it is present in most 
of the actions belonging to Joãp’s provisioning 
context, revealing a frequent usage of this tool. 
In Sandra’s context though, the ‘Excel’ keyword 
does not appear.  There are also differences in the 
SAP modules used. Whereas in Sandra’s context 
appears the usage of the ME21 module, in João’s, 

appear the ZM26. Module ZM30 appears in both 
contexts. Further differences appear in informa-
tion items, human resources and action types. 
João’s context is characterized by information 
items not present in Sandra’s context. Suppliers 
also appear as (human) resource in his context 
while not in Sandra’s. In terms of action types, the 
action type ‘calculate’ is present in most actions 
of João’s context but not in Sandra’s.

Context-Based Analysis

Several context-based depictions were elaborated 
in this phase, including actions and resource usage 
in each personal context. Due to space limitations 
we will only show one of the most relevant depic-
tions. Figure 5 depicts the action distribution by 
subject. This figure shows that in average, the ac-
tions related to the ‘’order status’’ subject doubled 
and sometimes, tripled the actions related to new 
orders. When this chart was presented to the com-

Figure 3. “Provisioning” context of João

Figure 4. “Provisioning” context of Sandra
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pany sales director, he declared: ‘’this situation 
is anomalous, and points to the need of further 
streamlining the “order fulfillment” process’. To 
understand the reason why so many actions were 
registered with this subject, an analysis of the most 
common action types related the ‘’order status’’ 
subject was done. Distinguishing the individual 
performers, directed the discussion towards the 
individuals with more registered actions related 
to this particular subject (Pedro Cabrita, Maria 
Alvega and Susana Pauleta). 

The analysis of most common actions allowed 
noticing that ‘’confirm’’, ‘’inform’’ and ‘’update’’ 
actions have a similar number of records (48,47 
and 46, respectively), and are followed by the 
‘’ask’’ action type (34). These action types are 
by far, the most recurrent action types related to 
this particular subject. From these results it was 
concluded that the actions of the ‘’order status’’ 
subject are mostly associated with: (1) confirm-
ing pending orders, (2) informing (or answering 
someone’s questions) about the state of an order 
and (2) updating the state of an order. 

Context Integration

This activity encompassed three steps (1) identi-
fication of the team activities and sub-activities, 
(2) identification of action patterns within and 
between personal contexts, and (3) discussion 
of these patterns to define practices allowing to 
improve the areas identified in the context-based 
analysis. The unit manager indicated the main 
activities related to the purchasing unit and pro-
vided a description of them. Four main activities 
were identified; (1) Manage Purchases, (2) Man-
age Claims, (3) Manage products and (4) Create 
Advertising.  The Manage Purchases activity 
encompasses the Manage Containers and Manage 
Orders sub-activities. 

The second step identifies the particular ways 
employed by each individual in performing those 
tasks. This phase involved several steps. First, 
the relationship between subjects and tasks was 
defined. This allowed relating personal contexts 
and tasks. Second, the actions within the personal 
contexts related to a given task, were analyzed. For 

Figure 5. Number of actions in each personal context
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example, the create orders task is related to the 
provisioning, product codes, new orders, and sup-
plier contacts contexts. Hence, to identify which 
individuals were performers of the create order 
task (and how they performed it), the actions of 
the corresponding personal contexts were selected 
and their action types and resources (human and 
non-human) analyzed. 

Table 2 depicts a sample of the actions belong-
ing to personal contexts related to the create order 
task. This sample shows the action types, as well 
as the technical and human resources employed 
by given individuals. The analysis of recurrent 
action types and resources used within each 
given context allows first, ‘filling the boxes’ of 
the company generic “create order” task model, 
with the specific tools used by different indi-
viduals. Second, it allows to identify the name 
of the specific individuals performing each part 
of the task. In some cases, variations in action 
types and sequences between strategies are also 
uncovered.

Summarizing, individual practices are rep-
resented with ‘specialized’ task models. Figures 
6-7 depict the resulting diagrams representing 

the practices of two different individuals (Maria 
Alvega and Pedro Cabrita), used in performing 
the create order task. All diagrams were validated 
by their owners. The diagrams were displayed in 
the web application, along with a form where the 
individuals corrected actions, flows or completed 
missing actions (along with their associated flows) 
and resources, that did not appear in the original 
task model or the action repository. Solid line 
boxes represent explicitly present within the ac-
tion repository or task model. Traced line boxes 
represent actions ‘filled’ by their owners in the 
validation phase.  

The analysis of these diagrams shows first, 
that there are no differences in the action types 
and flows employed in performing the task. The 
differences appear in the resources used at each 
action. Pedro Cabrita estimates provision needs 
manually, using as input printed stock reports from 
the SAP (ZM26/30) modules. He also supports 
the task, with an excel sheet containing suppliers, 
orders and delivery information. In the case of 
Maria Alvega, she does not use excel in any of 
her tasks. She performs the whole task combinig 
SAP-provided support and manual means.

Table 2. Actions of the create order task
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Figure 6. Create order practice of Maria Alvega

Figure 7. Create order practice of Pedro Cabrita

Conclusion

Over the years organizational research has iden-
tified forces within the organization, which are 
more enduring and hard to change as opposed to 
others with, are more ephemeral or amenable to 
adoption. The former are usually of an informal 
nature (e.g. cultural norms) and the later are of 
a more formal character (e.g. HRIS). From the 
point of the view of the researcher these kinds of 
forces are quite unrelated and often difficult to 
reconcile. However, the implementer of systems 
in the real world knows that these kinds of forces 
are related and that neglecting either of them 

could mean failure of the project. Hence, when 
researching HRIS from an organizational and 
integrated perspective, as recommended by Ruel 
and Magalhaes (2008), it is crucial to combine 
concepts from the sociology of organizations 
with techniques from organizational and systems 
modeling. This is what we have tried to achieve 
in the present paper.

Social emergence is the ontological point of 
view which we defend in this paper. In line with 
the autopoietic view, Fuchs (2003) argues that 
society can only be explained consistently as 
self-reproducing if man is recognized as a social 
being and has a central role in the reproduction 
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process. Through social actions, social structures 
are constituted and differentiated, meaning that 
social interaction makes new qualities and struc-
tures emerge which cannot be reduced to the 
individual level. This is a process of bottom-up 
emergence. If we concur that the study of HRIS 
has crucial organizational implications, then 
the study of HRIS should encompass the HR 
modeling considerations we have put forward in 
this paper.

We describe a conceptual framework to model 
HR whose main purpose is to facilitate the align-
ment between individuals and organizations. 
Nonetheless, organizations have several levels of 
complexity, which are typically structured around 
individual, inter-personal, group, organization-
wide levels, as well as inter-organizational levels. 
Hence, aligning individuals and organizations 
need to be accomplished on a level-by-level basis. 
The proposed framework defines an approach to 
align individual and inter-personal views with 
group-level views. At these levels, alignment 
entails addressing several concerns of individual 
and inter-personal behaviors, and relating these 
behaviors with individual tasks, organizational 
activities and resources.

The key modeling propositions contained in 
this framework are as follows: (1) Enhanced trace-
ability of HR, (2) Situated HR modeling, (3) HR 
modeling from action repositories, (4) Capturing 
and modeling work practices, (5) Capturing and 
modeling human multi-tasking at work, and (6) 
Aligning design and execution. We have illus-
trated the framework by means of a case study 
which aims at highlighting some crucial model-
ing criteria of emergent phenomena present in 
modeling HR. The case study illustrates a specific 
key modeling proposition; how the proposed 
framework can be used as a bottom-up approach 
in capturing and modeling work practices from 
action repositories.
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Key Terms

Agent: Term given to individual and collective 
human resources of organizations

Agent Architecture: Organizing principles 
of agent models. The typical agent architecture 
commonly defines three layers; action, delibera-
tion and change/learn layers. Each layer addresses 
a different behavioral concern of agents.

Alignment: Degree of shared understandings 
achieved among interacting agents.

Autopoiesis Theory: Theory that argues 
that living systems are organizationally closed, 
autonomous, and self-referent systems. These 
three aspects provide them auto-creation or auto-
renovation capabilities.



  251

Modeling Human Resources in the Emergent Organization

Context: Situations created and continually 
modified by agent interactions.

Emergence: Phenomenon through which 
complex systems and patterns emerge from mul-
tiple simple and local interactions.  Emergence is 
central to the theory of complex systems.

Enterprise Modeling: Term commonly used 
in defining efforts to model organizations in 
terms of different, but interrelated perspectives. 
Several enterprise modeling frameworks includ-
ing concepts, methodologies and tools have been 
developed mostly within Information Systems 
and Artificial Intelligence disciplines. Within the 
information systems discipline such frameworks 

are commonly known as Enterprise Architectures, 
while in Artificial Intelligence they are better 
known as Enterprise Ontologies.

Methodology: Assumptions about the ap-
propriate research approaches to generate valid 
evidence. Certain research methods have a natural 
affinity with certain ontological assumptions. 

Ontology: Branch of philosophy concerned 
with theories of reality. Ontological assumptions 
or positions concern the essence of phenomena. 

Work Practice: Particular ways that indi-
viduals or groups have of accomplishing their 
activities. Work practices are always defined by 
specific agents and contexts. 
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Abstract

In order to maintain their customer base, many e-recruiting firms are in need of developing innovations. 
The Lead User (LU) Method has been heralded in the new product innovation literature but not yet 
applied often in e-service settings. Based on an e-recruiting portal, the authors compare new service 
ideas emerging from interviews with 60 registered applicants to the ideas derived from 15 so-called lead 
users. Whereas most users offered us social-network features they already know from other platforms, 
lead users came up with more novel service solutions for different user segments. From both type of 
users we learned that applicants are more inclined to re-use the same e-recruiting portal if it includes 
community and social network features for specified user segments, sharing a similar social identity 
supplementing offline ties. Thus, carefully specifying and treating differentially various user groups at 
the outset of an e-service innovation project is likely to pay off. This and other practical findings have 
prompted us to sketch implications for innovating e-recruiting services.
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Introduction

While most of today’s innovations are incremental 
advances of existing products and services, the 
LU method has been found to help in generating 
breakthrough innovations (von Hippel, 2005; 
Franke et al., 2006). Innovative companies such as 
3M, Johnson & Johnson, Philips or Hilti (Luethje 
& Herstatt, 2004) --and even governmental agen-
cies-- are increasingly interested in applying lead 
user studies for commercial advantage or innova-
tions. The Danish Government, for instance, just 
made user-driven innovation a national priority. 
The LU method is built around the assumption 
that the most innovative new product and service 
ideas are held by just a few highly innovative 
“lead users.” If these lead users are drawn into 
a process of joint development with the manage-
ment team of an organization, they have been 
shown to contribute more to idea generation and 
innovation than through internal organizational 
idea generation methods or external market re-
search methods. 

The innovations by lead users have been found 
to be crucial particularly for the long-term per-
formance of firms because lead users face needs 
that are latent among a larger group of potential 
users; a lead user is able to identify and explain 
these needs months or years before the rest of the 
potential users (von Hippel, 1988, 2005). Typically, 
lead users benefit from their own innovations, 
therefore they are motivated to think in innovative, 
new ways along with their suppliers. Also, users 
who have real-world experience with an unsatis-
fied need have been found to provide the most 
accurate data in the form of need-specification 
and ideas to meet their needs. Despite the fact 
that breakthrough innovations through lead user 
studies have been regularly cited in the innovation 
literature for the past 10 years (Morrison et al., 
2000; Olsen & Blakke, 2001; von Hippel, 2005; 
Schreier et al., 2007), only a small number of firms 
have integrated lead users into their product or 
service development processes. This is especially 

salient in the context of service firms (offering, 
for instance, e-recruiting). Most LU studies have 
been conducted in manufacturing with the purpose 
of enhancing new product development. 

In this chapter, we contribute to lead user theory 
by inductively studying how to innovate and de-
velop radical innovations outside of manufactur-
ing firms. Our focus is on innovating e-recruiting 
services. In our study we explore which services 
an online career platform would need to offer to 
trigger its re-use or loyalty. The overall question 
we address is: which service innovations do e-
recruitment platforms require in order to achieve 
long-term participation of its users? We compared 
the service ideas emerging from 60 interviews 
with registered users (applicants) with the ideas 
derived from the LU method. 

This chapter is organized as follows: First, 
we review the literature on user involvement in 
service innovations and summarize the relevant 
aspects of the e-recruiting literature. We specifi-
cally focus on the LU method as a primary driver 
of breakthrough innovations. Then, we describe 
the empirical portion of this paper, a case study 
of a nationwide e-recruiting service. Finally, we 
present the findings with the aim of sparking future 
research on innovating e-recruiting. 

Background

User Involvement in Service  
Development

The idea of involving users in product and service 
development stems from the belief that involving 
users provides multiple benefits. These include 
first users’ stronger intention to actually (re)use 
services, and second, increased user account-
ability for the system’s design, resulting in users’ 
higher satisfaction, commitment and identification 
with the service (Buchanan, 2007; Wagner & Pic-
coli, 2007). In particular in the area of IT service 
innovation, higher levels of IT services’ success 
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have been associated with the active involvement 
of members of the user community (e.g., Doherty 
et al., 2003). Moreover, development times can be 
reduced if continuous acceptance tests are carried 
out during service development (e.g., Iansiti & 
MacCormack, 1997). 

Also, the service management literature em-
phasizes that a deeper understanding of customers’ 
needs is vital for achieving high service quality 
(e.g., Berry, 1995; Grönroos, 2000; Matthing et 
al., 2006; Zeithaml, 2000). However, the exact 
timing of when and how extensive user involve-
ment needs to be organized into the (re-)design 
process of services is unknown (e.g., Rondeau, 
Ragu-Nathan & Vonderembse, 2006). While it 
has been found that involving users can lead to 
innovative service ideas, sometimes the users’ 
ideas are too difficult to obtain or too costly to 
realize (Magnusson, 2003). A common definition 
of user involvement is still lacking as well. It has 
been seen as synonymous with contacting with 
users (Grudin, 1991), participation of users (Ives 
& Olson, 1992), user-centred design (Noyes et al., 
1999), and user engagement (Wagner & Piccoli, 
2007). There are many different approaches to the 
involvement of users in the generation of poten-
tially innovative activities. For instance, in par-
ticipatory design studies, users actively take part 
in design activities, whereas in other approaches 
users are involved as providers of information, as 
quasi consultants or users are involved as objects 
of observations in experiments. Hence, the level 
of user involvement may broadly be character-
ized as being on the continuum starting from 
informative, through consultative to participative 
(Kujala, 2003). One of the major problems in 
involving users and understanding their needs is 
that part of users’ knowledge is tacit and to some 
extent not consciously available. Thus, the kind 
of user involvement needs to be carefully thought 
through when aiming to collect user data on how 
to innovate a particular type of service.

Research into different sources of user involve-
ment and innovation has expanded to include 

one particularly promising concept, focusing on 
the concept of “lead users.” Lead users share the 
following characteristics: They (1) anticipate the 
future needs of a specific market and do so sig-
nificantly earlier than the majority of other users, 
and they (2) profit strongly from the suggested 
innovations, in the sense that these innovations 
help solve their problems or enable new oppor-
tunities (von Hippel, 1986). A classic example of 
a lead user is Berners-Lee, who did not set out 
to invent the internet as a contemporary cultural 
phenomenon, but rather just aimed to develop a 
tool for his work. He wanted to simply solve a 
problem that was hindering his efforts as a con-
sulting engineer. By sensing service innovations 
and future opportunities well before ordinary 
customers, lead users have a strong desire for 
innovations that will solve their problems in 
ways that existing products and/or services can-
not. Hence, lead users have been found to be an 
extremely valuable cluster of customers and/or 
potential customers (von Hippel, 1988; Franke 
et al., 2006; Olson & Bakke, 2001). 

Perhaps the one firm that has most publicly ad-
opted the LU method is 3M. Like many firms, 3M 
desired a method that would help their managers 
and engineers to create more and better break-
through innovations. 3M conducted an internal 
study, comparing the outcome of traditional ways 
of doing new product development (with focus 
groups, customer interviewing, brainstorming, 
conjoint analysis etc.) with the lead user method. 
They found that the ideas generated by the lead 
user method were more novel and original (i.e., 
more breakthrough-like), had higher success rates, 
higher market share, as well as a better fit with the 
firm’s strategic plans and functional capabilities. 
Further, research showed that successfully intro-
ducing breakthrough innovations creates large 
profits and sales growth (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004; 
Thomke & von Hippel, 2002; von Hippel, 2007). 
Similarly, Lilien et al. (2002) proved empirically 
that lead-user innovations have a significantly 
higher sales potential and generation of new 
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product lines compared to innovations generated 
by traditional market research techniques. 

Lagrosen (2005) emphasizes that the mere act 
of involving customers in the development of new 
services is not enough. In the same vein, von Hip-
pel (2005) coined the term “sticky information” 
in order to describe the transfer of the “right” 
information between lead user and producer. 
Von Hippel equated the stickiness of information 
with the cost associated with transferring such 
information; if information stickiness is low, 
the retrieving of important information for new 
service development is a minor issue. However, 
von Hippel’s research shows that information 
stickiness is often high, especially in the field of 
information technology. The LU method addresses 
the issue of sticky information and seems to 
render the traditional means of customer involve-
ment (such as the focus group or interview) less 
functional for breakthrough innovation. Thus the 
tacit nature of information, as a common reason 
for information stickiness, can be reduced by the 
LU method and easier than in traditional user 
involvement procedures. 

These traditional methods are less suitable for 
overcoming the information asymmetry between 
producer and user. A new product or service 
developer might consider the sticky information 
needed for an innovation to be too expensive. 
He or she typically chooses, instead, to develop 
the new service based on more easily available 
information that might already exist in the orga-
nization. Similarly, Shane (2000) identifies the 
role of prior knowledge in opportunity recogni-
tion. Prior knowledge may consist of information 
about markets, technologies, as well as customer 
problems, needs and how to serve customers. 
Lead users acquire knowledge about problems, 
needs and skills when using a certain product or 
service. They then leverage this knowledge to 
develop solutions to the problems on their own. 
Von Hippel notes that a special setting in the 
form of a face-to-face lead-user workshop helps 
the individual lead-user participants to interact, 

thereby enabling the transfer of tacit knowledge 
(Nonaka & von Krogh, 2006). 

Furthermore, it is important to include lead 
users with different kinds of experiences, infor-
mation, needs and knowledge. Ideally, lead user 
workshops include different external lead users 
with various needs and use(r)-related knowledge as 
well as various internal engineers and employees 
with solution-related, technical knowledge (von 
Hippel, 2005). Consequently, radical innovations 
developed during a lead user project face less in-
ternal resistance, are easier to integrate and more 
widely accepted by an organization’s employees 
(Lilien et al., 2002). Conducting a lead user project 
also indicates a positive attitude toward radical 
innovation on an organization’s side. Based on this 
literature review on (lead) user involvement in in-
novation projects, we found the lead user method 
promising for the identification of breakthrough 
ideas for innovating e-recruiting services.

E-Recruiting Service Research

The current e-recruiting literature points towards 
next generation e-recruiting portals with web 2.0 
applications. In reality, most existing e-recruiting 
portals are simple job listing boards serving to 
replace traditional newspaper ads. In most if not 
all industrialized countries, company recruiters 
are increasingly using the internet to advertise 
job postings and search applicant pools in order 
to attract a wider set of prospective candidates 
than traditional recruiting processes would allow 
(Gueutal & Stone, 2005). 

Although research on e-recruiting is still scant 
(Parry, 2008; Smith & Rupp, 2004), the increasing 
number of recent academic publications show that 
there is an increase in the attention paid to these 
services (e.g., Anderson, 2003; Bauer et al., 2004; 
Lievens & Harris, 2003; Stone et al., 2006). So 
far, most studies have focused on applicant reac-
tions (e.g., Dineen et al., 2007; Feldman & Klaas, 
2002; Zusman & Landis, 2002). Less research 
attention has been paid on company employers’ 
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or recruiters’ views on the effectiveness of differ-
ent e-recruiting services (Zhao, 2006). Although 
e-recruiting services (e.g., www.monster.com) and 
professional networks (e.g., www.linkedIn.com, 
www.xing.com) have improved access to talent, 
large numbers of these services suffer from little 
user participation, outdated profiles and lurking. 
Consequently, many fail (Feldman & Klaas, 2002; 
Lin & Stasinskaya, 2002). It is thus quite diffi-
cult to design technical features of e-recruiting 
services and seed their social practices in a way 
that generates ongoing contributions from a larger 
fraction of its perhaps initially instrumentally 
oriented users (Preece et al., 2004; Szmigin et 
al., 2005). E-recruiting service organizations 
face many challenges such as keeping registered 
applicants profiles up-to-date or delivering se-
mantically accurate search results when offering 
applicant-pool search functions. Also, the many 
current e-recruiting services hardly differentiate 
themselves from each other. Hence, we set out to 
gather empirical data on innovating e-recruiting 
service offerings: in an effort to achieve more 
long-term commitment of the various customer 
groups.

The Case Company

The firm central to the empirical part of our 
study is an Austrian e-recruiting service actively 
involved in developing web 2.0 applications for 
niche recruiting platforms. Since its establishment 
in 2005, the company has developed many part-
nerships with public institutions and companies 
across Austria and has obtained research grants 
for developing next-generation technologies 
for e-recruiting services. On an ongoing basis, 
employees regularly participate in international 
conferences as well as in programming competi-
tions. Also, a considerable amount of time is spent 
on collaboration with users (applicants) and other 
customers such as company recruiters or media 
personnel in an effort to capitalize and distribute 
knowledge for system design improvements (e.g., 

von Hippel, 2007). Another unique attribute of this 
young high-tech firm is its target-specific focus 
on different applicant segments, for instance, an 
engineering recruiting portal separate from the 
business recruiting portal. As a starting point, we 
studied its engineers’ career portal. 

RESEARCH STRATEGY

Next to our substantive interest in user-driven, 
new e-recruiting paths, in order to compare the 
extent to which the ideas collected in traditional 
user interviews were –according to von Hippel’s 
theory—less innovative than the ideas derived 
through the LU method, we collected two sets of 
qualitative data. We will now describe how we 
conducted first the traditional interviews, and then 
how we proceeded during the LU project.

Traditional Interviews

For purposes of traditional interviewing, we 
randomly selected one registered user from 
each engineering college in Austria. There are a 
total of 60 so-called Higher Technical Colleges 
(HTLs) in Austria; we sampled and interviewed 
only those engineers/users from each college who 
had a minimum of 3 years of work experience. 
He or she was telephone interviewed. Compa-
nies is Austria are very keen on recruiting HTL 
engineers as they are younger than traditional 
university graduates, said to be easier to align 
with the organizations’ missions, and have al-
ready gained practical experience while gaining 
5 years of engineering education in various field 
such as mechanical engineering, electrical en-
gineering or computer science etc. In Germany, 
the former HTLs were transformed more than 
20 years ago into universities of applied science, 
but the Austrian government runs the 60 HTL 
engineering schools parallel to the 26 universi-
ties of applied sciences. The interviews with the 
applicants aimed to identify service ideas in order 
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to increase the platform’s long-term usage. We 
probed in detail for users’ ideas of what functions 
an e-recruiting service should offer so that users 
would make use of it for the long run, rather than 
just for finding just a single job. All interviews 
were tape-recorded. While tracking, observing, 
and asking questions, we kept a record of field 
notes that enhanced the quality of later in-depth 
analyses. We also paid attention to Chatman’s 
(1984) advice of establishing rapport with our 
informants so that they were more open and felt 
comfortable during our interactions. A second 
aim of these interviews was to identify a subset 
of users in the sample with both of the two lead 
user characteristics mentioned (i.e., being ahead 
on the trends identified and expecting high benefit 
from innovations).

Lead User Workshops

In line with the prior literature, we followed the 
four steps of the LU method, described in detail 
in von Hippel (1986) and Urban and von Hippel 
(1988). Figure 1 shows how each of the four steps 
were carried out in this particular study. 

In the 1st step, the broad research goal, the 
scope (focus on the engineering recruiting portal), 
financials and other resource requirements of the 
LU project were planned. Lead User projects re-
quire the dedication of an interdisciplinary internal 
organization team, usually consisting of people 
from marketing, sales, R&D, and production. In 
this study, the Marketing & Operations Manager, 
the Chief Technical Engineer and one researcher 
with a background in HR planned this together. 
Research has shown that engineers from R&D 
often have difficulties imagining that users of 
a company’s products and services can develop 
technically sophisticated and innovative solu-
tions. Hence, in order to ensure the commitment 
to customer involvement in new services design, 
we included employees from different functional 
lead roles right from the beginning. 

The 2nd step involved analyzing key trends 
and services discovered by studying more than 
200 e-recruiting websites, screening the relevant 
academic literature on e-recruiting and follow-
ing market trends about e-recruiting services in 
mainly German and American e-business, man-
agement and human resource magazines (such as 
Business 2.0; MIT Sloan Management Review; 
Personal Magazin; Personalwirtschaft; Personal 
Manager etc.). Identification of needs and trends 
was also supported by weekly viewings of various, 
mostly Silicon-Valley originating, podcast series 
on different e-services start-ups. Also, external 
experts with expertise in e-recruiting were iden-
tified and interviewed. Reports from visits to 12 
career fairs and interviews with 73 recruiters, 
done with the aim of exploring service quality 
criteria, also included analysis of limitations in 
e-recruiting services and possible ways to enhance 
current services (see, e.g., Ettinger, Wilderom & 
Ruel, 2009). Participation in academic confer-
ences helped to think through various academic 
lenses, i.e. to take into account perspectives of 
researchers from a variety of fields such as in-
ternet research, information systems, semantic 
technology, psychology and marketing. Once 
we had identified the major trends and needs, we 
prioritized them based on their potential service 
innovation. Although more trends came up such 
as innovating by means of semantic technologies, 
one striking need all e-recruiting services faced 
was finding a solution for keeping their registered 
applicant profiles up-to-date and for enhancing 
user return rates (applicants as well as paying 
recruiters or media personnel). Typically, as soon 
as registered applicants have found a new job, they 
hardly have any reason to re-visit a career site in 
the near future. Similarly, if recruiters have filled 
their open position, there is no guarantee that 
they will return to the same recruiting service. 
As the competition between the vast amounts of 
recruiting services is increasing, other players may 
win the battle for the chance for cooperation, and 
consequently, an organizations’ recruiting budget 
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the next year/period. Also, media personnel such 
as personnel marketers are continuously looking 
for new portals that have the best links to their 
target group(s). Accordingly, we had one central 
research question: Which service innovations do e-
recruitment platforms require in order to achieve 
the long-term participation of its users?

In the 3rd step, we identified the lead users. 
Empirical evidence has shown that average users 
are restricted by familiarity to actual products 
and contexts. However, the situation is different 
if users are progressive and leading or setting 
trends. These users experience dissatisfaction 
with current services and are familiar with 
needs that will become popular in the future 
marketplace. We aimed to include different user 
groups into the lead user study. The typical users 
of e-recruiting services are registered applicants, 
recruiters, and media (mostly personnel market-
ing) personnel. We aimed to get users from all 
three categories to participate. However, due to 
time restraints of several participants and the 
time needed to identify and recruit lead users, we 
split the workshop in two parts. The proxy used 
for identifying lead users included evaluating to 
what extent the users appeared ahead of others 
on our identified trends. Following prior research 
(Herstatt & von Hippel, 1992; von Hippel, 2005), 
we operationalized “ahead on identified trends” 
into the following two criteria: (1) the degree to 
which the interviewees agreed that the trends that 
had been previously identified were in fact needed 
and important from their points of view and (2) 
the ways in which the interviewees articulated 
technically interesting innovations regarding 
these trends. The proxy used for “user innovation 
benefit expectations” was that users expressed a 
benefit for the suggested services. Thus, we were 
looking for critical users that were unsatisfied 
with their current or former use of e-recruiting 
services and were able to articulate these nega-
tive experiences. Following earlier research, we 
needed to include people with different skills and 
those who had informally identified unusual needs 

and who expected benefits from service solutions 
to their needs. 

Workshop 1: In the first workshop we brought 
together the Chief Technical Engineer, the Market-
ing & Operations Manager, the lead researcher of 
this study, and three recruiters and two personnel 
marketers. We ensured to include different types 
of recruiters including one company recruiter, 
one recruiter from a personnel agency and one 
so-called personnel headhunter. One personnel 
marketer works at a large corporation in need of 
marketing their organizations to engineers while 
the other works at a large educational institution 
in need of engineering students. The process 
for searching out these lead users was based on 
a networking approach that the portal-offering 
firm pursued from its outset. We will now briefly 
compare the two types of search processes com-
monly used in lead user studies. 

The first is a rather quantitative, standardized 
screening approach which is applied when the 
number of customers in the market is manageable 
and an acceptable screening of all users is pos-
sible. This approach was impossible to realize in 
this case considering the large customer groups 
of e-recruiting services (customer size-indication 
is impossible as all larger organizations employ 
several recruiters). In addition, some organizations 
employ personnel marketing in case there is a spe-
cific need to advertise the organization to certain 
applicant groups and build relationships with them, 
in addition to the actual recruiting. The fact that 
recruiters and personnel marketers do not tend 
to be a loyal group of customers—they are open 
to any new cooperation agreement to meet their 
staffing and advertising needs—made the selec-
tion process difficult. We also thought through the 
issue of how innovations created in the workshop 
may become an issue of intellectual property in 
dealing with external parties. Therefore, we relied 
on the second approach for identifying valuable 
lead users which is the non-standardized network-
ing approach where informal references help to 
identify lead users. 
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While the company was interacting with many 
recruiters and personnel marketers throughout the 
year (by means of email communications, phone, 
in-person at career fairs or in business meetings, 
or through recruiters and media personnel visiting 
the e-recruiting services office) only those users 
that appeared to have built some lasting impression 
on one of the management team were approached. 
The three initiators of the lead user study (Chief 
Technical Engineer, Marketing & Operations 
Manager and the researcher) engaged in this 
networking search procedure. A firm deadline 
of one month was set to get confirmations from 
potential lead users to participate in the workshop. 
We created a list of potential participants and the 
researcher contacted one after the other to check 
how they fared in terms of our identified trends. 
Other key selection criteria were that they (1) 
need to have noted some dissatisfaction with the 
current e-recruiting services on the market, (2) 
articulated some suggestions for improving e-
recruiting services, and (3) expect some personal 
gain from innovative solutions. We received five 
confirmations accompanied by a strong interest 
to participate. For their participation, those five 
lead users were given 15 free job ad postings on 
the website, free online company presentation for 
one year, their company logo printed on 10,000 
flyers distributed at 60 engineering schools in 
2007 and four lines of text in the e-career letter 
to graduates.

Workshop 2: Although about a third of the 
sample of 60 registered applicants interviewed by 
telephone met our pre-defined selection criteria 
for becoming lead users; from that pool of 20 only 
the three most highly innovative applicants were 
recruited to participate in the lead user workshop. 
Those three users agreed that long-term usage 
of recruiting portals is a problem and that they 
have had negative experiences with e-recruiting 
services. Also, they were highly interested in the 
research project and finding a solution that ben-
efits them as well. One user voluntarily offered a 
follow-up interview to discuss things more deeply, 

another one suggested his desire to think more 
about these issues and that he would get back to 
the interviewers with more ideas via email. The 
third user verbally articulated different stories 
about how he experiences e-recruiting services—
his likes and dislikes—without our probing. This 
made us invite those three users to participate in 
the lead user workshop. The case company labelled 
this LU workshop as their Vision Workshop which 
ran a full day from 11:00am – 9:00pm. Food dur-
ing the day, travel expenses in the amount of a 
second-class train ticket (one came by car who 
received 0,38 €/km) and € 100 cash were given 
to the lead users for their participation. The ap-
plicants were happy to be invited and enjoyed 
participating and expressing their ideas in lively 
discussions. Other workshop participants included 
two system designers and two programmers of 
the platform, and the same company team who 
initiated the lead user workshop.

In the 4th and final step, we held the two lead 
user workshops. The first workshop with the re-
cruiters, personnel marketers and the company 
team was held at the end of the summer of 2007 
while the second workshop with the applicants 
and the company team was held in the early fall 
of 2007. Both workshops started with the overall 
goal of the group interaction, i.e., how to innovate 
e-recruiting services. All participants introduced 
themselves and the company presented its or-
ganizational structure; its current products and 
services; financial growth since its business start; 
market trends and expected future challenges. In 
both workshops, the key question was presented 
(Which service innovations do e-recruitment 
platforms require in order to achieve long-term 
participation of its users?) Following discussions 
and a first idea collection phase on flipcharts, the 
participants quickly identified the need for differ-
ent service innovations, depending on the three 
key customer groups of e-recruiting services: 
(1) applicants, (2) recruiters and (3) personnel 
marketers. While there are other customer groups 
as well, these three groups represent the core 
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customers of e-recruiting services. We found 
that meeting and exceeding their needs will 
contribute most to the financial firm figures and 
consequently, to long-term platform sustainability. 
More specifically, we were interested in improv-
ing the services for these customer groups with 
the goal of enhancing their long-term usage of 
the platform. Other customer groups are differ-
ent public agencies (unions, associations, clubs, 
etc.) and other private self-employed persons or 
companies (e.g., self-employed consultants such as 
interview coaches interested in cooperation with 
the e-recruiting service, publishing companies, 
etc.). However, those were classified as partners 
with mostly mutual exchange of services without 
financial compensation and therefore were not 
targeted in this study. 

Throughout the workshop, field notes were 
taken and then typed right after the workshop. 
Memos were only taken during group discussions 
of new service ideas and/or when summarizing 
discussion-themed results. Further, flipcharts were 
used for visualizing the research goal, the process 
of idea generation and for drafting the results.

Data Analyses

The traditional telephone interviews were ana-
lyzed as follows. The involved researcher first 
listened to all audio tapes. Then, she compiled 
narratives of the interviews and compared them 
with the content of the field notes made during the 
interviews. Themes in the data were identified and 
reduced into broad categories (Miles & Huberman, 
1994; Yin, 2003). The preliminary categories were 
posted on the company intranet and employees 
were invited to make suggestions, improve the 
wording of the labels and cluster related service 
ideas. Importantly, the service innovation ideas 
for enhancing long-term usage were presented and 
discussed with a group of six registered applicants 
who worked on or had already finished (at the time 
of the service category validation) their Bachelor 
or Master theses which were sponsored by the e-
recruiting firm. We found this group validation of 
the individual interview results important to see 
if any other service ideas would emerge and if the 
clustering was regarded as appropriate. Similarly, 
in the lead user workshop we compared the tape-

Table 1. The lead user method as applied in the four processes

STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4

Plan Project Scope Identify e-RecruitingTrends Identify Lead Users Lead User Workshop

• Define broad research scope: 
Innovating e-recruiting 
services 

• Build an interdisciplinary 
internal project team

• Plan finance and other re-
source requirements 

• Review academic and busi-
ness literature

• Listen to podcasts series on 
e-services start-ups

• Competitors’ trends analysis, 
review 200 e-recruiting sites

• Internal reports from visits at 
12 career fairs with interview 
data from 73 recruiters 

• Interviews on services for 
long-term usage with 60 
registered applicants

• Visit conferences 
• Prioritize major needs/ trends: 

Which service innovations 
do e-recruitment platforms 
require in order to achieve 
long-term participation of its 
users?

• Aim for a total of 15 partici-
pants

• 5 lead users (3 recruiters and 2 
personnel marketers) through 
network search

• 3 lead users (applicants) from 
telephone interviews

• 7 members from the company 
team: 
○ 1 Chief Technical Engineer
○ 1 Marketing & Operations 

Manager
○ 1 Researcher
○ 2 System Designers
○ 2 Programmers

• Workshop 1:
○ 3 recruiters
○ 2 personnel marketers 
○ 1 Chief Technical Engineer
○ 1 Marketing & Operations 

Manager
○ 1 Researcher

• Workshop 2:
○ 3 Applicants
○ 2 System designers
○ 2 Programmers
○ 1 Chief Technical Engineer
○ 1 Marketing & Operations 

Manager
○ 1 Researcher

• Triangulation, Comparison, 
Evaluation of Service Ideas
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recorded memos, field notes, presentation slides 
and handwritings and we transformed this data 
into a few themes. Also, this set of service ideas 
was posted on the intranet: in an effort to further 
enrich the collected ideas.

Following, participants of the lead user work-
shop systematically compared the service ideas 
collected from both sets of data (Strauss & Corbin, 
1988). We noted patterns and overlaps of the identi-
fied service ideas, but also significant differences 
of service ideas collected through the traditional 
interviews compared to ideas from the lead users. 
Not surprisingly, the innovation literature shows 
that innovativeness is multidimensional and 
difficult to operationalize. However, the recent 
literature treats the degree of innovativeness as 
comprising market, technological and organiza-
tional dimensions (e.g., Lettl et al., 2008; Dahlin 
& Behrens, 2005; Garcia & Calantone, 2002). 
We operationalized innovativeness according to 
these dimensions. After both workshops, the core 
ideas were compiled and emailed to the workshop 
participants. 

They were asked to individually evaluate the 
service ideas in regard to the degree of innova-
tiveness. For practical reasons, lead users only 
rated the market dimension, whereas the involved 
participants of the company team (i.e., the Chief 
Technical Engineer, Marketing & Operations 
Manager, Researcher, 2 System Designers, and 2 
Programmers) rated all three dimensions. It was 
felt not meaningful to let company-external lead 
users rate the internal organizational fit of the 
derived service ideas. Also, we found the company 
engineers in the best position to rate the techno-
logical feasibility, but it was not opportune to ask 
lead users working in recruiting or marketing or 
applicants themselves to rate the innovativeness 
along the technological dimension. 

Specifically, the dimensions were operation-
alized as follows: (1) Market Dimension: how 
original and novel is the service idea compared 
to existing services in terms of (a) new benefits 
for a user, (b) higher benefits for a user, (c) po-

tential for the firm’s competitive advantage. (2) 
Technological Dimension: how quickly can the 
service idea be realized or technical feasibility,:(a) 
newness of the technology needed to realize the 
service idea, (b) complexity to realize the service 
idea, (c) uncertainty about development time 
and (3) Organizational Dimension: how well 
does the service innovation fit into existing firm 
structure: (a) required change in competencies, 
(b) required change in strategy. The users rated 
the service ideas either as 1 (high) or 0 (low). A 
similar procedure has been applied in a recent 
LU study by Franke et al. (2006) and we found 
that it matches the LU method’s aim of spotting 
finding attractive innovations only. 

FINDINGS 

Table 2 contains a summary of the main ideas on 
innovative e-recruiting services. The lead user 
method offered a clear differentiation between 
service innovations for the three customer groups 
of e-recruiting services: applicants; recruiters and 
personnel marketers. Moreover, lead users came 
up with new product lines with services valuable 
for all three customer groups, i.e., including a 
Blog Service so that applicants, recruiters and 
personnel marketers can have their own blog and 
communicate with their intended target group. In 
innovative companies such as Apple, it is often 
standard that people in important functions (e.g., 
Steve Jobs) have their personal blog or company 
blogs to update the general public on news, things 
of general interest and things that matter to them. 
If recruiters and marketers could link from their 
company logo to their blog, they could inform 
potential applicants on more firm-specific data in a 
rather informal way without needing to meet each 
applicant face-to-face. Note that most recruiters 
or marketers publish their organization’s logo or 
banners on e-recruiting sites and/or present their 
organization profile online. 
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This new type of blogging practice has impli-
cations also for employer branding initiatives as 
it can build up large-scale, weak-tie relationships 
with potential applicants. Many blogs nowadays 
have developed wide readerships of people regu-
larly re-visiting blogs of specific individuals or 
companies. To subscribe to a company blog via 
RSS newsfeed has become a much used feature 
and may well work for recruiting services as 
well. Also, personnel marketers from educational 
institutes could use such blogs to keep a real-
time overview of their services, announce guest 
speakers, events, upload pictures from graduation 
ceremonies etc. Further, by using blogs to com-
municate with the general public, the problem of 
space (line) limitations—which are usually much 
more restricted in newspaper ads—would be 
solved. Besides this, newspapers appear in cycles 
and depend on people reading them at a certain 
point of time. With a company’s or educational 
institution’s blogs, recruiters and marketers could 
chronologically order their blog entries, invite ap-
plicants to comment or join different discussions, 
and more selective application might become a 
reality which might reduce significant HRM-
administrative costs. 

Also through the LU method the idea came up 
to offer an applicant blog: where applicants could 
initiate the communication with registered recruit-
ers of the companies they target and exchange 
information with other registered applicants on 
experiences gained in different work settings. Such 
applicant blogs may serve as sort of discussion 
boards, enabling authentic and social support from 
peers. Also, it could enable the entire application 
process to turn 360 degrees: i.e., if all applicants 
were to put their own blogs out and recruiters 
“apply” to their “ads.” In the traditional inter-
views, applicants exclusively suggested service 
innovations for their personal use. Even when 
probing long-term sustainability of e-recruiting 
services in general, in the traditional interview 
applicants made only references to themselves; 
they did not identify service innovations for other 

potential customer groups. For instance, in regard 
to communication tools, we note that applicants 
were only suggesting services for communica-
tion with other registered applicants via social 
networks as commonly known in other platforms. 
While applicants suggested including text-based 
information on employers with some sort of branch 
categorization, phone, address and email, they 
did not identify new communication services 
--such as Blogs or Live Chat-- to communicate 
online with recruiters or educational institutes. 
Lead users further suggested enhancing the com-
munication by including an Avatar in the form 
of a Digital Application Coach instead of FAQ or 
customer service links. This was found to create 
more personal customer service than traditional 
text information. Both, the lead user and the users 
from traditional interviews came up with many 
ideas on how to integrate social network and 
community features into e-recruiting services. 
The regular users suggested career related and 
private use services so as to connect with each 
other, share music or videos, play games, and com-
municate online with other registered engineers. 
The users predominantly emphasized interest in 
communicating online with offline-known fellow 
acquaintances: from their prior schools or via ex-
tended networks (friends of friends). Interestingly, 
the interviewed engineers didn’t seem to be keen 
on developing or maintaining a strong network 
with fully unknown engineers. Fifty-six of the 
sixty interviewed engineers confirmed that they 
would use an online career service for the long 
run if it was specifically targeted at engineers’ 
needs. However, most of the interviewed users 
are not inclined to sign up at a general online job 
board that attracts many different job searchers. 
General jobs boards are seen as exchange-based 
career tools for finding a job when needed, but 
among them it is not desirable to connect online 
in such job boards with unknown users. 

Social presence theory (Biocca et al. 2003) has 
noted that the presence of other members (which 
can be complemented by offline interactions) may 
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foster stronger ties of participants to their online 
service. Consequently, applicants who know that 
people similar to them are involved as users are 
more likely to maintain an up-to-date profile in 
niche career platforms. Moreover, we assume 
that determinants of long-term sustainability of 
e-recruiting services need to range from under-
standing how users judge online features, such as 
the quality of a career community’s service, its 
system, and the provided information (DeLone 
&Mclean, 2003) to understanding offline features, 
such as the offline activities of users (Wellman & 
Haythornthwaite, 2002). Studies on online com-
munities found that people’s offline activities do 
indeed increase the solidarity and cohesiveness 
of online interactions (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). 
Thus, offline activities strengthen the ties be-
tween members of an online portal which may 
cause applicants to stay connected to a specific 
online service.

While lead users recommended to include 
Newsfeeds and Statistics for transparent updates 
depending on the different customer groups, us-
ers in the traditional interviews came up with a 
Newsletter with the latest jobs matching their 
skills; new information on hiring companies; 
info on continuing education; and other career 
related topics. Most e-recruiting services offer 
such newsletters or job-alerts functions to keep 
applicants informed of new jobs and other career-
related news. However, the new services that were 
identified by the lead users added additional value, 
including that a transparent newsfeed may enhance 
the trust of the customer groups to the platform, 
and consequently improve long-term use. For 
instance, recruiters and personnel markets should 
have the possibility for automatic updates on the 
number of unique visitors and page impressions 
in different time frames (such as per week/month 
etc). Also, newsfeeds on new applicants that reg-
istered and would fit an open position in a ranking 
order would be valuable. Further, services such 
as regular updates on which applicant clicked 
on a specific job ad or company logo may cause 

recruiters interest. Such features would enable 
recruiters and marketers transparency into their 
advertising investment and also estimate latent 
demand. Another trust-related service would be 
to let recruiters, marketers and applicants who 
used different career services rate those services. 
There is certainly the danger here that competitors 
would be inclined to write negative comments on 
purpose. People who rate such services, therefore, 
may need to include some personal data, or careful 
monitoring of the posted comments would need 
to be undertaken. 

For educational institutes, Newsfeed could 
include the number of requests for certain study 
programmes or the amount, demographic and 
geographic information of people registering 
for educational programs. Also, the strength of 
cooperation with other media channels and pos-
sibilities for recruiters and marketers to include 
their advertising on partner channels (such as 
newspapers) is interesting to estimate a portal’s 
effectiveness in reaching specific target groups. 

Further, for applicants, newsfeed services may 
cause them to keep their profile up-to- date and 
return to the site as they get a better overview 
of who is interested in their profile. This may 
enhance users’ curiosity to re-visit the site and 
possibly also their self-esteem if many people 
viewed their profile or left messages. Also, some 
notification of jobs where only few applicants 
applied may save the applicants time so as to not 
apply to jobs where hundreds of other candidates 
already applied. Also, applicants should get an 
automatic individual newsfeed on jobs matching 
their skills instead of receiving traditional mass 
newsletter. Further, if applicants don’t have the 
skills available yet to apply for a specific job, they 
should be offered educational links to institutes 
where they can best acquire the missing knowl-
edge/degrees. Some other innovative services for 
applicants include ranking employers who pay 
most for graduates from different schools, and a 
search possibility to find friends or FoF (friends 
of friends) work at same organization or area.
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One new service relates to visualizing applicant 
data by tag clouds. Such “identity clouds” can be 
used to indicate things in different pixel sizes, 
depending on how closely related and character-
istic certain terms are associated with a specific 
person. Creating such a tag cloud for an applicant 
could include visualizing attended schools, skills, 
and work experiences. If an applicant is an expert 
user of a certain computer program, for instance, 
this would appear in larger font while computer 
programs he has only basic knowledge about 
would appear in small font. Also, organizations 
where an applicant has collected longer work-
experience would appear larger than work settings 
where the applicant has done only an internship. 
The service for recruiters and marketers Visual-
izing Applicants may also include a map showing 
black spots (no suitable applicants) and green 
spots (suitable applicants), regional distribution 
in line with skills: For example, where do more 
chemical engineers live? Similarly, the services 
for applicants Visualizing Jobs may include a map 
showing black spots (no fit with my profile) and 
green spots (fit with my profile) or visual info in 
what region and company I have already friends 
working. 

Another interesting LU suggestion (fostering 
potentially long-term participation and up-to-date 
profiles) relates to the Integration of external 
eHRM systems in which job ads and profiles 
are automatically updated. While the very large 
recruiting services such as Monster already have 
created data transfer interfaces (e.g. HR-XML) 
with large corporations, this feature is not applied 
much yet. In order to give each other the possibil-
ity to transfer sensitive employee data via shared 
interfaces, it requires technological savvy and 
trust from both cooperation partners. However if 
recruiting services can get more of such coopera-
tion agreements for convenient data transfer, it is 
likely to enhance long-term cooperation. A major 
advantage of effectively working data transfers 
and reliable updates relates to time and cost sav-
ings. Further, applicants may re-use the services 

of a specific e-recruiting site if they have the op-
portunity to create a neutral and free application 
webpage for use outside the e-recruiting service 
and general future use.

Recruiters and marketers are also likely to ben-
efit from the LU generated Fan Club service idea. 
This holds that applicants who have an interest 
in a specific organization simply add companies 
of interest to their search status. However, for 
applicants this service should rather be labelled 
Insider or VIP Club. The careful consideration of 
wording (Insider instead of Fan) is suggested to 
enhance applicants’ feelings of special as “insid-
ers,” getting more and better information about 
an organization since they directly communicate 
with recruiters of desired companies. Certainly, it 
is beneficial for companies to see which applicants 
have real and current interest in the organiza-
tion. Direct interaction with a selected Fan Club 
audience should be enabled by different means 
of communications, starting with text messaging 
or discussion boards. Research has shown that 
recruiting from standard applicant pools can be 
highly frustrating for recruiters. This is because 
of the small and slow response rate of applicants. 
Besides this, applicants may have already found a 
job elsewhere and are still registered as job search-
ing though in fact not available anymore. While 
recruiters are already looking forward to invite 
candidates from applicant pools for interviews, 
they often find themselves with no response from 
the registered candidates (Ettinger, Wilderom & 
Ruel, 2009). Therefore such Fan Club features 
may flag who among their applicants has a cur-
rent interest in a specific organization, enabling 
relationship building with candidates and conse-
quently employer branding.

Moreover, a Career Letter service might 
address a segmented target audience instead of 
general newsletter services, as proposed by the 
lead users. Companies should be able to decide 
who exactly should get certain information, e.g. 
only mechanical engineers in a specified region 
or who have graduated from a specific school. 
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From the traditional interviews, users suggested 
information on how find jobs, how to prepare 
application documents, info on trainee programs, 
links to companies and continuing education.

Other user-generated new ideas include a 
differentiation between applicants’ personal and 
private page. This idea came from lead users as 
well as regular users. Importantly, recruiting ser-
vices are challenged to create private (for friends) 
and public (for HR recruiters) spaces of the users’ 
applicant profile so that trust is built, in order to 
ward off the fear that personalized resume data 
will be abused. As one applicant described: “How 
can you make sure that my boss will not find my 
profile in the database?” and “Sure, I want my 
profile for friends to look different than my ap-
plicant profile.” 

Further, implementing more selection criteria 
to enhance users’ Privacy, Security and Control 
was strongly associated with long-term use of e-
recruiting portals. Moreover, a service labelled 
Career Cockpit would help recruiters to put 
previously selected or interviewed candidates in 
a history folder, save comments on interactions 
with candidates etc. Having such an overview of 
all interactions with users of a specific recruiting 
portal enhances not only the transparency but 
also the administration of data. For marketers 
this could relate to saving the advertising history 
in such a Career Cockpit, i.e. subscriptions, suc-
cessful placements etc.

We also noted that services aiming to enhance 
applicants’ Self esteem/ Competency might well 
be received by users. One possible feature would 
be to include Crowd-sourcing: integrate users to 
expand skill ontologies; user experts can compare 
themselves to other users and get ranked depend-
ing on their performance. Applicants may even 
use such skill test scores for their online applicant 
profile. In addition, if applicants can match their 
resume profile with different job ads, this may 
cause users to search for jobs where they are 
the top candidate, consequently strengthening 
platform bonding. 

With the prospective service, Check your 
Market Value, users should be able to compare 
how well they would fit a specific job description 
compared to other users, friends, people in a cer-
tain region, the whole network etc. This feature 
also relates to playfulness which has been found 
very important in re-using online services. Users 
from the telephone interviews suggested to add 
games and to rank winners. However typical on-
line games may not fit the strategy of e-recruiting 
portals. The ideas suggested by the lead user in 
regard to “gaming” which allow applicants to 
assess their skills, compete against other users 
for expanding skill ontologies and to motivate 
users to check their market value are strategically 
related to career services. 

Finally, when interpreting Table 3, one needs to 
be cautious. First of all, the degree of innovation 
along the market dimension has been evaluated 
by all workshop participants (n=15) while the 
technological and organizational dimension has 
been only evaluated by the involved company 
team (n=7). Evaluators either judged statements 
as 1 (high) or 0 (low). We did not include other 
variation in the evaluation in an effort to only 
select service ideas perceived as highly innovative 
or not innovative. We summed up the numbers 
per statement to get an overview of which service 
ideas score high on our operationalization of 
innovation. Clearly, service ideas from the lead 
users score higher than service ideas from the 
traditional interviews. There is one exception, 
Social Network/Community features which rep-
resents a summary term for all ideas suggested 
by traditional users in regard to such applications. 
As discussed in earlier sections of this chapter, 
social network and community features in gen-
eral have been found as innovative. However, 
the ideas suggested in the traditional interviews 
largely revealed service ideas such as inviting, 
blogging, and tagging which are commonly known 
from other platforms. Nevertheless, most of the 
workshop participants already stated during the 
workshop that any advancement to include such 
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Table 2. Innovations from the LU method compared to new-service ideas obtained with traditional 
interviews

Lead User Method Traditional Interviews

Innovations for Recruiters Innovations for Personnel 
Marketers

Innovations for Applicants Innovations for Applicants

Recruiters Blog
• Directly communicate with 

target group

Marketers Blog
• Directly communicate with 

target group

Applicant Blog
• Directly communicate with 

recruiters
• Discussion Board: social 

exchange of positive/negative 
job experiences

Applicant Communication
• Internal communication with 

friends or FoF, exchange 
experiences

Social Network/Community 
features 

• Inviting, blogging, tagging 
services

• Keep in touch with friends for 
career purposes

• Connecting based on branch-
es, city groups, school groups, 
sports groups

• Recommending friends

Newsfeed for Transparency/ 
Statistics
• #Visitors, # page impressions
• Detailed information which 

applicant has clicked on job 
ad or company logo

• Ranking services: who is the 
best suitable applicant for 
an open job position, 1st, 2nd, 
3rd etc.

• Evaluation service of different 
recruiting sites: other recruit-
ers rank services they used

Newsfeed for Transparency/ 
Statistics
• #Visitors, # page impressions
• Detailed information which 

applicant has clicked on ad or 
company logo

• # Incoming information re-
quests on marketers products 
and services

• # People registering, apply-
ing or buying the marketers 
services

• # and strength of cooperation 
with other media agencies to 
advertise more efficiently

Newsfeed for Transparency/ 
Statistics
• # Recruiters and detailed info 

who has visited applicant 
profile

• # and detailed information on 
new jobs matching applicant 
profile

• Show educational links if 
skills are missing

• Notification on jobs where 
only few applicants applied or 
only view applicants clicked 
the job ad

• Matching which employer 
pays most for graduates from 
different schools

• Friends or FoF work at same 
company, area?

Newsletter
• Email new job offers
• Events for graduates, alumni
• Info on continuing education

Visualizing Applicants
• Map showing black spots (no 

suitable applicants) and green 
spots (suitable applicants), re-
gional distribution in line with 
skills: where are e.g. more 
chemical engineers living?

• Tag cloud

Visualizing Applicants
• Map showing black spots (no 

suitable applicants) and green 
spots (suitable applicants)

• Tag cloud

Visualizing Jobs
• Map showing black spots (no 

fit with my profile) and green 
spots (fit with my profile)
where are the jobs I fit best

• Tag cloud

Career info pages 
• How to find jobs
• How to prepare application 

documents
• Info on trainee programs
• Company online presentation

Live Chat
• Text or video

Live Chat
• Text or video

Avatar
• Digital Application Coach

Employer communication
• Employer list with phone, 

address, email

Integration with e-HRM 
systems 
• HR-XML so as to automati-

cally update profiles and job 
ads

Integration with e-HRM 
systems
• HR-XML so as to auto-

matically update customer 
database

Flexible Application  
Homepage
• Free page with individual ad-

dress for independent, outside 
platform, future use

Data transfer
• Download section, share pics, 

videos, music, e-books etc.

continued on following page
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Lead User Method Traditional Interviews

Innovations for Recruiters Innovations for Personnel 
Marketers

Innovations for Applicants Innovations for Applicants

Fan Club
• Applicants join company 
groups, better overview of 
interested applicants, rela-
tionship building, employer 
branding

Fan Club
• Applicants join company 
groups, better overview of 
interested applicants, rela-
tionship building, employer 
branding

Insider/VIP Club
• Applicants join company 
groups, feel special to be 
“insides” and directly com-
municate with recruiters

Career Letter
• Target specific groups of users

Career Letter
• Target specific groups of users

Career Letter
• Target specific groups of users

Newsletter
• Email new job offers

Differentiation between per-
sonal and private page
• Invitation by friends neces-

sary to register, exclusivity, 
extended privacy settings

Differentiation between per-
sonal and private page
• Contact info, hobbies, events, 

friends etc.
• Private page with career info

Career Cockpit
• Search status: who is actively/

passively searching a new job
• Save selected candidates, suc-

cessful placements etc.

Career Cockpit
• Search status: who is actively/

passively searching a new job
• Save advertising history, 

subscriptions, successful 
placements etc.

Career Cockpit
• Search status: who is actively/

passively searching a new job
• Save selected jobs

Self esteem/ competency 
features
• Crowd-sourcing: integrate 

users to expand skill ontolo-
gies, user experts can compare 
themselves to others

• Enable applicants to use score 
for resume

• Check your market value: 
show users how they score 
compared to other users, 
friends 

Playfulness
• Online games with other users, 

rank winners

Open ID, APIs Open ID, APIs Open ID, APIs

Control/Security Control/Security Control/Security

Table 2. continued

features in e-recruiting portals is innovative. 
However, when reviewing the first part of the 
table on the lead user ideas, one sees that social 
network and community features have been split 
into different innovative services ideas, scoring 
high on the market dimension. 

We need to emphasize that high scores on the 
technological innovation dimension is not nec-
essarily beneficial for organizations wishing to 
advance their e-recruiting services. For instance, 
high scores on Uncertainty about development 
time make it difficult for the organization to plan 

advertising efforts until the products and services 
are readily available. A high score on Complexity 
to realize the service idea can be positive, as it is 
harder to imitate the new service, but also often 
requires competencies that may currently not be 
available in the organization. When looking at 
the organizational dimension, both a low score on 
Required change in competencies and Required 
change in strategy means the organization does 
not need to adjust their internal structure. In this 
case, a lower score seems beneficial as service 
innovations can be realized without requiring the 
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Table 3. Categorizations of the new- e-recruiting service ideas (LU method versus traditional inter-
views)
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organization to adjust much of its current strategy 
or recruit new employees. We have to admit that a 
more quantitative evaluation with recruiters, mar-
keters and applicants may reveal quite different 
evaluations along the three innovation dimensions. 
However, organizations undertaking innovation 
projects frequently do it to get an overview for 
their own purposes. It is quite obvious that the 
management team of organizations—when having 
identified radical innovations—is not always open 
to share these innovations with the general public 
and may risk competitors imitating their innova-
tive service ideas before the initiating company 
can bring it to the market. After identification of 
the innovative service ideas, the case company did 
not aim to ask outsiders to evaluate and further 
validate the service ideas identified in this study. 
In conclusion, many new ideas for innovating 
e-recruiting were collected. As presented in this 
chapter, most of these ideas relate in some form 
to social network and community features with 
different ways for communicating and bonding 
online. We hope that the overview of service ideas 
provided in this chapter provides fresh substan-
tive insights for purposes of further developing 
online career services.

FUTURE TRENDS

A major and understudied challenge in today’s 
(service) innovation management regards the 
combination of a deliberate customer orientation 
with the aim of creating breakthrough service 
innovations. Companies that cope well with this 
challenge add to the probability that their new 
services will perform successfully in the market. 
Although most writings on the Lead User Method 
herald its promise, empirical illustration and 
analysis is scarce. Therefore, we carried out an 
exploratory study on the practical application of 
this method in the field of innovating e-recruiting. 
As expected, we find that service ideas evolved in 
the lead user workshop appear more innovative 

than those collected in the interviews. On this 
basis, we find ground to assume that e-recruiting 
platforms can only be sustainable if they evolve 
or transform into highly participative and con-
tinuously innovating e-community platforms, 
organized around niches of users sharing a similar 
social identity. Further, our findings point to the 
insight that sustainable virtual career communi-
ties require not only useful information on careers 
and continuing education, but also can encourage 
friendship, social activities as well as (virtual) 
experiences that may enhance users’ self esteem. 
These results require more customer-centric and 
niche approaches to e-recruiting than most cur-
rent providers of e-recruiting offer. General and 
exchange-based e-recruiting platforms might 
thus need to develop into comprehensive career 
networks or at least offer the possibility of such 
networking activities. However, as the needs of 
the interviewed lead users are not necessarily the 
same as the needs of the users who will make up 
the major share of tomorrow’s e-recruiting market, 
more research is needed to examine the extent to 
which the service ideas identified by the lead users 
in our study will be valued by the more typical 
future users in their target markets. 

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we present the rationale for and 
findings from employing the lead-user method in 
an effort to further innovate in an extant, Austrian 
e-recruiting platform. We collected data from 60 
registered applicants, including 15 lead users. The 
resulting Table 1 contains the service ideas with 
which e-recruiting platforms may serve its key 
stakeholders better. In terms of our key substan-
tive question, that of more sustainable use of an 
established niche portal, we found that users of 
this portal are more inclined to re-use the same 
portal if it includes community and social network 
features for specified user segments, sharing a 
similar social identity by enabling offline ties. 
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Concerning our application of the LU method, 
we find that the service ideas emerging from the 
lead user method appear more innovative than 
those collected in the traditional interviews. 
Whereas most of the registered applicants identi-
fied social network and community features they 
already knew from other platforms, lead users 
came up with innovative service solutions for 
different user groups: applicants, recruiters and 
personnel recruiters. Thus, carefully specifying 
potential customer groups at the outset of an in-
novation project can lead to more targeted service 
offerings. It is likely – as both sets of interview 
data show—that social networks and a sense 
of community (i.e., shared identity) matters for 
long-term sustainability of e-recruiting services, 
and thus that the general users will welcome “a 
sense of community” to be built into online career 
portals. In developing such portals along these 
lines, we may need to review the traditional com-
munity psychology as well as customer loyalty 
literatures where we might find mechanisms that 
can be effectively transposed into this virtual, 
e-recruiting type of commercial setting. 

Some limitations to our study need to be noted. 
First, the theoretical foundation of the lead user 
identification process needs more work and ap-
pears to be different from case to case (Lüthje & 
Herstatt, 2004). While the assessment process 
used in this application study is not optimal, we 
found it worked well as a first step to tapping 
a high degree of practical innovativeness. The 
service ideas generated by the lead users in this 
study already built upon the ideas gathered through 
the 60 traditional user-interviews, a feature that 
must have increased the innovativeness of the 
workshops by itself. Certainly, in the future, more 
fundamental research work in this realm would 
need to assess more independently, objectively 
and precisely the degree of innovativeness of 
the user-driven ideas, based on various data-
collection methods, engaging various e-recruiting 
platforms. Furthermore, social scientists may 
criticize the use of the LU method as suffering 

from the self-fulfilling prophecy, namely that 
those (lead) users who are expected to be more 
innovative than the typical user might indeed 
turn out to be more innovative because they are 
treated differently by the portal organization. 
Hence in a pure, scientifically sound test of both 
user groups we might need to ensure that this 
and other biases are removed, but for application 
purposes the LU method worked extremely well, 
particularly when using the traditional interview 
method first for purposes of identifying the best 
external candidates for the lead-user workshops, 
as we did in this case. 

Moreover, despite our promising applica-
tion of the LU Method , we are intrigued by the 
question to what extent the group setting, in our 
case the lead-user workshops, when compared to 
individual interviews with lead users would have 
led to even more innovative ideas; it may well be 
that several users derive better ideas in isolation 
than in group settings (see, e.g., Thompson, 2003: 
“Brainwriting”; Heslin, 2008). As we noted dif-
ficulties to get all identified lead users together 
at one place and date, individual interviews with 
(some) lead users would have proven even more 
beneficial. Hence, (resource) planning needs to be 
carefully integrated into undertaking a similarly 
successful LU-innovation project.
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Key Terms

E-Recruiting: Is any form of online recruit-
ment service including job boards, specialized 
niche job sites, resume databases and career 
networks.

Innovation: Is the new development of a 
product, service, or idea that is perceived by 
individuals as new.

The Lead User Method: Is a qualitative 
workshop similar setting heralded in the new 
product innovation literature as enhancing radical 
breakthrough innovations.

Online Communities: Are places where us-
ers with similar interests meet for social online 
interaction.

Organizational Performance: Means the 
sustainability of an e-recruiting portal. 
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Service Innovation: We define service in-
novation as any new services developed during 
innovation processes which are valuable for 
customers.

Social Networks: Are the representation of 
connections among registered users of an IS 
system.

User Participation: Is the decision of users 
to use a service for the long run.

User Involvement: Is the engagement of us-
ers in the generation of potentially innovative 
activities.
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Abstract

In 2007 Erickson and Gratton asked “What it means to work here” and discussed the need for a struc-
tured approach to establishing an employer image among potential employees. In July 2007, Lee also 
proposed an architecture for a next-generation holistic e-recruiting system. Based on these ideas and 
a design science approach we propose an extension of this framework by adding employer branding 
as an important new component and structured sub-process. Based on an extensive review of IS and 
HR literature, we show how employer branding should be integrated into the existing architecture to 
develop and implement an effective employer branding strategy. The results are a first step towards an 
architecture for a holistic e-HR management system. 

Introduction

“What it means to work here”. In a 2007 discus-
sion Erickson and Gratton asked the question, 
“What makes a firm attractive for employees?” 
Many applicants might prefer large companies 
with strong brand reputations. However, prod-

uct brand and employer brand are different, and 
there are substantially more firms looking for 
employees than most candidates realize. In fact, 
it is easy to conclude from the literature that a 
top-notch image is the exclusive province of a 
select few (e.g. Keller, 2002). Hence, firms need 
to develop a strategy to promote themselves as 
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an attractive employer (Erickson and Gratton, 
2007). In a competitive labor market, one way for 
a business to stand out is to develop an employer 
‘brand’ that will attract good candidates. An 
employer brand is a set of tangible and intangible 
attributes and qualities that make an organisation 
distinctive, promise a particular kind of work-
ing experience, and appeal to those people who 
will thrive and perform their best in its culture 
(Lievens et al. 2007, Know & Freemann, 2006). 
However, as Erickson and Gratton (2007) point 
out, “companies—even very large ones—don’t 
need to be all things to all people. In fact, they 
shouldn’t try to be.” While e-recruiting has ma-
tured substantially over the years, the recruiting 
sub-process of employer branding is considered 
to be particularly important but not sufficiently 
mastered by HR executives. As our review of 
marketing, recruiting and IS literature indicates, 
there is a need for a structured approach to manag-
ing the recruiting process and supporting it with 
information systems. The existing models of the 
recruiting process cover all important aspects 
other than employer branding. 

The approach of our paper is therefore to ex-
tend the architecture of the holistic e-recruiting 
system introduced by Lee (2007) to structure both 
the process and the supporting information sys-
tems for the recruiting process and the employer 
branding approach. 

Therefore we chose a design science approach 
(Hevner et al., 2004) to develop an IT-architecture 
which would align the holistic e-recruiting system 
with the Employer Branding process. Our research 
design is based on the approach with seven guide-
lines created by Hevner et al. (2004). However, 
we have not yet addressed the evaluation of our 
architecture design and suggest this for further 
research. To provide a rigorous research design 
we followed these guidelines (Hevner et al. 2004) 
and structured our paper as follows. The following 
section analyses the problem of whether or not 
there is a need for a structured recruiting process. 
A rigorous theoretical background to the concept 

of employer branding as discussed in the market-
ing and recruiting literature and an overview of 
existing models of the recruiting process can be 
found in section 3. This section also analyzes the 
need for extending the existing architecture of an 
e-recruiting system as propounded by Lee (2007). 
In section 4 we discuss an extension by adding the 
process steps of developing and implementing an 
employer branding strategy. Section 4 explains the 
design as a search process and leads to the artifact 
of this research, and we extend e-recruiting ar-
chitecture in section 5. A brief summary pointing 
out the research contribution of our results with a 
statement of their implications for further research 
finalizes the paper in sections 6 and 7.

Problem Relevance

This section discusses the relevance of our 
research topic and presents the findings of our 
literature review. Due to a global talent short-
age, for example for groups of engineers and IT 
workers, we identified corporate staff recruitment 
as an interesting research area. As  shown by a 
current call for papers by the European Journal 
of Information Systems (EJIS) (Riemenschneider 
et al. 2008) and surveys such as Luftman’s is-
sues for IT-executives (Luftman et al. 2006), the 
successful hiring of specific target groups as IT 
professionals is a major challenge in both theory 
and practice.

In 2002 Agarwal and Ferratt forecast that 
talent shortage on the IT labor market will cause 
an enduring problem. The imbalance between 
demand and labor supply can be traced back to 
the 1980s. At that time the Fortune 500 firms in 
the US often had more than 100 vacancies for 
IT-specific work profiles. In economically under-
developed regions of the country in particular, 
it became extremely difficult for companies to 
recruit qualified IT-workers (Rifkin 1989). The 
importance of both information technology and 
its workforce increased over the following years 
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due to competition in almost every branch of 
industry and the disappearance of traditional 
boundaries (Keen, 1991). This growing demand 
for IT services led to a serious shortage of suf-
ficiently qualified IT professionals (King, 1997).  
Among the reasons for the specific shortage of 
IT talents were the greater demand for specific 
technical knowledge and process management 
skills required from IS staff compared to average 
employees (Gillian, 1994). Therefore King stated 
in 1997 that one of the biggest challenges for the 
IT- and IT-related industries would be attracting 
and retaining talent.

In anticipation of this upcoming problem a few 
researchers started to develop human resources 
strategies for more effective IT-professional re-
cruitment. The first step was to design strategies 
to facilitate the definition of the IT skills required 
for the vacant work profiles and to identify the 
sources of potential hires. Results of a study by 
Smits et al. (1993) showed that the description of 
the vacant job profile within the job ads was a 
valuable opportunity for attracting highly skilled 
candidates for a specific company. Agarwal and 
Farrett (1998) chose a different approach and ob-
served successful companies and their practices in 
staff recruitment in order to build up a taxonomy 
of IT recruiting practices. Their results showed 
that successful hires could sometimes be traced 
back to a company’s network. The use of networks 
to disseminate an employer’s attractiveness rep-
resented a completely new way of effecting staff 
recruitment. Closer relationships with universi-
ties or further academic institutions offered an 
effective channel for hiring top students directly 
from college (Agarwal & Farrett, 1998). Refer-
rals represented not only an effective recruiting 
mechanism in relationships with academic insti-
tutions but also for hires through the networks 
of the company’s employees. For example, one 
company within their survey managed to recruit 
60% of all hires from internal referrals. 

The first step towards a defined strategy for 
recruiting IT-professionals was a taxonomy which 

included the practice categories for IT-staff re-
cruitment. This taxonomy is separated into four 
divisions: sourcing, skills sought, competitive 
differentiation elements and one-off induce-
ments. Sourcing means a source from which a 
need for IT-professionals is met. A further part 
of the taxonomy was the mix of skills sought to 
identify prospective hires for the IT organization. 
Competitive differentiation elements are the ba-
sis upon which an IT corporation demonstrates 
itself to be an attractive place to work during the 
whole process of IT-staff recruitment. Finally, 
one-off inducements on a limited basis help to 
attract the relevant candidate to the organization. 
(Agarwal & Ferratt, 1998) This framework with 
four categories is the first step in showing what 
practices companies follow within their staff 
recruitment.

The general framework with four categories 
was extended in subsequent years. Ferratt et al. 
(1999) observed that the seriousness of the short-
age problem determined the importance of the 
recruitment practices used for hiring IT profes-
sionals. The results showed that the importance 
ratings for particular recruiting mechanisms 
differed according to whether or not recruitment 
where there was a talent shortage was seen to be 
a significant problem. For example, the use of 
online instruments is regarded as very important 
by companies who assess IT-staff recruitment as 
a major problem. The reason for this lies in the 
opportunity it offers to reach and attract a larger 
number of applicants beyond the regular catch-
ment area. Moreover, the companies should be 
able to process a larger number of applications 
compared to traditional methods. In the category 
of competitive differentiation, it is obvious that 
those companies who regard IT-talent shortage as 
a serious issue need to make extra effort. Another 
clear result reveals that companies negatively 
affected by an overall IT-talent shortage believe 
that they must demonstrate the company’s unique 
strengths, overall reputation, visibility and vision 
with the objective of attracting IT professionals 
on a long term basis (Ferratt et al. 1999). 



278  

What Makes the Difference?

A further step towards defining a combined IT-
HR strategy for the recruiting of IT-professionals 
is the application of five strategic levers. The 
first of these five levers is located in the point 
of recruitment, and focuses on the HR practices 
essential for influencing the application behav-
ior of IT-professionals. Compensation packages 
also tend to be effective in attracting candidates 
to a particular company. Balancing the needs 
of both productivity and the individual could 
be further strategic levers, consisting of HR 
practices focused on the work of IT profession-
als, while maintaining their productivity, work 
arrangements, performance measurement and 
employability training and development. The fifth 
lever is career development and security for each 
candidate. This lever represents the direct linkage 
between the recruiting, attracting and developing 
of candidates (Agarwal & Ferratt, 2001).

A necessary condition for the successful imple-
mentation of strategies in IT-staff recruitment is 
also strongly related to the relationship between 
the IT and HR-departments (Schwarzkopf et al. 
2004). A case study of 30 senior managers of 15 
companies compared these internal relationships. 
This showed that the IT-departments regarded the 
related HR departments either as a nuisance, a 
service bureau ora valued partner. As a result of 
this observation, Schwarzkopf et al. (2004) specify 
four main IT-employment approaches. The first 
strategy dealt with the use of external contractors 
and consultants to control uncertainty of talent 
shortage. IT departments undoubtedly benefit 
from better relationships with HR; HR specialists 
could give valuable support in terms of legal risk, 
skills tracking, skills assessment, and other trends 
that can reduce IT staffing uncertainty. Better 
information systems provide better forecasting 
and a closer connection with their organizations’ 
overall business planning process. Finally, lateral 
relationships help to delegate skill development 
decisions to departments or individuals.

IT-professionals are a group of candidates 
who display specific behavior in the application 

process. IT-professionals act in the recruiting 
process in more or less defined patterns. They 
use certain channels to seek information about 
potential employers and job descriptions. The 
companies need to adjust to these behavioral 
patterns and attract their candidates using the 
channels the IT-professionals prefer. The group 
of IT-professionals tends to look for vacancies 
published on corporate websites and on internet 
job boards. Speaking generally for companies, the 
most promising way to attract IT-professionals is 
the internet (Keim & Weitzel, 2006). The follow-
ing subchapter describes the underlying theories 
for the development of long-term candidate at-
traction. This long-term candidate attraction is 
also known as employer branding.

Research Rigor

As discussed in the previous section, the labor 
market for IT professionals can be characterised 
as an especially competitive one. The challenge 
for the organisations is to differentiate themselves 
in order to successfully attract and recruit talented 
staff. Therefore in this section we summarize prior 
research findings about the concept of employer 
branding as well as the recruiting process as a 
whole. 

Research Rigor: Employer Branding

Our review of marketing, recruiting and IS litera-
ture indicates that one possibile way of meeting 
this challenge is to communicate an attractive 
image of the firm to potential employees. Stern 
et al. (2001) suggest that “image is generally con-
ceived of as the outcome of a transaction whereby 
signals emitted by a marketing unit are received 
by a receptor and organized into a mental percep-
tion of the sending unit.” They cite Ind (1990) to 
support their definition of an employer image: 
it “is simply the picture that an audience has of 
an organisation through the accumulation of all 
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received messages”. In addition de Chernatony 
and Dall’Olmo Riley (1998) conclude that ‘brand’ 
is “a multidimensional construct whereby manag-
ers augment products or services with values and 
[which] facilitates the process by which consum-
ers confidently recognise and appreciate those 
values”. For our research we define ‘image’ and 
‘brand’ as presented here and specify the usage 
of the term consumer and brand as “the consum-
ers are potential recruits and the ‘brand’ is the 
augmentation of recruitment services provided 
by recruiters as they espouse the firm’s attributes 
and values during the recruitment process” (Knox 
& Freemann, 2006). 

Marketing literature recognises the importance 
of combining a company’s internal and external 
image to manage the correlation of all brand 
concepts that can be recognised by customers, 
employees and job seekers (Dukerich & Carter, 
2000; Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). This not only 
impacts the perception of the image among em-
ployees, potential employees and customers, it also 
aligns employees with the brand (Keller, 2002). 
Ind (2001) points out that some companies such 
as Nike have de facto employer brand without 
an explicit human resource marketing strategy. 
However, most companies do not have the level 
of recognition by jobseekers that Nike has. For 
example, Eckhardt et al. (2007) present a case 
study of a German company and their need to 
evaluate an employer branding strategy to at-
tract potential candidates. Indeed, there are a lot 
of different marketing methods that contribute 
towards the formation of the employer brand: 
recruitment marketing plans, outputs which may 
require advertising, press coverage, sponsorship, 
word-of-mouth endorsement and contacts with 
employees (Kennedy, 1977; Dowling, 1994; Dowl-
ing, 2001; Stuart, 1999). 

In addition, the recruiting literature agrees that 
employer brand image is a significant predictor of 
early decisions made by new recruits about their 
employers (Gatewood et al. 1993). The percep-
tion of an employer influences on the one hand 

the perception of the recruiter’s behaviour by 
an applicant and on the other hand the job itself 
and its perceived organisational attributes after 
the interview (Truban et al. 1998). Taylor and 
Bergmann (1987) explain that the influence of 
communication on an employer brand image is 
particularly important in the early stages of the 
recruitment process. With respect to the ‘war for 
talent’, Ewing et al. (2002) and Ambler and Bar-
row (1996) introduce the notion of branding the 
firm to potential and existing employees in order 
to develop this as a distinguishing feature. They 
use the terms ‘employment brand’ and ‘employer 
brand’ respectively to characterise the package of 
functional, economic and psychological benefits 
provided by employment and identified with the 
employing firm.

Erickson and Gratton (2007) discuss “what it 
means to work here”. They emphasize that “com-
panies that successfully create and communicate 
signature experiences understand that different 
types of people will excel at different companies 
and that not all workers want the same things”. 
They propose three elements of engagement by 
which a company might foster deep commitment 
from their employees. First, a comprehensive 
understanding of potential employees’ charac-
teristics is needed. Second, it is also necessary to 
have a structured strategy of communicating an 
employer image that on the one hand conveys the 
attributes and values of the organization to poten-
tial hires while at the same time intensifying those 
of employees. Third, the communication must 
include a coherent employee experience. Erickson 
and Gratton (2007) conclude that companies need 
more than one employer branding strategy because 
of the different characteristics of the employers’ 
target groups. Each group must be addressed by 
a different strategy. In addition, Mitchell (2002) 
points out that, to enhance productivity, a branding 
strategy has to be designed not only for external 
candidates but also for employees already work-
ing for the company. 
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Some research has been done which discusses 
the impact and design of employer branding. 
Backhaus (2004) analyses how companies use an 
online recruiting platform (monster.com) to com-
municate their employer branding and Lievens 
et al. (2007) evaluate the situation from both the 
applicant’s and the employee’s point of view, to 
consider what aspects are important for an internal 
and external employer image. Kirchgeorg and 
Lorbeer (2002) introduce a model to include the 
different aspects of employer branding. Figure 
1 illustrates that socio-demographic factors, 
personal values, the course of study, the current 
career status and occupational group influence 
information and application channels used by job 
seekers, and the establishing of employer and job 
requirements. An employer branding strategy has 
to address all five factors that affect the formation 
of an individual’s understanding of employer and 
jobs requirements. 

As explained in section above, an integrated 
employer branding strategy is necessary. This 
section discusses the concepts of employer brand-
ing and image to communicate to employees the 
attractiveness of working for the company. The 
next section will present different approaches to 
structuring the different concepts of the recruit-
ing challenges.

Research Rigor: Recruiting Process

Various research contributions contain valuable 
approaches to the definition of the structure and 

stages of classic staff recruitment in large-scale 
enterprises. These processes differ much more 
than recruitment in small and medium-sized en-
terprises. Recruitment in SME’s is more related to 
the availability of a known individual than to the 
process itself. Atkinson and Meager (1994) found 
evidence of a correlation between business size 
and the adoption of formal recruiting procedures 
and confirmed this hypothesis. Several authors 
recommend a systematic four-stage procedure 
for starting a recruiting process; assessing if va-
cancies need to be filled, a definition and broad 
analysis of the job profile, the production of a job 
description and a person specification (Carroll et 
al. 1999). The overall process was sectioned in 
three phases: generating applicants, maintain-
ing applicant status and influencing job-choice 
decisions (Barber, 1998). These phases require 
that certain activities be carried out. To gener-
ate applicants the companies have to advertise 
their vacancies in paper based or digital media. 
The maintaining of applicants’ interest could be 
strengthened by professional treatment during a 
site visit. Finally certain recruitment actions (e.g. 
the timeliness of a job offer) may increase the 
likelihood of whether an applicant accepts a job 
offer or not (Barber 1998). Breaugh and Starke 
(2000) used this phase-model to portray the re-
cruitment process as a combination of activities, 
variables and strategic measures to achieve a 
number of recruitment objectives whose outcomes 
are compared afterwards. Figure 2 now visual-

Figure 1. Analytical model explaining job seekers’ behaviours (Kirchgeorg & Lorbeer 2002)
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izes the model of the organizational recruitment 
process (Breaugh & Starke, 2000).

In a next step Faerber et al. (2003) integrated 
the different recruitment functions within the 
process. Their model showed which tasks are 
related to the recruitment of new employees start-
ing from the first contact between candidate and 
company till the signing of the contract. Based 
on previous work (Albert, 1998; Schneider, 1995), 
the process design contained the recruiter’s five 
main tasks: short- and long-term candidate at-
traction, applicant management, pre- and final 
selection of candidates. The focus in this approach 
is the management and tracking of applications in 
organizations as well as the integration of being 
attractive to applicants in the long term to build 
up the image of an attractive employer. 

As can be seen, a lot of research has been 
done on the design of recruiting processes and 
its related tasks. Despite the increasing use of 
information technology, little is known about the 
design of recruiting processes and their support-
ing IT-functions. A valuable initial approach to 
designing an e-recruiting process was made by 
Lee (2005), who developed a business process dia-
gram to visualize intra-organizational information 
flows and internal processing events (Figure 3). 
A simulation using this business process diagram 
showed that the e-recruiting process produces 

better results for the time-to-hire (average pro-
cess time) and costs per hire than the traditional 
recruiting process.

The opportunities offered by e-recruiting com-
pared to the traditional process are clearly visible 
not only in terms of process time and cost but also 
for process quality and external circumstances 
such as a talent shortage on the IT labor market. 
It is our aim to extend an existing architecture of 
an e-recruiting process (Lee, 2007) to assure a 
constant high number of applicants in addition to 
providing an efficient measure for the recruitment 
of IT professionals.

Design as a search process

“Finding and retaining valued workers in infor-
mation technology demands bold and innovative 
solutions” (Agarwal & Ferratt, 2002). So we tried 
to extend an existing technology to improve 
the e-recruiting process. For this we chose the 
architecture of the holistic e-recruiting system 
invented by Lee (2007).

We extend this architecture by adding a new 
component for the e-recruiting process. We based 
this component on existing literature (e.g. Erikson 
& Gratton, 2007, Kirchgeorg & Lorbeer, 2002) 
and tried to solve existing problems in staff re-

Figure 2. A model of the organizational recruitment process (Breaugh & Starke 2000)
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cruitment identified in theory and practice. These 
problems are:

•	 A talent shortage for several target groups, 
especially IT-professionals

•	 No chance to influence and convince can-
didates before or early in the recruiting 
process

•	 A cyclical recruiting of all companies on 
the labor market 

•	 Appropriate alternatives to attract candi-
dates

Design as an artefact

We designed and developed one specific artifact in 
our research. The artifact produced is an extended 
IT-architecture for a holistic e-recruiting system 
including the sub process of Employer Branding. 
Figure 4 shows the holistic e-recruiting system 
described by Lee (2007) and our extensions to this 
approach (highlighted). Additionally to the new 
component of candidate attraction with employer 
branding campaigns, we also added the dataflow 
between this component and an image campaign 
requisition management subsystem as well as the 

Figure 3. The business process diagram for the recruiting process (Lee 2005)
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workflow management system. We also linked 
the component with a candidate relationship 
management system because the data of potential 
candidates gained in this phase are important for 
candidate relationship management. The dataflow 
to the recruitment analysis performance subsys-
tem will help to analyse this attraction measure 
(Figure 4).

Systems

The development of employer branding campaigns 
and the approval of a specific action are the two 
major tasks related to the employer branding 
process. The process is managed by the “image 
campaign requisition management subsystem” 

and its performance is analyzed by the “recruit-
ment performance analysis subsystem”. Thus, the 
focus of the system is to streamline the developing 
of employer branding campaigns and to establish 
an employer image of a company among actual 
and potential employees. Therefore the manager 
responsible for employer branding is the main 
user of the system, but recruiting managers and 
top-management may also use the systems.

Interfaces

The “image campaign requisition management 
subsystem” (ICRM) is the central system for 
managing employer branding activities and its 
activities are strongly connected with recruiting 

Figure 4. An extended architecture for a holistic e-recruiting system
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ones. Thus, this section points out the interfaces 
between the recruiting management system and 
the ICRM. 

First, the ICRM is connected to the workflow 
management subsystem and with the database 
management subsystem. All data and informa-
tion related to employer branding activities are 
stored in the enterprise wide database and the 
workflow is managed by the central workflow 
management system.

Second, the recruiting performance analysis 
subsystem (RPAS) is connected with the employer 
branding process to measure the performance 
of employer branding activities. It is possible to 
analyze for example whether a specific employer 
branding activity is responsible for an increasing 
number of qualified applications. 

Third, the ICRM is connected with the RPAS 
via the workflow management subsystem. The 
ICRM can identify the need for specific em-
ployer branding campaigns based on statistics 
provided by the RPAS. For example, based on 
the decreasing number of IT-professional ap-
plications, the ICRM can identify the need for a 
specific IT-employee campaign and for the ICRM 
advice employer branding managers to develop 
valuable activities. 

Fourth, if existing employer branding cam-
paigns are valuable in job ads, the job requisition 
management subsystem can scan the enterprise 
database for specific implementation activities to 
add them to their communication strategy.

Research Communication

The limitation of our research is that our ap-
proach is based solely on a literature review. We 
have discussed concepts of marketing, recruit-
ing and information systems. The concept we 
recommended must be validated by a case study 
or empirical research to highlight the benefits of 
a holistic e-recruiting system. Even so, as Lee 
(2007) suggested, the holistic e-recruiting system 

is expensive and complex and a lot of companies 
have to choose a part of the system to support 
their needs. 

Nonetheless the suggested architecture is 
the basis for the development of a system that 
supports the recruiting process. This is indeed 
a major implication for practitioners. The moti-
vation for our paper was the shortage of skilled 
staff. Therefore we can conclude that integrated 
system architecture is essential for a competitive 
environment on the labor market. To develop our 
approach to employer branding we conducted an 
extensive literature review,. thereby integrating 
marketing (brand), recruiting (employer brand, 
ecruiting process) and IS concepts (IS architec-
ture) concepts into a holistic system. 

Future research can benefit from this approach. 
The combination of different disciplines like mar-
keting, human resources, recruiting, information 
systems, talent management, psychology etc. is 
needed to develop an architecture for a holistic 
e-HR system which integrates different tasks of 
the HR-function of a company.

Research Contributions

Our paper suggests an extension of the architecture 
of the holistic e-recruiting system by Lee (2007). 
Based on a design science approach (Hevner et al. 
2004) we extend the model by including the con-
cept of employer branding and model the process 
with the steps ‘Identification of talent shortage’, 
‘submission of campaign requisition’, ‘approval 
of image campaign’ and ‘employer branding 
campaign’. Furthermore we added the ‘image 
campaign requisition management subsystem’ 
to support this process with IT. This subsystem 
is connected with the ‘workflow and database 
management subsystem’, ‘candidate relation-
ship management subsystem’ and the ‘recruit-
ing performance analysis subsystem’. With this 
proposal, employer branding can be support by 
IS to develop and implement effective employer 
branding campaigns.
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Key terms

Candidate Attraction: Candidate attraction is 
part of the sourcing step of the recruiting process. 
In contrast to employer branding candidate attrac-
tion has a short-term focus on candidates. While 
the candidate attraction phase the HR-department 
is publishing job ads or is directly searching for 
appropriate candidates. Job ads can be published 
“offline” and “online”.  Classical offline channels 
are newspapers or magazines and typical online 
channels are the company’s website or job portal 
such as monster. Companies can search directly 
in CV-databases of job portals or online com-
munities (xing, linkedIn) to approach appropri-
ate candidates. The main objective of candidate 
attraction is to generate applications.

Employer Branding: Employer Branding is 
a strategic instrument where marketing concepts 
particularly branding are applied to represent a 
company as an attractive employer and positions 
the company on the labor market. The result of 
employer branding campaigns is the employer 
brand. That means specific designed perception 
of the employer by job seekers. The main objec-
tive of employer branding are an effective and 
efficient recruitment and an enduring increase 
quality of applicants. Employer branding is not 
only design for external candidates it can be also 
used to address actual employees to link them 
with the company (retention). Employer branding 
has a long-term focus on candidates.

E-Recruiting: E-Recruiting (Electronic 
Recruiting) means to support the recruitment by 
the use of electronic media and HR-systems. An 
effective e-Recruiting system supports employ-
ers as well as job seekers. E-Recruiting and its 
supporting systems represent ideally the entire 
recruiting workflow. This includes the candidate 
attraction and all the communications between 
companies and candidates until the completion 
of the application. E-Recruiting systems are for 
example a company’s HR-website, an internet job 
board such as monster and a company’s system 
to manage applications. 

HR-Strategy (Hiring Strategy): HR-Strategy 
is the general strategy of the HR-department. It 
includes the hiring strategy, talent management 
strategy and retention strategy. The main objective 
is to engage employees positively and successfully 
to achieve the company’s corporate purpose and 
strategic goals. For HR-strategy being successful 
it is important that the HR-strategy is satisfying 
the business needs, the needs of customers and 
the needs of employees. An effective HR Strat-
egy is an integral part of corporate strategy and 
is deduced from the general business strategy of 
a company. 
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IT-Architecture: The term “IT-Architectur” 
summarizes all static and dynamic aspects of IT 
(information technology) in organizations. These 
aspects include the infrastructure like hardware, 
software and data as well as the management of 
IT (configuration and capacity planning, load 
balancing, data backup, availability, reliability, 
disaster-planning, etc.). Furthermore functional 
aspects such as the necessary interfaces that 
provide a frictionless IT support of the business 
processes of organizations are part of the “IT 
architecture”. 

War for Talent: The “War for Talent” was 
introduced by Elizabeth G. Chambers, Mark 
Foulon, Helen Handfield-Jones, Steven M. Hankin 
and Edward G. Michaels III in “The McKinsey 
Quarterly” (Vol. 1) 1998 discussing an expected 
talent shortage on the labor market. They pointed 
out that talent matters and that companies who 
are successful on the market are those who are 
the best with locating, assessing, recruiting, and 
keeping the most talented people. More and more 
companies start to “fight” for the most talented 
people and become competitors on the labor 
market as well.
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Introduction

In response to a more competitive environment 
and stronger requirements from the customers 
and the shareholders in terms of profitability, 
reduction of the structural costs, the Human Re-
sources Department has to convince the Board 
of Management of its capacities of innovation, 
adaptability and flexibility. For this purpose, the 

HR Management invests increasingly in a new 
model of functioning: the e-HR. 

According to literature the e-HR, based on a 
company strategy and linked to the Information 
and Communication Technology, is a global func-
tioning mode of a company around a significant 
number of HR processes which leads to the sharing 
of HR information and its treatment by direct and 
free access of the employees, the Management and 

ABSTRACT

The subject of our communication will be a better understanding of how the regulation between the on 
line HR designers and HR experts is built, and to know about the consequences on the HR intranet’s 
enrichment and the HR reengineering. The author’s communication will articulate in two parts. Firstly, 
she will come back on the e-HR concept in a way to enrich the definition proposed above by a system-
atic approach. Secondly, individuals will see how this model, mentioned in all the speeches, meets the 
logic of the different actors and how the differences between them could be managed; which raises an 
issue to resolve.
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the HR function and to the setting-up of a new 
HR organisation in order to optimise the customer 
relationship. This dynamics leads the HR Manage-
ment to design its own way of changing by optimis-
ing its organisation and by trying to convince the 
HR actors to adopt this role of strategic business 
partners, in the scope of which they are supposed 
to reduce the costs of co-ordination and to favour 
co-operation between the various groups of actors.  
Achieving a better distribution of messages and 
optimising the HR service are the first objectives. 
The middle management is one of the privileged 
customers to satisfy, because its own role within 
the company also changes. The improvement of 
HR communication is generally accompanied 
by the development and the integration of an HR 
intranet. There are various steps of development 
of this tool associated to different functional-
ity. Usually this tool, based on the Information 
Communication Technology1, is considered as a 
technical support with which the required per-
formances can be obtained. 

However, as useful as this tool might be, it 
is first of all a person-related instrument which 
means that its potential efficiency depends on 
individual strategies and schemes. A good co-op-
eration between HR actors requires daily efforts. 
The cost of such efforts is difficult to measure. 
Our assumption is that the level of internal co-
operation influences the elaboration of a stimulat-
ing contents, leading to the concrete use of this 
tool for the HR actors as their customers.

The subject of our communication will be 
a better understanding of how this regulation 
between the various HR actors is built, and to 
know about the consequences on the HR intra-
net’s enrichment. Three parts will be presented. 
Firstly, we will focus on the e-HR concept in a 
way to enrich the definition proposed above by a 
systematic approach. In the second and third par-
ties, we will see how this model, mentioned in all 
the speeches, meets the logic of the different actors 
and how the differences between them could be 
managed. Which raises a issue to resolve.

For an enrichment  
of the e-HR concept

The evolution of the HR function has been an-
nounced in specialised magazines since the end 
of the 1990s. Some researchers have made aware 
HR professionals of their difficult position in the 
company and of the necessity to transform the 
function (Ulrich, 1997). Thus, the HR depart-
ment must show its added business value. To do 
so, certain guidelines must be followed: become 
more service-oriented, more focused on its clients, 
being aware of HR commitment and contribution 
towards the company performance (Lepark & 
Snell, 1998 ; Ulrich 1999 ; Wright 1998 ; Rüel, 
Bondarouk & Looise, 2004). In this context, the 
support of Information Communication Technol-
ogy (ICT) is considered to be essential—which 
leads us to the e-HR concept.

A Brief Story About the E-HR  
Concept

Different models of this concept exist, but many 
of them are influenced by a technological deter-
minism. According to us, e-HR is more than a 
concept. It is a new way of thinking the company 
and its actors. This is why it seems important 
to schematise it differently by articulating the 
evolution of actors of the company in various 
stages of development of an HR intranet. It is our 
proposal to exceed the risk of the technological 
and organisational determinisms and provide us 
with a more systematic approach.

E-HR as a Basic Element of a New 
Model of Functioning

Regarding the definition of e-HR, we have been 
influenced by the thinking of Huub Rüel and his 
colleagues. According to them, the e-component 
is not only the symbol of a technical advance, 
but the imprint of a deeper transformation of the 
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HR position within the company: a new “way of 
thinking about interaction, service-provision, and 
communication” in order to “redefine HR profes-
sion” (Rüel, Bondarouk & Looise, 2004, p 17). 

The use of ICT would have an impact on the 
management of the HR process and would trans-
form the relation between the HR department and 
its environment. A model of functioning based on 
e-HR stands for the access to and a treatment of 
the HR information by all actors of the company, 
not only the HR staff. Thus, this system would 
provide employees with the responsibility to 
manage their own personal data and their own 
professional development, whereas the manager, 
without an intermediary, would completely inter-
vene in the HR process. That is the aggregation 
of new actors in the HR area. 

The HR Intranet, an Adequate Support 
for the Change

In the literature, the HR intranet is presented at 
the same time as a tool for supporting the middle 
management (Messeghem & Pierson, 2003) and 
for improving HR performance (Matmati, 2002). 
The main question is to know why these two ac-
tors would accept to change or not in connection 
with the development of an HR intranet. 

For an HR actor, anxious to show his added 
value to the business, the intranet tool can become 
a material support on which a number of new HR 
applications can be found. These services would 
provide the HR function with the opportunity 
to change. 

For the middle management, things are dif-
ferent because it is considered a key actor of 
the company’s transformations. Its position is 
between the Board of Management and the staff, 
and it is this position, which makes it to manage 
concretely evolutions of identities, of professions 
and larger work transformations. It means that the 
middle management “becomes the initiator and 
the founder” of ICT (Laval, 2000, p85). This is 
why HR consider him as their first customer to 
satisfy.  

According to this vision, the accessibility of 
new HR services would give the opportunity to 
the middle management to explore new forms of 
organisation and to become more independent 
(Messeghem & Pierson, 2003; Kalika, 2002).

In their article, Florence Laval, Veronique 
Guilloux and Michel Kalika explain the Intranet 
potentialities as the main instrument for the HR 
department to improve its performance. They 
present six applications2 in relation with three 
stages of HR intranet development. 

The first stage corresponds to the “Corporate 
Intranet”, which is mainly focused on internal 
communications, with a special site for HR in-
formation (HR processes, legal elements…). It is 
dedicated to all employees of the company.

The second stage is called “Non specialised 
Intranet”, of which the originality is e-admin-
istration. Using the workflow technology, HR 
offers to employees some on-line automated 
administrative services (leaves, bills, certificates 
…). Others sections are: more information about 
mobility management; an access to training 
services; specific applications to support new 
forms of network organisation. This intranet is 
currently managed by the HR function. Such on-
line administrative services lead the HR intranet 
manager to create specific interfaces for each 
actor (employees, managers, HR staff, and the 
Board of Management). It corresponds to an HR 
Self-Service approach.

The “Specialised Intranet” is the most ac-
complished stage. Containing the previous level, 
it has been further enriched by new applications: 
e-learning, e-competence and knowledge man-
agement. We are in a transversal dynamics, of 
which one of the main objectives is to capitalise 
the company’s knowledge. 

It is evident that the intranet tool has the po-
tential to help the various actors of the company 
to change. Nevertheless, we think that it is not 
enough to speak about a concomitant evolution 
of the role of the manager and of the HR actor, 
without a strong link to the level of the HR Intranet 
tool’s development.
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The essential question is to determine how 
these transfers of competencies are concretely 
being made? How the “hierarchical” learns to 
become this “first HR” according to Ulrich, and 
then become more and more the “manager-boss”. 
And, on the other hand, how does the HR become 
a real “business-partner”, then a “consultant-
expert” while it is currently considered a mere 
administrator ? How can a compromise between 
these two actors be found? 

Beyond the abstract and normative models, 
the concrete approach of these crossing points is 
scarce in the academic literature. 

Far from claiming to revolve around these 
complex questions, we propose an ongoing model-
ling of these crossings of change’s trajectories by 
adding progressively three hypotheses. 

An Ongoing Modeling of the 
Crossing of Change’s Trajectories

We propose three ways to understand the crossing 
of change’s trajectories between the three actors 
identified in the company (HR actor; Manager 

actor; Employee) and the technical evolution of 
the HR intranet. The first hypothesis to take in 
account is the interdependence of the change’s 
trajectories (1.2.1). The second hypothesis intro-
duces the notion of time in the change’s process 
(1.2.2). The third one concerns the heterogeneity 
of the company’s actors (1.2.3).

Hypothesis 1: The Interdependence of 
the Change’s Trajectories

The first additional hypothesis concerns the inter-
dependent character of these changes which occur 
in the company. In the figure below, we want to 
show that these trajectories of change are more than 
simultaneous, they are interdependent. The level 
of transformation of an actor has a strong impact 
on the evolution of other actors on the scene. 

Nevertheless, this first figure does not suf-
fice, because the simultaneous character of these 
changes does not seem real. If it were, this would 
mean that all actors of the company would change 
at the same time. However, each actor is different 
and has his own rhythm of change.

Figure 1. Modeling of the interdependence of the change’s trajectories
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Figure 2. Tendency 1, the HR as main pilot of the change
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Figure 3. Tendency 2, the middle management as precursor of the change
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Figure 4. Tendency 3, Employees as pilots of the change
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If we follow normative speeches, HR should 
lead the change. In this case, the HR actor must 
pull the other actors on his trajectory of change.
Hypothesis 2: the consideration of various tem-
poralities of the change 
The temporality of the change is the time neces-
sary for negotiations, learning, and appropriation. 
If we are in a logic of movement of the standards 
and the construction of new actors (Iribarne, on 
2001), this means that change can take its time 
according to the actor concerned. 

Without wanting to describe here the all pos-
sible situations, we can distinguish three possible 
tendencies of evolution according to the motricity 
of actors.

This first case corresponds to the most optimal 
situation for the HR staff because they are the first 
actors who have started their change trajectory. 
Their evolution will make the other actors of the 
company enter in the change process. 

This situation would remove the outsourcing 
risk from the HR function. In this case, we assume 
that the HR intranet would bring to the middle 
management as to all employees genuine services, 
which effectively allow them to evolve.

Even if becoming the first HR is not an en-
thusiastic idea for many middle managers (as this 
increases their daily workload), their needs oblige 
them to act and to stimulate the other actors of the 
company. Here, the middle management takes the 
lead and concretely implements the change.

However, this trajectory of change is not very 
advantageous for the HR. Risks of outsourcing 
or reorganisation are real, except if old internal 
alliances protect the HR actors.

In this case, we can assume that the HR intra-
net is not being used. Because it is managed by 
the HR department which is not in phase with its 
customers’ needs and expectations, because the 
HR function is the last actor of the company to 
enter into a dynamics of change. 

The employees pull their superiors to evolve, 
and these managers pull HR to change. This 

change’s trajectory is not favourable for the HR ac-
tor, because they still are the last ones to approach 
the change. Perhaps, the effect of a domestic use 
of Internet could explain this advanced employee 
position in change dynamics (Iribarne, 2001). 

The interest of all these figures is to show that 
the change could take different trajectories in the 
time according to the actors. This last hypothesis 
makes us conclude on the heterogeneity of the 
various collectives. Or, we strongly assume that 
we also find this heterogeneity in one and the 
same collective. 

Hypothesis 3: The Consideration of the 
Different Actors’ Plurality 

We made our thesis in a company in manage-
ment science. During our first year, we realised 
a survey: 53 middle managers had been inter-
viewed concerning their feeling and use of the 
HR intranet. This work confirms our hypothesis 
of the actors’ plurality. 

We concluded that the middle management 
was composed by five typical actors3. Each of 
them considered and used the HR intranet and by 
extension had a different approach on the change. 
We concluded that the way of understanding and 
using technology depended on the nature of the 
user’s activity and on the organisational structure 
in which he evolves.

We think that, like the middle management, 
the HR actor is pluralistic. If we return to the most 
optimal situation for the HR function, in which it 
leads the change, this will imply that the HR must 
work in a real spirit of co-operation.  However, 
we think that it is exactly this heterogeneity of 
the HR which is difficult to manage.

We propose to give you concrete examples of 
the daily difficulties to manage this HR’s hetero-
geneity in order to create useful information and 
to enrich the HR intranet. 



  297

The Enrichment of the HR Intranet Linked to the Regulation’s Processes Between HR Actors

A brief story about the HR 
intranet of an Aeronautical 
and Space company

If we admit that the HR intranet is above all a 
tool built, managed and used by different profiles 
of individuals, then we can assume that the HR 
strategy, the level of co-operation within the HR 
department, the methods and means chosen to 
stimulate the appropriation and the use of new 
applications, are essential indicators which lead us 
to understand the real state of the HR change.

Research Method

As we have already said, we prepare a PhD in 
management science within the Human Resources 
direction of a major Aeronautical and Space com-
pany, which we shall name Aero. 

During our first year of study, we realised a 
survey about the perception and the use of the 
HR intranet of the middle management. Our 
method was classic. We collected data through 
semi-structured interviews (53 middle managers 
had been interviewed). 

Nevertheless, we had to change our method of 
collecting data for studying the HR actor, because 
of our real integration in the team in charge of the 
HR intranet project. What classifies our work in 
the register of research-action (David, 2002).

The Aero’s HR Intranet: Its
 Implementation and the 
Consequences of a New High 
Management for its Evolution

For a better understanding of the difficulties to 
manage an intranet project, we think it is important 
to explain you, in few words, the evolution of the 
Aero’s HR intranet. 

From 2001 to 2003: The Beginning of 
the HR Intranet as an Official Vector of 
Information

At the end of 2001, the director of Human Resource 
thought it important for his department to have 
an HR site on the Corporate Intranet, which had 
recently been created by the department of Com-
munications. For that, an HR intranet manager 
was appointed to take care of HR information 
and to work together with the other department 
in charge of the intranet project: Communications 
and Information System. 

At the same time, the director of HR keeps 
on investing in the domain of communications. 
He creates an internal communications service 
inside his department. Therefore, the simultane-
ous investment in a HR intranet site and a service 
dedicated to the communication shows his deter-
mination to manage and control better the quality 
and the distribution of the HR information. His 
strategy is to transform the HR image. In reality, 
this directorate is considered being isolated, whose 
policy and actions are not transparent.

How did the users (the middle management 
and employees) react to the implementation of 
this HR tool? 

Reactions are mitigated. We note that this 
tool, as the Aero’Corporate Intranet, had been 
introduced without any specific communication 
and training strategies. 

Concretely, employees discovered the HR 
intranet either on-the-job or by friendly relations. 
Many of them consider the Corporate Intranet, 
including the HR part, to follow a fashion. 

The middle management, who is usually 
interested in technology, did not massively use 
the HR intranet. Some of them thought that this 
type of instrument had to remain in the domain 
of secretarial work. 

Over this period, the HR Intranet was used, 
but not too frequently. In reality, this tool did not 
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find its place among the other tools of information 
support which were already used by the Aero’s 
employees and were more settled in their habits 
of communicating.

Since April 2003: A Dynamics of 
Communication in Relation with a New  
Top-Level Management

In spring 2003, a new generation of leaders is 
arriving at Aero. The new CEO and the new HR 
director share common interests: their profiles 
and their methods of management, inspired by 
American practices, strongly differ from the 
ones of their predecessors. An important HR re-
organisation has begun, which directly impacted 
on the evolution of the HR intranet. The new HR 
strategy is closer to the case presented in our first 
part4, which considers the HR function as the 
leader of the change. 

According to the new HR director, the HR 
function must resolve a double difficulty: at 
the same time, HR must change itself and must 
help the other departments in their processes of 
transformation. To succeed these challenges, the 
internal communications service is considered as 
an essential support. 

The HR re-organisation officially hands over 
the management of the HR intranet to the internal 
communications manager. And a new HR intranet 
manager arrives with more technical skills than 
his predecessor. This new element provides the 
internal communications service with a concrete 
solution to enrich the HR intranet.

The Concrete Evolution of the Aero 
HR Intranet 

Before having the means to develop the HR 
intranet, an only intranet site exists “Space for 
Employee” which readily corresponds to the 
“Corporate Intranet”, the first level into the HR 
intranet typology presented by Michel Kalika and 
his colleagues (Kalika 2002, p70-74).

The evolution of the Aero’s HR intranet drives 
from a concrete structuration of HR informa-
tion according to the specificity of the actors. 
This results in the creation of two additional HR 
intranet sites: a “Space for Manager” at first and 
a few months later a “HR Space”. There, we can 
find our three key actors of the company.

In the vision of HR creators, these two virtual 
spaces have been imagined as a combined answer 
to resolve the double HR issue: the Espace RH 
must be a tool privileged by HR staff to better 
work together and to improve the HR service. 
The interest of the Space for Manager is to bring 
to the managers a HR and Corporate informa-
tion that corresponds better to their needs and 
expectations. 

An example of an extension 
of the HR intranet 

Though a precise example, we want to describe 
the difficulties for HR conceptors in charge of the 
HR intranet to manage the evolution of their on 
line tool.  Firstly, we will present the internal com-
munications service of Aero and his objectives. 
Secondly, we will focus on the process adopted 
by designers to involve the HR individuals in the 
dynamics of a collaborative work, which is an 
essential element to implement the HR intranet. 
And at the end, we wonder if this extension of 
the HR intranet is a success or not.

This Project Derives from the 
Initiative of the Internal 
Communications Service

The project concerns the virtual site for the HR 
staff, “HR Space”. It will be an on-line application 
for a better identification of the HR members. 

This project is above all the idea of the internal 
communications manager. According to her, this 
tool is indispensable, because the department of 
Human Resources has known a recent reorgani-



  299

The Enrichment of the HR Intranet Linked to the Regulation’s Processes Between HR Actors

sation. In this context, it is necessary to provide 
the HR staff, from any hierarchical level, with the 
possibility to know exactly and find “who is who” 
in its department, and “who does what”. 

This project is a concrete example of an 
internal solution to the double challenge of HR 
transformation5. In this line, the on-line “who 
is who” could help the HR actor to improve its 
service. For example, if one of a HR member’s 
customers asks him a specific question, and he 
cannot answer it because he does not know who 
in the new HR organisation is now in charge of 
these questions. With the system proposed, the HR 
actor can run a specific on-line query (different 
fields exist as “keyword”). With the tool’s answer, 
he can directly contact the responsible person and 
provide his customer with a useful answer. Or he 
can refer to this other HR expert if he judges if it 
is necessary for revolving customer’s issue. 

In reality, this on-line tool on the “HR Space” 
is not so original and innovative, because before 
its creation the HR department functioned any-
way. However, this knowledge of the HR staff 
depends on the number of years spent in this 
same department. That is why we think that the 
tool’s originality consists in having created a 
sort of cultural shortcut, a new solution to reduce 
functional costs.

An Individual Negotiation Around 
Contents

After discussion6, the method, which has been 
chosen to pilot this project, is composed of four 
steps. The main objective is to involve the HR 
individuals in the dynamics of a collaborative 
work. 

Step No. 1: Explanation of the Project 
and its Learning-By-Doing Methods 

From the list of all HR staff and with the first model 
of this on-line “who is who”, we contact each HR 

member by telephone to present the project of this 
specific application and globally the philosophy 
of this HR virtual space. Currently, this exercise 
goes along with a direct application. We ask the 
individual to use his keyboard at the same time 
as we do in order to accompany him in this first 
discovery of the tool and for many of them the 
“HR Space” too. For testing the application, we 
ask them to click on the precise name of an HR 
staff member7. Then, they directly obtain a con-
crete example of which type of information the 
tool can supply.

Step No. 2: The HR Future-User  
Becomes a Supplier of Contents:  
The Beginning of Negotiations

In a second step, the HR individual has to de-
scribe his main tasks in some keywords. All the 
negotiation is focused on the limitation and the 
choice of the keywords. The user provides us with 
his proposal of contents either at the phone (we 
take notes) or by e-mail. It is important to note 
here the important association of various tools of 
information support. It refers to the concept of 
“wallet of communications” (Kalika, 2002).

Step No. 3: The First HR Individual Visit 
for Validation of the Content

After having received the content of his main 
responsibilities, we enter this information in the 
tool’s system (only the HR intranet team has the 
access right to do it). Then, we send an e-mail 
to the HR staff member concerned to ask him/
her to verify if our summary is correct, or if she 
wants us to integrate some modifications. In this 
e-mail, we purposely refer to the access to the 
“HR Space”, without a hypertext link in order to 
incite her to try to do it alone. 
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Step No. 4: Last Negotiations for a 
Final Validation

We think that our first step, reserved to an ac-
companying discovery of the tool and our direct 
request around the validation of professional ac-
tivities, leads us to think that it is a good method 
to interest and to stimulate a co-operative work 
inside the HR department.

The HR staff seems enthusiastic to have had 
the opportunity to describe their jobs without any 
hierarchical pressure. In 100 % of the cases, we 
obtained a validation accompanied by only a few 
modifications (not fundamental). 

A Successful Process of Regulation 
Between HR Actors?

It is difficult today to say if this project is a suc-
cess. It is obviously too early to interpret the 
rates of connection. Indeed, these last ones were 
important, because we asked the HR individuals 
to verify their on-line contents. That means that 
these first visits remain on a learning stage and do 
not translate the real internalisation of this tool.

The interest of this project is to have allowed 
two HR entities to work collectively: the internal 
communications service on one side and every 
HR individual on the other side. Each entity had 
its own strategy for driving the other in a posi-
tive direction: the HR designer with his four step 
method, trying to push the HR individual to use 
the on-line tool, and the HR member wanting to 
impose special keywords to show the value of 
his/her work to the HR designer. 

Regarding this point, we studied some cases 
where the negotiation around keywords was 
harder. The phone contact was not enough; a 
“face-to-face” meeting was useful to find a 
consensus.

CONCLUSION

We wanted to show throughout this work that the 
concept of e-HR is much more complex than it 
appears. This complexity comes from the inter-
dependence between technological evolutions and 
movements of the standards and the construction 
of new actors. These transformations have differ-
ent temporalities. 

Our example of an extension of the HR Space 
demonstrates that thinking concretely the change 
requires many efforts of negotiations, discussions, 
in order to find a compromise between the various 
HR actors (HR designer and HR future-user). The 
will of being more service-oriented associated 
to the HR Intranet’s development is a new topic 
for the HR function, which requires a particular 
learning stage and new competencies (especially 
in the domain of communications). This concrete 
example shows that even if the strategy of the 
HR director strongly incites to adopt a different 
behaviour by using this tool, it is still difficult to 
change the current habits.
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Key Terms

Corporate Intranet: It is the first stage of 
intranet development.  It is mainly focused on 
internal communications, with a special site for 
HR information (HR processes, legal elements…), 
dedicated to all employees of the company.

e-HR: Electronic-Human Resource is a 
group of web-based applications and processes 
that automate and support HR services and 
management. The e-HR is a way of working for 
companies based on a deeper transformation of 
the HR department.

HR Intranet: Intranet is a network based on 
TCP/IP protocol, which can be linked to Internet. 
HR intranet is the part of this tool dedicated to 
on-line services offered by the Human Resources 
department. 

HR Self-Service: Term employs to character-
ize the HR on-line administrative services which 
provide a free access to employees, managers, HR 
team and the Board of Management for a direct 
and personal data management. 

Intranet Use: The way people daily utilize 
the on line tools.

Middle Management: The category of 
population characterizes by its specific position 
between the Board of Management and the staff. 
This population is one of the most important HR 
clients to satisfy, because they are considered 
as a key factor in the company’s transformation 
through managerial style and discourse.

Non Specialised Intranet: It is the second 
level of intranet development. It is mainly char-
acterized by the e-administration: leaves, bills, 
certificates... Other sections are: more information 
about mobility management; an access to train-
ing services; specific applications to support new 
forms of network organization.
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Specialised Intranet: It is the most accom-
plished level of the HR Intranet tool’s development. 
Containing the “non specialised” stage, some new 
applications appear like e-learning, e-competence 
and knowledge management.

Endnotes

1	 We will use the abbreviation «ICT».
2	 Six applications: HR information, e-

administrative; e-mobility; e-recruitment; 
e-learning; e-competence and applications 
for knowledge management

3	 Our five typical actors are «super tech-
nicien»; «patron de chaîne»; «artisan indus-
triel»; «électron libre»; «hydride». 

4	 Cf: 5 page.
5	 As we have already said, the HR department 

faces a double challenge: changing itself and 
at the same time helping other departments 
to change.

6	 Between the internal communications man-
ager, the HR intranet manager and us, we 
decide that we will be in charge to contact 
all HR staff. 

7	 We propose the name of someone who works 
for a very long time in the HR department. In 
reality, we assume that this person is known 
by anyone and especially her tasks too. We 
have the assumption that if the future HR 
user of this tool already understands better 
its utility during the first trial, we can hope 
of a better internalisation, and finally a better 
use of it.
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introduction

Nowadays IT supports critical HRM functions 
such as recruitment, selection, benefits man-
agement, training, and performance appraisal 

(Grensing-Pophal, 2001). During last decade 
large organizations have for several reasons 
implemented an increasing number of electronic 
Human Resource Management (e-HRM) solu-
tions (Ruël et al., 2007; Ruta, 2005; Voermans 
and Veldhoven, 2007). While large organizations 

Abstract

This research focuses on acceptance of Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS) in medium sized 
organizations. We look at general SME’s in The Netherlands. The goal of this research is to analyse 
the perceptions about the use of HRIS as there is currently very little knowledge about it in “medium 
sized organizations”. To support the explorative nature of the research question, four case studies were 
selected in organizations that were using HRIS. Overall we conclude that the use of e-tools in medium 
sized organizations is perceived as useful, whereas not easy to use. The organizations involved perceive 
that the use of HRIS helps them to make HRM more effective.
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are no longer surprised by e-HRM, SME’s are at 
the early stage of its adoption.

Our knowledge about HRM practices in SME’s 
is odd (Huselid, 2003), but even less – about e-en-
abled HRM in SME’s. Only during the last couple 
of years research into HRM in SME’s has taken off. 
According to Heneman et al. (2000), scholars are 
lamenting the dearth of information about HRM 
practices in SME’s as the existing HRM theories 
are often developed and tested in large organiza-
tions. At the same time, there is a serious need in 
the development/ application of HRM concepts 
in the environment of SME’s as well-motivated 
and well-trained workers are probably the most 
important assets for smaller companies to stay 
competitive (Huselid, 2003).  De Kok (2003) puts 
forward two main arguments which justify the 
specific attention for SME’s: firstly, SME’s form 
a large and vital part of modern economies; and 
secondly, despite the heterogeneous character of 
the SME sector, SME’s differentiate from large 
organisations in many respects. 

This bias in HR research is of course under-
standable. Larger companies have the resources 
and people available to implement and perform 
state of the art HR policies and practices and are 
thus more exciting research playgrounds. They 
usually have more, and more sophisticated HR 
in place. But neglecting SME’s is inconvenient, 
given their position in most economies.

In the US for instance, 99,7% of all companies 
have fewer than 500 employees (the US definition 
of SME’s is all companies with fewer than 500 
employees), a startling 78,8% have fewer than 10 
employees (Heneman et al. 2000). The European 
definition of SME’s is companies with fewer than 
250 employees. If we use that definition, in the 
Netherlands 714.000 out of a grand total of 717.035 
companies are SME’s. Only about 1300 companies 
have more than 500 employees, whereas about 
386.890 have no employees at all (Van Riemsdijk 
and Bondarouk, 2005). According to the Dutch 
organisation for SME’s companies with up to 250 
employees (99% of all Dutch companies) provide 

2.8 million jobs, more than half of the total of 4.8 
million jobs in the Dutch private sector. 48% of 
the added value and 53% of yearly turnover of this 
sector is generated by these small and medium 
sized companies (Meijaard et al., 2002). 

Yet good personnel management seems at least 
as important for small companies as for larger 
ones, and owners/directors of small companies 
are well aware of that. Indeed, next to general 
management issues, personnel policies are seen 
as the most important aspect of management by 
owners/directors of smaller companies (Hess, 
1987 in Hornsby and Kurato, 1990). At the same 
time top management in smaller companies find 
personnel policy issues both difficult and frustrat-
ing (Verser, 1987, cited in Hornsby & Kurato, 
1990). In other words, many owners/ directors of 
SME’s do find HR important enough to occupy 
themselves with it directly, but at the same time 
find it very hard to address the issue in a proper 
way and could use some help on the topic.

Concluding, what is known is that SME’s 
account for a significant proportion of employ-
ment in different countries, and that the owners/ 
managers of SME’s have high interest in personnel 
issues. However, what is not known is how people 
are managed in these firms, and to which extent 
information technologies play a role in people 
management (if any). The number of articles 
looking at the HRM issues in small business is 
increasing (Special Issues in the Human Resource 
Management Review in 1999 and 2006 are good 
evidence for the growing interest in it). However, 
as Heneman et al (2000) and Cardon and Stevens 
(2004) have shown, the progress has been slow.

Research into electronic HRM did not touch 
SME’s yet. There is no clarity whether SME’s 
use e-HRM applications and for what purposes, 
what the full advantages of e-HRM for SME’s 
are (if any), and to what extent e-HRM improves 
HR processes. It is hard to accurately capture the 
extent of e-HRM usage by SME’s as the data on 
e-HRM practices is primarily based on research 
in large organizations. 
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Because of the very important position of 
SME’s in our economies, at one hand, but our 
limited understanding of HRM and specifically 
e-HRM in SME’s, at another hand, we started an 
explorative research into e-HRM in Dutch SME’s. 
Our goal was to analyse the use of e-HRM tools in 
SME’s, and compare it with what we know about 
e-HRM large organizations. Research question, 
therefore was formulated as “How do SME’s 
perceive the use of e-HRM tools?”

This research has been done in cooperation 
with Unit 4 Agresso. Unit 4 Agresso is a software 
company that offers to the market IT solutions for 
the HRM administrative processes.

Theoretical framework

In order to build a theoretical guideline for an 
empirical exploration, we need first to crystallize 
characteristics of HRM processes in SME’s.

Human Resource Management in 
SME’s

It is widely acknowledged that larger organizations 
benefit from a formalization of the HRM practices 
as they are more focused on standardizing tasks 
and formalize HR practices to be more efficient 
(for example in recruiting). Contrary to that, 
small organizations are expected to benefit from 
informal HR practices as they could create jobs 
around unique experience, skills, knowledge and 
interests of employees.

From empirical research we learn that espe-
cially for the formalisation of HR policies, size 
is very important. Hornsby and Kurato (1990) in 
their research on 247 US SME’s made a division 
into three ‘size-classes’; 1-50 (53% of their popu-
lation), 51-100 (22%), 101-150 (25%) employees 
based on the assumption that with increasing size 
personnel policies would grow more complex and 
more formalised. It became clear that the sophis-
tication of the personnel activities was directly 

linked with size: the bigger the company, the 
more sophisticated and extensive were the poli-
cies in use. One remarkable result came out with 
regard to a question on what company owners 
would consider to be the most important person-
nel domains for the coming years. All mention 
the same domains, albeit in a somewhat different 
order of importance:  1. establishing pay-rates and 
secondary remuneration 2. availability of good 
personnel 3. training 4. the effects of government 
regulations and 5. job security. All of which can 
be tackled by implementing good personnel poli-
cies, they conclude. 

This result by Hornsby and Kurato (1990), 
is mirrored in other research as well. Kotey and 
Slade (2005) conclude that a blueprint for optimal 
organisation cannot be given for all companies. 
They expect that two trends will be discernable 
whenever companies grow in size: first an increas-
ing division of labour, leading to more horizontal 
and vertical differentiation and secondly that this 
differentiation will first increase rapidly and then 
decline in speed. They therefore also divided 
their research population of 371 companies into 
three ‘size classes’; micro, 0-5 employees, small: 
5-29 and medium sized: 30-100. Again it proved 
that the formalisation of HR increases with size 
and that the critical ‘turning point’ is at about 
20 employees. From that moment on informal 
recruiting, but also direct supervision and other 
direct management styles become inefficient. 
The owner starts to get overburdened and has to 
delegate tasks to other managers.

Yet in another study, Kok et al (2003) looked 
into the formalisation of HR practices in Dutch 
SME’s. They looked at companies with up to 500 
employees and tried to establish which context 
variables explain HR formalisation. The variables 
included in the research were size, the existence 
of a business plan, export orientation, whether the 
company was a franchise organisation or not, if 
it was a family owned business and the level of 
union representation in the company. They fur-
ther looked at the existence of an HR function, 
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at selection procedures, reward systems, train-
ing and development programmes and appraisal 
systems. Again it proved that with increasing size 
the formalisation of HR practices increases but 
as soon as the context variables are taken into 
account, 50% of the difference in formalisation 
evaporates.

From the empirical evidence presented so 
far we conclude that indeed size of the company 
should be an important predictor of HR sophis-
tication and the formalisation of HR practices. 
Size not only seems to predict the complexity 
of the organisation structure, but also seems 
to provide a justification for applying more 
standardised jobs, thereby providing an oppor-
tunity for standardising important elements of 
HR policies, such as recruitment and selection, 
remuneration and appraisal schemes, training and 
development. Growth in size would lead to more 
complex structures and might well overstretch 
the capabilities of the owner/manager, forcing 
him to delegate responsibilities to subordinates 
or other managers. Indeed even the existence of 
a separate HR function or department seems to 
be dependent on size, and once such a position is 
created, the formalisation of HR practices might 
increase because of that.

Strategy and SME’s

A literature overview and a research model for 
“researching personnel management in Dutch 
Small and Medium Sized Enterprises” were 
presented by van Riemsdijk et al. (2005). They 
concluded that especially two contingencies were 
the most important: company size and strategy. 
According to them the empirical evidence of de 
Kok et al. (2003) showed that size should be an 
important predictor of HRM sophistication and 
the formalization of HRM practices. On the other 
hand they argue that strategy can be relevant for 
SME’s and their HRM. The strategic choices of 
the so called “dominant coalition”, in SME’s the 
owner or director, are very important for the way 

an organization is run. In this case the strategy 
has influence on the way HRM is fulfilled in 
SME’s. 

Based on previous research van Riemsdijk et al. 
(2005) conclude that SME’s strategic orientation 
can be based on the Miles & Snow typology (Miles 
& Snow, 1978; in van Riemsdijk et al., 2005). This 
typology distinguishes defenders, prospectors, 
analysers, and reactors. A defender tries to do the 
best job possible in its area of expertise, it offers 
a relatively stable set of services to defined mar-
kets. A prospector frequently changes its products 
and services, continually trying to be first in the 
market. An analyser unites the characteristics of 
defenders and prospectors, it tries to selectively 
move into new areas but at the same time tries 
to maintain a relatively stable base of products. 
A reactor is in the opinion of Miles & Snow ‘the 
rest’, they do not have a consistent strategy. Un-
fortunately van Riemsdijk et al. (2005) were not 
able to operationalize these typologies of strategy 
in a proper way into their study at SME’s. This 
was caused by the fact that the used typologies 
were too difficult for their research population; 
the operationalization of the business strategy 
needed more attention.

Next to the typology of Miles & Snow other 
typologies for the strategic orientation of SME’s 
are used in research. The typology of Porter 
is also researched at SME’s (Gibcus & Kemp, 
2003). Porter distinguishes three generic strate-
gies: cost leadership, differentiation, and focus 
(cost focus & differentiation focus). With a cost 
leadership an organization tries to become the 
low-cost producer in its market. They must find 
and exploit all sources of cost advantage. With 
differentiation an organization tries to be unique 
in some dimensions which are highly valued by 
the customers. When an organization chooses for 
a focus strategy it focuses on the specific group 
/ segment and creates a strategy which serves 
the customers optimally to serving them to the 
exclusion of others. The organizations that do not 
fit with one of these three generic strategies are 
called ‘stuck in the middle’. 
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 Gibcus & Kemp (2003) conducted research 
in Dutch SME’s, in which SME’s are defined as 
organizations with up to 100 employees. For the 
data collection they used the so-called ‘EIM SME 
panel’. By computer assisted telephone interviews 
about 2000 organizations were approached. They 
concluded that only one out of five SME’s have a 
written strategy and that five distinct strategies 
came forward: innovation differentiation strat-
egy, marketing differentiation strategy, service 
differentiation strategy, process differentiation 
strategy and cost-leadership strategy. These are 
all based on the typology of Porter but slightly 
adjusted for SME’s. Especially differentiation 
plays a important role because cost leadership is 
mainly possible with large-scale production. Next 
to those conclusions they point to further research 
in the combination of the typology of Miles & 
Snow and the typology of Porter.

Based on de Kok (2003) we add growth strat-
egy to the distinguished strategies by Gibcus & 
Kemp (2003), and van Riemsdijk et al. (2005). De 
Kok (2003) proposed, based on the behavioural 
and strategic contingency perspectives and other 
empirical research (Lengnick and Hall & Leng-
nick and Hall, 1988; in de Kok, 2003), that growth 
orientation is an important contextual determinant 
for the existence of HRM practices.

The availability of a business plan or strate-
gic plan can be interpreted as a characteristic 
of organizations with a relatively long planning 
horizon. The presence of a business plan can be 
used to indicate whether the goals and strategies 
are made explicit. This business plan may be seen 
as an indicator for enterprises that have a rela-
tively high degree of formalization. Therefore de 
Kok et al. (2003) argue that organizations with a 
business plan or a strategic plan (or strategy) have 
more formal HRM practices and are more likely 
to have an HRM department or HRM manager. 
We assume that besides the existence of a busi-
ness / strategic plan, the communication about 
the strategy is also very important. It is important 
that employees are aware of the existence of the 
strategy.

Based on the literature about SME’s we expect 
that the characteristics / content of HRM in me-
dium sized organizations are determined by the 
size and the strategy of the organization.

HRM Practices in SME’s

Cardon and Stevens (2004) sought out scholarly 
articles concerning human resource practices in 
entrepreneurial organizations, as defined by the 
authors of those articles. They found 83 articles 
in several journals about general management, 
entrepreneurship and human resource manage-
ment, as well as several scholarly book chapters 
in this area. They then coded each article to 
determine if it was theoretical or empirical and 
the size and life cycle stage of the organizations 
it discussed. In the end 37 articles survived their 
evaluation. Their paper reviews known HRM 
practices in SME’s. 

Cardon and Stevens (2004) and others (e.g., 
Heneman and Tansky, 2002) have stated that the 
organizations ability to address the challenges 
faced by small and medium sized organizations 
depends on organizational approaches to staffing, 
compensation, training and development, perfor-
mance management, organizational change, and 
labour relations. The ability to cope with these 
challenges influences the organizational effective-
ness and survival.

From the literature research about HRM in 
SME’s we can observe some similarities. When 
looking at these six mentioned practices, we can 
conclude that these are almost similar to the cat-
egorization of de Kok et al. (2003); recruitment, 
selection, compensation, training and develop-
ment, and appraisal. Others like van Riemsdijk et 
al. (2005) consider 8 traditional HRM fields that 
are commonly used in a questionnaire research 
in SME’s: HRM planning, Recruitment & Se-
lection, Training & Development, Performance 
evaluation, Rewarding & Remuneration, Career 
Development, Employer-Employee relations, and 
Sickness policies. Van Riemsdijk et al. (2005) 
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choose these HRM fields based on large orga-
nizations.

In the following overview we will focus on 
the six HRM practices in SME’s according to 
Cardon & Stevens (2004).

Staffing 

Staffing concerns recruiting, selection and hiring 
of employees. According to Hornsby & Kuratko 
(1990) staffing is very important for SME’s, 
and as Heneman & Berkley (1999) argue, may 
even be the key component of overall effective 
management of organizational human resources 
(In: Cardon & Stevens, 2004). But staffing can 
be problematic due to several reasons. Limited 
financial and material resources (In Cardon & 
Stevens, 2004: Hannan & Freeman, 1984), lack of 
legitimacy as an employer-of-choice (In Cardon 
& Stevens, 2004: Williamson, 2000), and the 
high numbers of jobs where employees typically 
perform multiple roles with unclear boundaries 
and job responsibilities (In Cardon & Stevens, 
2004: May, 1997) are reasons why recruiting is 
problematic.

The person-organization fit is an important 
selection criteria (In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: 
Chatman, 1991). Norms, values and beliefs of 
the organizations and applicants are considered 
as important (In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: Wil-
liamson 2000, Williamson et al., 2002) Also the 
focus is more on the match of applicants compe-
tences to general organizational needs, than on 
the match of applicants competencies to specific 
job requirements (Heneman et al., 2000).

Strategies about staffing are often ad hoc in 
SME’s (In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: Heneman 
& Berkley, 1999). Often the general manager is 
responsible for HRM, rather than HR profession-
als (In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: Longenecker, 
Moore, and Petty, 1994). A new trend about 
staffing concerns the outsourcing of HR activities 
to professional employer organizations (PEO). 
Organizations also use contingent labour brokers 

(e.g. for temporary workers) to recruit employees 
(In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: Cardon, 2003).

From the literature can be concluded that 
there are differences between SME’s and large 
organizations in the practice of staffing. SME’s 
seem to be more ad hoc in staffing, the fit between 
employee and organization (culture) is the most 
important (more than between the employee and 
the function). Jobs in SME’s also have less typical 
boundaries, and are more multitasking. Staffing 
seems to be less formal, but is certainly very 
important in SME’s.

Compensation

Compensation involves all the decisions an organi-
zation makes concerning payment of its workers, 
including pay levels, pay mixes, pay structure and 
pay raises (In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: Balkin 
& Logan, 1988). Case study evidence suggests, 
although more research is necessary (Heneman 
et al., 2000), that SME’s are more likely to view 
compensation from a total rewards perspective 
than are large companies (e.g. In Cardon & Ste-
vens, 2004: Nelson, 1994). With a total rewards 
perspective compensation is seen in addition to 
monetary rewards in the form of base pay and 
incentives includes psychological rewards, learn-
ing opportunities and recognition (In Cardon & 
Stevens, 2004: Graham et al., 2002; Heneman et 
al., 2000))  

SME’s differ from large organizations in 
compensation. Especially in pay mix differences 
occur. In SME’s there is more variable at-risk pay 
in the mix (In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: Balkin & 
Gomez-Mejia, 1984; Barringer, Jones, & Lewis, 
1988; Milkovich, Gerhart, & Hannon, 1991). The 
pay mix also changes over the life cycle of the 
organization, when an organization moves from 
a growth stage to a mature stage of its products 
(In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: Balkin & Gomez-
Mejia, 1984).
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Because SME’s have usually flat organiza-
tional structures with few levels of management 
and tend to treat employees in an egalitarian way 
with regard to compensation and rewards, pay 
structure between large organizations and SME’s 
may differ (In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: Graham 
et al., 2002). According to Balkin & Logan (1988) 
small organizations keep traditional hierarchical 
distinctions to a minimum so that rewards are not 
indicative of status difference among employees. 
We assume that through the lack of status differ-
ence by rewards within SME’s, SME’s will not 
pay much attention to formal compensation (In: 
Cardon & Stevens, 2004).

Pay raises are also different between SME’s 
and large organizations. Large organizations are 
common with automatic annual salary increases, 
whereas SME’s usually cannot afford these pay 
raises because of high uncertainty of sales or 
profits (In Cardon & Stevens, 2004: Balkin & 
Logan, 1988).

Because of gaps in education of employees (due 
to the changing role of employees in the organi-
zation and changing organizational and market 
conditions), SME’s often provide educational 
benefits as a sort of compensation (Balkin and 
Logan, 1988, In Cardon & Stevens, 2004).

Training & Development

In SME’s unstructured training, informal job 
instruction, and socialization are very important 
for the training processes (In Cardon & Stevens, 
2004: Chao, 1997). These can be seen as a sub-
stitute for formal training. Nowadays the process 
of socialization (through informal and formal 
training) is seen as very important (In Cardon & 
Stevens, 2004: Rollag, 2002; Rollag & Cardon, 
2003). Due to a faster and more extensive inclu-
sion newcomers might be more productive and 
satisfied with their job than newcomers in large 
organizations.   

For SME’s, the costs of formal training pro-
grams and the time spent away from productive 

work are important considerations for determining 
what training opportunities to provide to work-
ers, as resources of both money and worker time 
are constrained (Banks et al., 1987). Next to that 
sources of formal training are more restricted for 
SME’s than for large organizations. Trade associa-
tions, short college seminars, and in-house training 
are the main sources for employee development 
within SME’s.

An other aspect which increases the impor-
tance of training in SME’s are the changing 
roles and expectations of employees within the 
organization. Due to changing organizational 
and environmental conditions multitasking is 
an important aspect of employees (In Cardon & 
Stevens, 2004: May, 1997).

Performance Management

In the literature topics about performance manage-
ment (seen as performance evaluation processes, 
disciplinary procedures, or dismissals of workers 
(Cardon & Stevens, 2004)) in SME’s are very 
scarce. A reason for this can be the rarity of for-
malized procedures in SME’s for performance 
management.

Formal appraisals are usually not done in 
SME’s because of a relative lack of concern of 
venture founders on downstream (post-start-up) 
management issues, particularly those with nega-
tive implications such as workers not performing 
well or the business needing to lay off workers 
(Cardon & Stevens, 2004).

Employee issues are often handled arbitrarily 
rather than consistently (In Cardon & Stevens, 
2004: Verser, 1987). But this arbitrary behaviour 
is not seen as a problem for the productivity or 
employees morale. Managers of young and small 
organizations could interpret an informal ongoing 
communication and feedback related to a highly 
formalized performance appraisal procedure 
as preferable, from philosophical point of view 
(Cardon & Stevens, 2004).



  311

Exploring Perceptions about the use of e-HRM Tools in Medium Sized Organizations

Organizational Change

As stated earlier SME’s experience a lot of 
changes due to changes in the environment. Chu 
& Sui (2001) found that SME’s have a harder time 
coping with economic downturns than do large 
organizations. 

A research in a large sample of high-technology 
start ups in Silicon Valley from the Stanford Project 
on Emerging Companies (SPEC), which tracked 
the key organizational and HRM challenges of 
these small companies, shows the implications of 
changes in particular sets of HRM practice for 
employees and organizations (Baron & Hannan, 
2002). Compared with companies who did not 
change, the changes in the sets of HRM practices 
negatively influenced the employee turnover and 
financial performance of the organizations. Next to 
that the likelihood of failure of the organizations 
increased (in relation to organizations who did not 
change sets of HRM practices). So changes in sets 
of HRM practices (for technology organizations) 
can have significant negative implications at an 
early point in time.

Human Resource Information  
Systems and SME’s

Table 2 does not implicate that the HRM practices 
in SME’s have the same benefits as the e-HRM 
tools in large organizations. It are only possible 
benefits. After this table we will discuss the re-
alistic possible benefits for using e-HRM tools in 
medium sized organizations.

Table 2 shows some contradictory data. For 
example, generating figures and statistics for 
Performance management is due to the informal 
process not preferred in SME’s. The process of 
socialization at Training & Development is seen 
as important (face to face), but this is not achieved 
by the use of e-HRM tools.

The contradictory data is caused by the fact 
that the HRM practices are based on literature 
about SME’s and the e-HRM tools are based on 
literature about large organizations. This is why 
there is not much congruence between the spe-
cialties of the HRM practices and the expected 
benefits of the e-HRM tools.

It can be concluded that most of the character-
istics of HRM practices in SME’s are about cost 

Table 1. HRM practices in SME’s (Adapted from Cardon and Stevens, 2004)

HRM practice Specialties

1. Staffing • Key component of overall HRM management
• Person-organization fit is an important selection criteria
• Strategies are often ad hoc
• Problematic due to lack of legitimacy, multiple roles & unclear boundaries, limited financial and material resources

2. Compensation • View compensation from a total rewards perspective
• Often variable at-risk pay in the mix
• Pay mix changes over the life cycle of the organization
• Rewards not indicative of status difference
• (Annual) pay raises not common
• Often educational benefits

3. Training & 
Development

• Unstructured training, informal job instruction and socialization are very important
• Process of socialization important
• Costs and time important considerations of training opportunities
• Multitasking relevant

4. Performance 
management

• Formal appraisal usually not done
• Employee issues often handled arbitrarily

5. Organizational 
change

• SME’s have a harder time coping with economic downturns than large organizations
• Changes in sets of HRM practices can have significant negative implications at an early point in time
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Table 2. Linking HRM practices at SME’s with e-HRM tools

HRM practices in SME’s 
from literature about SME’s

Specialties HRM practices in 
SME’s

e-HRM tools in 
large organizations

Possible expected benefits from e-HRM 
from literature about large organizations  

Staffing • Key component of overall ef-
fective HRM management

• Person-organization fit is an 
important selection criteria

• Strategies are often ad hoc
• Problematic due to lack of 

legitimacy, multiple roles & 
unclear boundaries, limited 
financial and material resources

e-recruitment • Creating brand identity
• Increasing employee retention levels 
• Increasing efficiency recruitment process
• Decreasing administrative burdens in 

recruitment process 
• Increasing organizational attractiveness

e-selection • Decreasing administrative paper burden 
(used for first selection)

• Minimizing costs and maximizing utiliza-
tion of the human capital

• Sustainability

Compensation • View compensation from a 
total rewards perspective

• Often variable at-risk pay in 
the mix

• Pay mix changes over the life 
cycle of the organization

• Rewards not indicative of 
status difference

• (Annual) pay raises not com-
mon.

• Often educational benefits

e-compensation • Effectively designing, administering and 
communicating compensation programs 

• Enabling to look at external payments 
• Analyzing market salary data 
• Streamlining bureaucratic tasks 
• Greater access to knowledge manage-

ment databases 
• Internal information process quicker

Performance management • Formal appraisal usually not 
done

• Employee issues often handled 
arbitrarily

e-performance • Generating figures and statistics about 
performance more easily

• Enlarging span of control for managers
• Facilitating process of writing reviews 

and generating feedback

Training & Development • Unstructured training, informal 
job instruction and socializa-
tion are very important

• Process of socialization 
important

• Costs and time important 
considerations of training op-
portunities

• Multitasking relevant

e-learning • Delivering information about learning, 
knowledge, and skills 

• Enabling web based training
• More flexible & cost efficient than nor-

mal training & development
• ‘Just in time’
• Control over learning

reduction and efficiency. This is similar to the 
goals of SME’s for using e-HRM. Implementing 
e-HRM tools means investing, and this can col-
lide with the goals of SME’s for using e-HRM. 
Investments will not take place if it is not certain 
that cost reductions or improved efficiencies are 
reached.

Methodology

Main condition for the selection of case studies was 
that the organizations were small and/or medium 

sized in the view of Unit 4 Agresso. This resulted 
in the fact that the size of the organizations was 
between 50 and 1000 employees. The distinction 
between the two groups of cases is due to the fact 
that Unit 4 Agresso offers two different software 
packages to the market. They have a software 
package for “general” organizations and a specific 
software package for the healthcare sector.

Interviews Conducted

Table 4 shows a list of the organizations and the 
function of the interviewees. In total we did 15 
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Table 3. Overview of the cases

Organization Existing HRIS and/or e-HRM tools Size Branch

Unidek Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris 300 employees, 295 FTE Construction

Van Merksteijn Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris 500 employees, 500 FTE Metal

Unit 4 Agresso Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris
e-Recruitment 

e-Learning
e-Performance management

71 employees, 71 FTE IT

Zodiac Zoos Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris
Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris Webvastlegging

250 employees, 150 FTE Animal parks

Table 4. Interviews conducted

Organization Function of the interviewee

Unidek BV - Personeelsfunctionaris (HRM specialist)

Van Merksteijn - Personeel / salaris functionaris (HRM specialist)

Unit 4 Agresso - Managers HRM (HRM specialist)
- Hoofd salarisadministratie (Line manager)
- Personeelszaken (HRM specialist)

Zodiac Zoos - Medewerksters  P&O (HRM specialist)
- Administrateurs (Line manager)

interviews. We did 11 interviews with one person 
and 4 with two persons. In total we have spoken 
with 19 persons. Nine of them had a function as 
an HRM specialist and ten as a line manager.  
However, most of the time they are also involved 
with HRM. The interviews took approximately 45 
minutes to an hour, so in total we did approximately 
15 hours of interviewing.  All the interviews were 
recorded with an voice recorder.

Description of software Unit 
4 Agresso

Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris is a combination of 
payroll and HRM; two different modules but 
together one integrated package, using the same 
basic data. The software keeps all the legislations, 
CAO’s e.g. up to date. Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris 
is designed on the world standard of Microsoft 
Windows.

This software has a modular structure. This 
makes it possible to create a specific software 

package the client wishes for. It is also possible for 
the client to start with a basic structure and extend 
this in the future. Functional modules are:

•	 Unit 4 Salaris
•	 Unit 4 Personeel
•	 Unit 4 Web (web enabled Payroll and HRM 

registration)
•	 Business Intelligence (reporting tool)
•	 Document Archive (digital personnel dos-

sier)
•	 VerzuimSignaal (fully web-enabled absence 

controlling system)
•	 Import
•	 External registration (Microsoft Excel)

General Functionalities 

Information scout for management information: 
Filter, sort and group the information. With a link 
transferable to Microsoft Word or Excel.

Multiple employers: Process multiple admin-
istrations (think about a holding). Applicants can 
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be processed in a separate system. When he / she 
becomes a definitive employee, they are transfer-
able to the other employees.

Design own rubrics and fields: Save extra 
information.

Signal function: Be sure that the user is no-
ticed on time about for example birthdays, end 
of contracts and so on.

Information exchange: Exchange information 
with external parties through digital ways.

Business Intelligence: Direct access to an 
open database.

Decentralized system / external processing: 
Get the information from the employees by 
Excel or by the Internet. Mutations are digitally 
processed.

•	 HRM functionalities
•	 Basic employee data
•	 From vacancy till resignation
•	 ‘First day of work’ (reporting to Tax depart-

ment)
•	 Contracts
•	 Payment agreements
•	 Extra employee data (partners, children, 

important addresses)
•	 Competence management (training, job 

history, functioning, performance manage-
ment)

•	 Sickness information
•	 Lease data
•	 Document archive
•	 Salary mutations
•	 Automatic signalling if contracts end, birth-

days e.g. 

Findings 

From the interviews and/or document analysis it 
appeared that all the general SME’s do have an 
HRM department. If we look at the size of the 
organisations 2 of the 4 organizations fit into our 
definition of a SME (organizations with 250 em-

ployees). Unidek and Van Merksteijn have more 
than 250 employees. This non-fit can be caused by 
the fact that Unit 4 Agresso selected the cases for 
this research and in their view these 2 organiza-
tions can be categorized as a SME.

All the organizations do have an HRM depart-
ment, so all the organizations have a specialized 
HRM function. This is in accordance with our 
expectation that organizations with more than 50 
employees do have specialised HRM function. 
If we look at FTE’s at the HRM department we 
see that all the 4 organizations have an HRM 
department between 1 and 2,65 FTE’s. But if we 
compare this size of the HRM department with the 
overall size of the organizations, we see that for 
example van Merksteijn has an HRM department 
with 1 FTE for 500 FTE and Unidek has an HRM 
department with 2,65 FTE for 296 FTE. 

All the 4 organizations use Unit 4 Personeel 
& Salaris as an HRIS. Zodiac Zoos and Unit 
4 Agresso have additional e-HRM tools like 
Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris Webvastlegging, 
e-recruitment, e-learning, e-compensation and 
e-performance management.

Strategy, e-HRM Goals 

Three of the four organisations do not have a 
formal business plan and a formal HRM strategy. 
Only Unit 4 Agresso does have a business plan 
and a formal HRM strategy. The strategy is only 
communicated by Unit 4 Agresso. Unidek, van 
Merksteijn and Zodiac Zoos do not communicate 
the strategy through the organization with a formal 
policy. If we look at the types of the strategy of the 
4 organizations we see that 3 organizations have 
(partly) a marketing differentiation strategy. At 
Zodiac Zoos and Unit 4 Agresso we see a growth 
strategy, whereas Unidek has also an innovation 
differentiation strategy (See table 5).

The fact that three of the four organizations 
have a marketing differentiation strategy can be 
the signal that this strategy seems to be most 
important strategy for a SME to survive. At the 
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two smallest organizations of our research (Zodiac 
Zoos & Unit 4 Agresso Oost-Nederland) we see a 
growth strategy. This in line with de Kok (2003) 
who said that this is an important strategy for 
small organizations.

If we look at the mentioned goals for using or 
starting to use e-HRM we see that most of the 
goals are related to the quality of the informa-
tion (making information more visible, all the 
information located at one central system, clear 
overview of the available information, clearness 
of the information, every user has the exact same 
information). Next to that we see that the goals of 
e-HRM are related to time reduction / cost reduc-
tion (Extra administrative support with Staffing 
(Recruitment & Selection), saving time, develop 
a more effective and efficient HRM process).

Use of HRIS

At all the organizations Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris 
is used as an HRIS at an operational level. The 
software package is used for administrative tasks. 
This is mainly caused by the fact that the software 
package supports functionalities at an operational 
level. The e-HRM tools at Zodiac Zoos and Unit 
4 Agresso Oost-Nederland are also used at an 
operational level. We can speak of operational 
e-HRM at these organizations. 

The type of operational e-HRM is in line 
with the expectation that at medium sized orga-
nizations e-HRM is only used at an operational 
(administrative) level.

If we look at the people who are involved with 
the use of e-HRM we expected that in medium 
sized organisations the following people are 
involved: the line management, the employees, 
and the HRM specialists. We do not expect that 
suppliers / external users are involved. At unit 4 
Agresso we see that this expectation is confirmed, 
whereas at Zodiac it is partly confirmed. Here 
the personnel department and line managers are 
involved with the use of e-HRM.

IT Acceptance 

If we look at the answers of the interviewees with 
regard to the usefulness of the software of Unit 4 
we can see that the software is perceived as useful 
at Unidek, Zodiac Zoos and Unit 4 Agresso Oost-
Nederland. The answers of the interviewees with 
regard to the ease-of-use of the software of unit 4 
Agresso show that the software is not perceived 
as easy to use at Unidek and Unit 4 Agresso. At 
Zodiac Zoos the software is perceived as easy 
to use.

In the extra questions about IT acceptance we 
asked the HRM specialist about his perceptions 
about the usefulness, ease-of-use and subjective 
norm for the use of Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris. 
As stated earlier van Merksteijn does not use 
the HRM functionalities in Unit 4 Personeel & 
Salaris intensively. Therefore the questions were / 
could not be answered in a way that we could say 
something about the IT acceptance. Because of 
this we can not say something about the perceived 

Table 5. Overviews of strategies in the empirical sample

Organisation Business plan Formal HRM strategy Clearness of strategy Characteristics of strategy

Unidek No No Not communicated marketing differentiation / innovation differen-
tiation strategy

Van Merksteijn No No Not communicated Marketing differentiation strategy

Zodiac Zoos No No Not communicated Growth strategy

Unit 4 Agresso  
Oost-Nederland

Yes Yes Clearly communicated Marketing differentiation / growth strategy



316  

Exploring Perceptions about the use of e-HRM Tools in Medium Sized Organizations

usefulness, perceived ease-of-use and subjective 
norm with regard to Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris.

The indicators of perceived usefulness show 
that the software of Unit 4 Agresso is useful for 
reasons like time reduction, quickly and easily 
generated information / overviews out of one 
source and quality of the information.

The indicators of perceived ease of use at Un-
idek and Unit 4 Agresso show that the software of 
Unit 4 Agresso is not easy to use because of the 
experience that is needed to use the software, the 
software is not flexible and you have to make too 
many steps to use a functionality.  On the other 
side at Zodiac Zoos they perceive the software 
as easy to use for reasons like well organized 
structure of the software, display of different 
fonts and mutations can be processed in differ-
ent ways and in the way they want. This can be 
caused by the fact that at Zodiac they use next to 
Unit 4 Personeel & Salaris also Unit 4 Personeel 
& Salaris Webvastlegging. 

At all the organizations the use of the software 
is stimulated. The interviewees indicated that 
they perceive the influence of other people as 
stimulating and that the opinion of other people 
is important for the use of the software of Unit4 
Agresso. So at all the organizations subjective 
norm is important and plays a (positive) role.

discussion

Based on the interviews we can answer the for-
mulated research questions for the four organisa-
tion. If we look at the types of the strategy of the 
4 organizations we see that 3 organizations have 
(partly) a marketing differentiation strategy. At 
Zodiac Zoos and Unit 4 Agresso we see a growth 
strategy, whereas Unidek has also an innovation 
differentiation strategy.

All the organizations do have an HRM depart-
ment, so all the organizations have a specialized 
HRM function.  If we look at the HRM practices 
we see that three of the four organisations have 

HRM practices. Only at one organization we did 
not see any HRM practices.  

At all the organizations Unit 4 Personeel & 
Salaris is used as an HRIS at an operational level. 
The software package is used for administrative 
tasks. This is mainly caused by the fact that the 
software package supports only functionalities at 
an operational level. The e-HRM tools at Zodiac 
Zoos and Unit 4 Agresso Oost-Nederland are also 
used at an operational level. We can speak of 
operational e-HRM at these organizations. 

If we look at the people who are involved with 
the use of e-HRM we expected that in medium 
sized organisations the following people are 
involved: the line management, the employees, 
and the HRM specialists. We do not expect that 
suppliers / external users are involved. At unit 4 
Agresso we see that this expectation is confirmed, 
whereas at Zodiac it is partly confirmed. Here 
the personnel department and line managers are 
involved with the use of e-HRM. 

According to the interviewees the 4 orga-
nizations have the following goals for using 
e-HRM:

•	 Extra administrative support with Staffing 
(Recruitment & Selection);

•	 Making the job benefits more visible.
•	 Saving time
•	 Making the information more visible.
•	 Develop a more effective and efficient HRM 

process
•	 All the information is located at one central 

system;
•	 Clear overview of the available informa-

tion;
•	 Clearness of the information;
•	 Every user has the exact same informa-

tion.

If we look at the answers with regard to the 
usefulness of software of Unit 4 Agresso we can 
see that this software is perceived as useful. The 
interviewees at the 4 organizations indicated that 
the software is useful because of:
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•	 reliable information
•	 reducing administrative tasks
•	 quickly and easily generated information / 

overviews out of one source
•	 time reduction
•	 all the information can be found at one loca-

tion.

The answers with regard to the ease-of-use 
of the software of Unit 4 Agresso show that this 
software is not perceived as easy to use for 2 
organizations. The interviewees at the 2 organi-
zations indicated that the software is not easy to 
use because of:

•	 experience needed to use the software eas-
ily

•	 software is not flexible (too much standard-
ized) 

•	 too many steps to use a functionality

At one organization the interviewees indicated 
that the software is easy to use because of:

•	 well organized structure of the software
•	 display of different fonts
•	 mutations can be processed in different ways 

and in the way they want

The answers on the questions about subjec-
tive norm show that at all the 4 organizations 
the interviewees perceive the influence of other 
people as stimulating and that the opinion of other 
people is important for the use of the software of 
Unit4 Agresso. 

Zodiac Zoos and Unit 4 Agresso Oost-Neder-
land, who both uses e-HRM tools, perceive that 
the use of e-HRM helps them to make HRM more 
effective. In both cases time reduction is seen as 
the main reason for this.

Overall we can say that from the interviews 
it appeared that the use of HRIS / e-HRM at an 
operational level is perceived as useful for three 
organizations. The software is not perceived 

as easy to use at 2 organizations, whereas one 
organization perceives the software as easy to 
use. For one organization we were not able to say 
something about the usefulness and ease-of-use 
of the software. In relation to the HRM effective-
ness we can conclude that HRM is perceived as 
effective at all the 4 organizations, because goals 
are perceived as attained and/or the perceptions 
about HRM are positive. We can not conclude 
on which factors these (positive) perceptions are 
based. Two organizations, who both use e-HRM 
tools, perceive that the use of e-HRM helps them 
to make HRM more effective. In both cases time 
reduction is seen as the main reason for this.

There are a couple of limitations for this re-
search at the four organizations. First, there is a 
non-fit of the size of two of the four organizations 
with our definition of a SME. Second, we only 
interviewed a limited number of persons (1-3 
persons), so perceptions about IT acceptance and 
HRM effectiveness are only based on 1-3 persons 
in the organization.

Conclusion

Overall we can say that from the interviews it 
appeared that the use of HRIS / e-HRM at an 
operational level is perceived as useful for all 
organizations. The software is not perceived as 
easy to use at five organizations, whereas one 
organization perceives the software as easy to 
use. 

At one organisation the ease-of-use is partly 
perceived as positive. For one organization we 
were not able to say something about the useful-
ness and ease-of-use of the software. 

From the organizations who use e-HRM, four 
organizations perceive that the use of e-HRM 
helps them to make HRM more effective. At two 
organizations time reduction is seen as the main 
reason for this and at two organizations quality of 
information is seen at the main reasons for this. At 
the other two organizations is unknown how the 
use of e-HRM makes HRM more effective.
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Overall we can conclude that in this research 
the use of e-HRM tools is perceived as useful, 
whereas the use of e-HRM tools is not perceived 
as easy to use. The organizations perceive that 
the use of e-HRM helps them to make HRM 
more effective.

This research has some limitations. The first 
limitation is the number of cases. We have only 
done research in 8 organizations. This is just 
a small fraction of all the organizations in the 
Netherlands.

The second limitation is the numbers of inter-
viewees. We have only interviewed 19 persons. 
The perceptions about the use of e-HRM in the 
organizations are based on 1-3 persons of a or-
ganization. 

The third limitation is the way of selecting 
the organization. We have not selected the or-
ganizations. The organizations were selected by 
Unit 4 Agresso, because the organizations are 
customers of them and use a software package 
of Unit 4 Agresso. 

The fourth limitation is the fact that not all 
the organizations fit into the definition of a SME. 
This non-fit can be caused by the fact that Unit 4 
Agresso selected the cases for this research and 
in their view these organizations can be catego-
rized as a SME.  

The fifth limitation is the fact that not all the 
organizations use the software (although the 
same) as e-HRM. Some organizations use it as 
an HRIS.

Further Research

Due to these limitations further research is needed. 
For example research which captures only organi-
zations that fit into the definition of a SME, more 
in-depth research (larger number of interviewees 
per organization). Our research was an exploratory 
research. Further research could use this research 
for a descriptive or even explanatory research. 
Next to our qualitative research, in the future more 
quantitative research would be useful to acquire 
more knowledge about e-HRM.
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e-HRM: The support of HRM processes in or-
ganizations with the use of internet technology.
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tems.

Perceived Ease of Use: Degree to which a 
person believes that using a particular system 
would be free of effort.

Perceived Usefulness: Degree to which a 
person believes that using a particular infor-
mation system would enhance his or her job 
performance.

SME: Small and medium sized organiza-
tions with fewer than 250 full time equivalent 
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ABSTRACT 

The changing business environment and increasing technology is redefining the role of the human resources 
function. Nowadays, corporations have to consistently advance the value of human assets in their own 
organizations for maintaining their competitiveness. One of the technological changes in this regard is the 
appearance of Human Resources Information systems (HRIS). How to improve the efficiency of the HR 
and enhance its status in the organizations has become the top agenda to enterprises. The development of 
Information Technology (IT) transforms the role of the HR Dept in the organization. It enables HR to be a 
real strategic partner of corporations through the process of Organization Development. Thus, one of the 
challenges that face managers nowadays in regard to these emerging technologies, is the need to determine 
the success factors that play an important role in the implementation of an HRIS and how these factors, 
that some are Technological, Individual, and Organizational, affect the perceived performance of a HRIS 
and to measure the impact of this perceived performance on the perceived performance of the HRM. 
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Introduction

Regarded as a technical support particularly 
favorable to obtaining the sought performances, 
Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICT) are perceived today as a major tool to ensure 
the competitiveness of the organizations.

In addition, human resources management is 
invited to better share its roles, its responsibili-
ties and its functions between the management 
and the general view of its framing/setting, and 
to propose relevant creative tools of added value. 
For this reason, the (HRIS) constitute suitable 
systems making it possible for the enterprise to 
manage the flows of information relating to its 
human resources (HR), as well as improving the 
quality of decisions related to the HR, which can 
be either strategic or operational, and this thanks 
to the automation of the administrative procedures. 
Many companies maintain the belief that simply 
by computerizing their HR processes, they will 
be able to solve all of the noted problems and 
reach their objectives.

The aim of this research is to identify the 
determinants of the perceived performance of a 
HRIS and to measure the impact of this perceived 
performance on the perceived performance of the 
HRM. Three types of factors of the perceived 
performance of HRIS are highlighted right now: 
technical, organizational and individual. Initially, 
we will clarify the various solicited concepts. 
Secondly, we put forward the measure of the 
perceived performance of the HRM and that of 
the HRIS. Last but not least, we will draw, based 
on a literature analysis, the first variables being 
able to start a modeling, which will be presented 
in conclusion along with the first methodologi-
cal tracks.

Definition of the concepts

This first part is devoted to the definition of the 
concepts related to the ICT then to the clarifica-

tion of the concept of perceived performance of 
the HRM. 

ICT, e-HRM and HRIS

Due to their interactive and innovative character, 
the ICT shake the structures and the “traditional” 
practices, based in particular on the man-machine 
correlation. The E-HR, for instance, was defined 
by Barthe (2001) as “the policies of HRM using 
the NICT, namely the internal Intranets and the 
public Internet, to implement dynamic practices”. 
For this purpose, the E-HRM aims at bringing 
solutions to improve traditional management of 
HR and to develop the performance. 

In addition, the integration of these tech-
nological tools passes by a Human Resources 
Information system (HRIS). This has a main goal 
to provide the service in the form of information, 
data, and reports, to the internal as well as to the 
external customers who use the system. Thanks to 
the automation of the administrative procedures, 
the HRIS can improve the quality of the decisions 
related to the human resources, whether they are 
strategic or operational, by increasing the avail-
able flow of information. In other words, we are 
talking about a Portal HR where it is possible to 
acquire, store, handle, analyze, extract and distrib-
ute information relevant to the human resources 
of an organization Tannenbaum (1990). 

However, the information related to the hu-
man resources changes becomes unforeseeable; 
from which emanates the need for envisaging a 
particular management of this information. In 
response to this need, the HRIS presents certain 
characteristics which are related to the nature 
(itself) of this information. Thus, thanks to this 
system, the organization can manage the impor-
tant flow of information of which it lays out on 
its employees. They can modify them and update 
them without wasting time (See Figure 1).

The Academic work on the HRIS is integrated 
in a procedural approach of the human resources 
management (Barthe, 2001, Gilbert, 2001, Lord, 
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2001; CRIMPED, 2002). Thus, according to 
Gilbert 2001, “Following the steps of quality, it is 
usual today to consider the HRM as an assembly 
of processes in interrelationships. These processes 
defined as a series of finalized activities leading 
to a certain service- offer a base of reflection to 
think of the organization having the information 
system of HRM (SIRH)”. Gilbert underlines the 
distinction between the information system in 
human resources and the information processing 
system of human resource management. Here, the 
acronym HRIS indicates the information process-
ing systems used for the HRM. 

Perceived Performance of the HRM 

Behind the concept of performance the question 
of its measurement arises, as well as the con-
tribution of the various resources to obtaining 
this objective. Indeed, the performance cannot 
take effect without its evaluation, and the orga-
nizational success cannot be reached without an 
optimal contribution of the whole committed 
resources. As underlined by Galambaud (2003), 
in a company, one cannot speak about only one 
performance but several ones. The performance 
is a complex concept which can have several 
significances which are articulated around three 

Figure 1. The Human Resources Information System (HRIS) 
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primary meanings: (Burgundian 1996): success, 
the result of an action and the process of an action 
(Baird, 1986). 

In the literature, the performance is often 
studied from an angle of the result of the action: 
the same indicators are used for all the companies. 
But the relevance of these indicators is not evident 
for each one of these companies because of their 
specificities and the strategic objectives which they 
pursue. In the setting up of a device of evaluation 
of its HR performance, the company will be shaped 
by its own problems at a given time. The empiri-
cal studies with quantitative dominance make an 
effort to be released from any conventionality. 
Finally, if these studies measure the comparative 
value of a performance on broad samples, they 
do not sufficiently provide accurate information 
to allow a given company to take action.

In the sense of a success, the performance can 
be apprehended like a social construction. If the 
type of the required performance can differ from 
a company to another, it can also vary according 
to the type of actors. It is indeed possible, by pro-
longing the theory of the stakeholders (Freeman, 
1984), to interpret the performance according to 
the stakes of the various actors who compose the 
organization or those who hold any interest in it. 
For some, the financial or accounting dimension 
will be prevalent while for others, the consumer-
product dimension, sociopolitical or that of the 
employment will be more vigorous (Louarn and 
Wils, 2001). The performance being a socially built 
category, its level will depend on the “convention”: 
the one which governs its definition. It cannot 
be single, and while referring to Bourguignon 
(1996), we will retain, for the continuation of our 
work, a sufficiently broad definition to adapt to 
the plurality of the realities lived by the compa-
nies: “The performance indicates the realization 
of the organizational objectives, no matter what 
the nature and the variety of these objectives 
are (…) The performance is multidimensional, 
with the image of the organizational goals, it is 
subjective and depends on the selected referents”. 

This prolonged definition of the performance fa-
cilitates its operation in a process of evaluation. 
We will approach it through the perception of the 
organizational actors. 

Concerning the perceived performance of the 
HRM, it is important to highlight that by bringing 
together the concept of the performance to that of 
the human resources is not without significance. 
The first concept reflects on the ideas of measure-
ment, quantification and evaluation, whereas the 
second is rather associated with the Human being 
and his complexity (Louart, 1996). Since the work 
of the school of the human relations, and more 
recently the development of a strategic approach 
of human resources with the RBV1 (Resource 
Based View off the firm), the contribution of human 
resources to the performance of the companies 
is admitted. In addition, the instability of the 
competitive environment reinforces the require-
ment of the performance. As indicated by Louart 
(1996), the positioning of the performance move 
with the managerial representations in a given 
context, and the idea of a bond between human 
resources and performance itself is subjected 
to these representations. One can think that the 
good performances of a company make it possible 
“to invest in the social” and in the installation of 
practices of the elaborated HRM. But one can also 
produce the hypothesis of an opposite causality, 
namely that of a contribution of human resources 
to the economic and financial performance, and 
in fine to the perpetuity of the company.

Since more than ten years, we have seen 
appearing an abundant publication on the big 
role of the human resources management in the 
organizational performance. The first publica-
tions sought to establish bonds between various 
individual practices, such as the selection, the 
training or the evaluation of the output and various 
indicators of organizational performance. Several 
researchers affirm that the individual practices of 
the HRM have a limited impact and that in order 
to have a significant impact on the organizational 
performance, the practices must be integrated, 
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coherent or complementary (Schuler and Jackson 
1988; Snell and Dean 1992; Arthur 1994). Indeed, 
in certain studies, the combination of some prac-
tices involves an improvement of the prediction 
of the organizational performance (Arthur 1994; 
Kalleberg and Moody 1994; MacDuffie 1995). On 
the other hand, other research does not reveal a 
relation or very marginal relation if any (Delaney 
and Huselid 1996). 

The performance of HR is approached here 
under its perceptual angle: we measure the perfor-
mance starting from the diffusion of a judgment 
concerning the perception of the appraiser on the 
performance of the provided administrative ser-
vices. It is a concept which returns to the broader 
concept of evaluation of the HRM and which is 
defined as “a systematic and formalized process 
aiming at giving an opinion on legitimacy, the 
effectiveness, and the efficiency of the practices, 
the policies, the programs and the activities of the 
HRM, conceived and established by the HRM, 
the direction, the managers; also including a 
comparison with internal parameters (standards, 
objectives) or external (benchmarking)” (Saint-
Onge and Al, 1998).

Measuring the perceived 
performance of the HRM and 
the HRIS

Within the framework of a customer-supplier 
aspect applied to the HRM (Zardet, 1995; Peretti, 
1993), the employees who are using the services 
of the HRIS are themselves regarded as internal 
customers. 

Generally, the satisfaction of the users reflects 
in which measure a product or a service answers 
their expectations. It is thus essential on the one 
hand to distinguish the two components of sat-
isfaction – the customers’ expectations and the 
quality effectiveness or perception of the offered 
service and on the other hand, not to regard the 

satisfaction as an entity. An adequate measure 
of the satisfaction thus includes separate appre-
ciations of the customers’ expectations and the 
quality of the offered service.

In addition, certain authors have already 
underlined the need for focusing on the users 
of the HRIS, namely the speakers of the HR 
and the internal clients of the HRM (Boudreau, 
1996; Tannenbaum, 1990). The role of the HRM 
would then consist of evaluating the customers’ 
requirements and answering them (Ulrich, 1989). 
For this reason, the clients of the HRM can thus 
constitute evaluators of the effectiveness of the 
HRM. The criterion of satisfaction of the inter-
nal clients as a measure of the efficiency of the 
HRM tends thus to being more and more used 
(Lelouarn, Wils, 2001).

Consequently, the service provided by the 
HRM can be perceived as more powerful for 
the internal clients through the use of these 
information systems insofar as the latter allow 
the speed and the user-friendliness in terms of 
information access , reliability and the quantity 
of the provided information. For this reason, it 
arises that the performance of the HRIS has an 
impact on the perception of the personnel with 
respect to the effectiveness of the HRIS provided 
by the HRM.

The satisfaction of the users of the HRIS thus 
seems to present one of dimensions of the per-
ceived performance of the HRM. The methods of 
measurement of this variable will be the subject 
of an exploratory research making it possible to 
supplement this indicator.

Concerning the measurement of the perceived 
performance of an HRIS, Haines and Petit (1997) 
have developed a first model of evaluation of the 
information systems of human resources. In this 
model, the success of an HRIS is defined by two 
measurements applied in the field of the informa-
tion systems: the satisfaction of the HRIS’ users 
and the exploitation of the system. These two 
measurements represent a relatively complete 
evaluation of the performance of the informa-
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tion system. The first relates to the attitude and 
the opinion developed by the users with regard 
to the system, the second is rather related to the 
conducts adopted vis-a-vis the system, i.e. the 
effective use of this system. 

The determinants of the  
perceived performance of 
HRIS

To approach the determinants of the perceived 
performance of an HRIS, we will refer to work 
on the innovation (Romelaer, 2002). We distin-
guish three categories of determinants: individual 
factors, organizational factors, and the national 
culture of the country. 

Individual Factors 

The success of a new information technology 
is explained by the characteristics of the user 
(Zmud, 1979). Many individual variables like 
age, gender, competencies and experience were 
studied before by the researches in information 
systems. Certain researches were interested into 
studying these variables in an isolated way: the 
age and the gender constitute variables which 
operate on the satisfaction with regard to Intranet 
(Myerscough, 2000). 

The acceptance and the appropriation of a 
new technology by the users constitute essential 
requirements for the success of its integration in 
the organization (Hong, Thong & Wong, 2002). 
Mathieson, Peacock and Chin (2001) showed that 
the level of acceptance of Technology has an im-
pact on its effective use and the intention to use it. 
It is also important to note that the simplicity of use 
of the Information system for an expert is higher 
than that of a beginner who is not familiarized 
with the tool. Authors like Bagozzi and Warshaw 
(1990) put a distinction between the intention 
to act and the intention to try. From their part, 
Mathieson, Peacock and Chin (2001) distinguish 

between beginners and experts, and underline that 
the latter will not quickly change their intention to 
act from their reinforced beliefs, which is not the 
case for beginners who are more likely to change 
their initial intention. The researches Hong, Thong 
& Wong (2001) showed that the perception of the 
usefulness (defined as being a wide belief of the 
user that the system will improve his performance 
at work) has a direct effect on the acceptance of 
the tool in question. In the same meaning, Davis 
et al. (1989) underline that the perception of the 
usefulness constitutes a strong link in the process 
of the utilization. In conclusion, we estimate that 
familiarity with the tool and the technical level 
of the user seems to have a considerable impact 
on the utilization of the HRIS.

Organizational Factors

The factors that contribute to the success of 
the information system are also likely to vary 
according to the organizational characteristics: 
the size, the internal organizational support, the 
Information Technology (IT) experience of the 
organization, in fact that inherent in the tech-
nologies of the Web. However, certain constraints 
coming from the organization and the authority 
system condition the decision to incorporate or 
not an innovation, in particular the constraint 
of the strategic agenda, the acceptability of the 
risk of failure, the involvement of the authority 
and the access to the head office, the concern 
of maintaining a coherent combination of the 
organization and the strategy, the possibility of 
collaboration between the various departments, 
the control of the organization and the position of 
the innovation in the phases of the development 
and the constraint of the resources to ensure the 
continuity of the organization.

The majority of the firms does not have the 
same capacity for the absorption of the ICT and 
does not have the same access to these techno-
logical opportunities. This idea is illustrated by 
Cairncross (2001) who underlines that, “the equal-
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ity of access will be one of the great prizes of the 
death of distance”. However, the inequalities in 
the adoption of the ICT remain little studied and 
ignored enough at the micro-economic level. An 
assumption is generally retained within the voca-
tion framework analyzing the relation between the 
ICT and the organization. It stipulates that “the 
utility” withdrawn from their use by the firms 
strongly depends on their internal organization, 
in particular on their structures of coordination 
and communication acting at the same time on 
the costs and the expected benefit from their use 
(Brynjolfsson and Mendelson, 1993; Foray, 2000; 
Creti, 2001). Various organizational features 
are thus highlighted by these authors. They are 
primarily relating to the internal organization of 
the firm (level of centralization/decentralization 
of the decisions and functional integration of the 
firm) but also to the organization of the links 
with its productive environment (customers, 
suppliers etc). 

Generally, the tie between the internal orga-
nization and the communication within the firms 
were underlined in the economic literature of the 
firm (Chandler, 1962; Williamson, 1975; Aoki, 
1986). Chandler (1962) underlined as well that the 
multi-divisional organization appeared to make it 
possible to treat increasingly important informa-
tional flows. The structure of the firm can thus be 
seen as an “efficient answer” to its informational 
costs (Brynjolfsson and Mendelson, 1993), the 
importance and the nature of the latter can then 
be more or less favorable to the adoption of the 
ICT (Hagström and Hedlund, 1999)2. 

In the same way, certain authors have put 
forward the influence exerted by the delegation 
of the decision-making power on the individuals 
and/or the teams of the company (Brynjolfsson 
and Hitt, 2000), and highlighted the existence of 
a correlation between the use of the ICT and the 
movement to the decentralization at the individual 
and structural levels. Moreover, certain empirical 
studies showed that the decentralized firms adopt 
these tools in a more intense way (Bresnahan and 
Al, 2000). 

National Culture

The factors of performance of the HRIS raised 
previously are in most cases, related to the organi-
zation, the individual or the characteristics of the 
HRIS. The cultural diversities remain, neverthe-
less, insufficiently explored, as for their relation-
ships to the implementation and the orientation 
of the HRIS. Intercultural researches in HRIS 
are still recent and largely unexplored. Indeed, 
the potential influence of the culture on the IS in 
general is difficult to insulate and measure.

If we refer to the work of Hofstede (1991), in 
the case of the introduction of new tools such as 
the ICT, the national culture is important for the 
formulation and the implementation of the com-
pany strategies. Indeed, the ICT imply a democ-
ratization of exchange and access of information. 
In certain countries where the hierarchical spacing 
is more important, the change induced by the ICT 
must be incremental which should not generate 
in the actors the feeling of a loss of legitimacy 
or authority. In a general way, the ICT allow to 
reduce the hierarchical distances in the organiza-
tions for more reactivity vis-a-vis the constraints 
of the environment (Kalika et al., 2002). 

The degree of individualism, this factor plays 
a negative part in the case of technologies in the 
group work (example of the Groupware) which 
require, as a precondition, a disposition into group 
work. The ICT are thus supposed to consolidate 
this logic of collectivism due to the management 
system which maintains the adequacy of the 
practices to the group work methods. (Hofstede, 
1993) confirms the importance of the degree of 
individualism in France with an average of 71 (20 
for West Africa, 20 for China). The masculinity 
is a factor which puts forward the performance 
of the company in relation with the bonds of 
solidarity between the actors. The masculinity 
is thus a favorable factor to the creation of value 
within the framework of the introduction of the 
ICT into the organization since the vision of 
the actors is centered on the performance of the 
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company. The study of Hofstede (1993) equates 
the rate of masculinity in France and West Africa, 
and confirms that this rate remains very high 
in countries as Japan where the culture of the 
performance was the origin of great successes 
in the industrial field. 

Moreover, the control of uncertainty proves 
to be necessary in the formulation of the strate-
gies in a company as it makes it possible to avoid 
strategic choices that are not creative of much 
added value for the company. The ICT, due to the 
presence of the strategic tools, make it possible to 
reduce uncertainty relating to the environment of 
the company. On the other side, the diffusion of 
the software within the company facilitates the 
supervision of the processes and the activities, 
and consequently decreases uncertainty within the 
organization, which makes of ICT an inevitable 
way allowing control of uncertainty.

The national culture thus constitutes a big 
factor which characteristics are modified by the 
of the introduction of the ICT which induce the 
reduction of the cultural differences between 
the countries. This level of culture conditions 
the strategic options of the company and rather 
imposes implementation choices in a country than 
in another or investments in a sector which can 
be promising in a given country. 

Conclusion

All the companies are certainly not ready for the 
installation of such systems. A certain Information 
Technology (IT) culture proves to be necessary. 
The risks of the development of a new form of 
exclusion within the company are real, between 
those which can use a computer and its resources 
and those which do not know it. The security 
of access to information is a vital element, and 
guarantees the continuity of the system.

This research is of theoretical and practical 
interest. The theoretical part insists on the impor-
tance of the HRIS in the broad sense within the 

HRM (management of the flows of information 
concerning HR, improvement of the quality of 
the decisions relating to HR, automation of the 
administrative procedures, etc). Indeed, Informa-
tion became a very important means on which the 
competitiveness and the adaptation of the company 
are carried out. Consequently, it is likely to act on 
the productivity of the HR, the coordination of the 
activities and the improvement of decision making, 
the response times and finally the improvement 
of the services provided to the customers of the 
HRM (Snell, Stueber, Lepak, 1998). 

From the practical point of view, our research 
has as an objective to propose important principles 
to direct the action of the professionals of the HR in 
the installation, and the usage of the HRIS whose 
HRM must take into account the importance of 
the measurement of the performance of these 
HRIS, as well as the contribution of the various 
resources to obtaining these objectives. 

It is important to note that the performance 
cannot take effect without its evaluation, and the 
organizational success cannot be reached without 
an optimal contribution of the entire committed 
resources. Thus, the question of the performance 
evaluation of HR cannot be detached from the 
more general questions like those aiming at de-
fining the concept of the perceived performance 
of the HRIS and that of the HRM. 

In this article, the perceived performance of 
the HRIS was approached under its perceptual 
angle so is the HRM. We measure the performance 
from the appraiser’s perception of the performance 
of the provided administrative services. This 
measurement implies the identification of the 
determinants of the perceived performance of the 
SIRH, which was gathered in three categories: 
individual factors, organizational factors, and 
national culture of the country. 

Thus the first modeling comes out from our 
review of literature that we will be enhanced by 
implementing a qualitative research undertaken 
by semi-directing interviews. 



332  

Perceived Performance of the Human Resources Information Systems (HRIS) 

This first study will be then supplemented by 
a quantitative analysis aiming at validating our 
model of research on a sample of companies in-
tegrating HRIS in two distinct countries: France 
and Lebanon.
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KEY terms

HRIS: Abbreviation for Human Resources 
Information System,  is typically a database 
system that lets you keep track of all types of 
information related to your company and your 
human capital.

ICT: Short for Information and Communi-
cations Technology, it is the study or business 
of developing and using technology to process 
information and aid communications.

Individual Factors: Factors that contribute to 
the success of the information system according 
to the organizational characteristics.

National Culture: Refers to the cumulative 
deposit of knowledge, experience, beliefs, values, 
attitudes, meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions 
of time, roles, spatial relations, concepts of the 
universe, and material objects and possessions 
acquired by a group of people in the course of 
generations through individual and group striv-
ing that influence the success of the information 
system.

Organizational Factors: Factors that con-
tribute to the success of the information system 
according to the users.

Perceived Performance: The degree to which 
a person believes that using technology will en-
hance his or her performance.

Technology: Technology is a broad concept 
that deals with a speicies usage and knowledge 
of tools, and how it affects a species’ ability to 
control and adapt to its environment. 

Endnotes

1	 According to this theory, the human re-
sources, apprehended like a reserve of 
competences, can constitute the source of 
a durable comparative advantage under 
certain conditions. Exit of the field of the 
strategy, this theory differs from the tradi-
tional strategic paradigm in the sense that 
it stresses the bond between the strategy of 
the company and its internal resources, and 
not its competing environment.

2	 In this context, the ICT are then considered 
as tools used by the firms to organize their 
information system.



  335

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

Chapter XX
Employee Life-Cycle Process 

Management Improvement with 
Web-Enabled Workflow Systems

Leon Welicki
Microsoft, Canada

Javier Piqueres Juan
Systar, Spain

Fernando Llorente Martin
ONO, Spain

Victor de Vega Hernandez
ONO, Spain

Abstract 

Employee life-cycle processes management (hiring new employees, changing their conditions, and 
dismissing them) is a critical task that has a big impact in HR Information Systems. If these processes 
are not handled correctly the consistency of HR databases is compromised. In many cases (especially 
in small and mid-size business) these processes are implemented using semi-manual procedures based 
on unstructured information.  In this chapter the authors  will present the results of our real-world ex-
perience building a Web-enabled workflow system for managing employee life-cycle process instances 
in the context big Spanish telecommunications company.

Introduction

Employee life-cycle management is a critical task 
that affects all companies without regard of their 

size and business. These processes include hiring 
new employees, changing working conditions 
(promotion, demotions, change of cost centre, 
changes in the compensation package, change of 
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ated revenues of €1,608 million and EBITDA of 
€592 million, on an annualized basis. ONO has 
several offices all around Spain.

Ono is a young company in constant growth 
in search of excellence. Throughout its history 
has demonstrated great management skills and 
solid growth prospects, backed by a strong global 
investment in an infrastructure that reaches 6.8 
million homes. Table 1 shows chronologically the 
main highlights that significantly transformed 
our company.

Figure 1. ONO Spanish coverage and operating 
highlights. ONO offers their services to clients 
in almost all the national territory, covering 
more than 17.500 homes in Spain (according the 
Spanish INE)

Year Event

1998 The ONO brand was launched in 1998, and was awarded the licenses to provide cable television and telecommunications 
services in the regions of Valencia, Castellon, Alicante, Murcia, Cadiz, Huelva, Cantabria, Mallorca, and Albacete.

2002 By the end of 2002, ONO was already present in approximately one in every three homes prepared to receive its services.

2003 In 2003, it was awarded the licence to operate in Castilla – La Mancha.

2004 In 2004, it acquired the telecommunications operator Retecal, covering Castilla-Leon.

2005 In November 2005, ONO closed the acquisition of 100% of the telecoms company Auna Tlc, extending its services to the 
communities of Madrid, Catalonia, Aragon, Andalusia (excluding Cadiz and Huelva, which already belonged to ONO), the 
Canary Islands, Catalonia, La Rioja, Madrid and Navarra.

Table 1. Company background (chronologically)

function, change of organizational unit, etc.) and 
dismissals (end of relationship). In this paper we 
will present our real-world experience building 
a web-enabled workflow system for managing 
employee life-cycle process instances in a big 
Spanish telecommunications company. In the 
first section we will present ONO, our company, 
in order to set the organizational context. In the 
second section we will present the problem that 
we faced and set the requirements for building 
a tool to solve it. In the third section the web-
enabled workflow system is presented, making 
special focus on the agile approach used to build 
it and how the previously stated requirements are 
met. Finally we will offer some conclusions and 
future lines of work

About ONO

ONO is the leading alternative provider of tele-
communications, broadband Internet and pay 
television services in Spain and the only cable 
operator with national coverage. ONO offers 
its services to more than 1.8 million residential 
cable access and 69,000 business customers as of 
31 March 2007, through its own state of the art 
networks which give direct access to nearly six 
million homes in franchises that cover the ma-
jority of Spain, including the nine largest cities. 
ONO is the principal competitor to the incumbent 
telecommunications and pay television operators 
in Spain. For the first Quarter 2007, ONO gener-
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Background

In this section, we will present our notion of 
employee life-cycle process and how it is related 
to e-HRM. Following, we will detail how this 
processes where run at our company in our ini-
tial scenario to show their fragility and resource 
consumption intrinsic problems.

Employee Life-Cycle Process

We call “employee life-cycle process” to any pro-
cess that modifies the conditions of an employee 
within our company. These processes include 
hiring new employees, modifying any of her 
contractual conditions (changes in the compensa-
tion, position, department, location, bonus, etc.), 
and dismissal. These processes are critical for the 
reasons detailed in the next paragraphs.

Employee Life-Cycle processes provides the 
input for HR databases. Therefore, if they are not 
managed correctly the consistency, organization, 
and trustworthiness of the information in HR 
databases are compromised.

They are run collaboratively by groups of 
persons that may not know each other and may 
be geographically dispersed (in different cities, 
states, countries, or continents, depending on 
the size of the company). Usually each process 
instance must go through a hierarchical approval 
workflow (e.g., hiring of a new employee requires 
an approval of the manager of the requester). 
When the processes are not formalized enough 
these workflows mutate on a case-by-case basis, 
hindering control over the ongoing processes.

Since they deal with information of people 
and this information is handled by people, there 
are non-formal issues that may arise (anxiety, 
envy, information protection, corporate politics, 
etc.) and may require special attention of the HR 
team. 

The last (but not least) important issue regard-
ing these processes is budget control: each one 
of these processes affects directly the HR budget 

for the company. Without budget control depart-
ments can hire above the HR budget forecast of 
the company. 

Weak vs. Strong Employee Life-Cycle 
Process Management

An inefficient (non automated, non formal, non 
controlled) employee life-cycle process manage-
ment results in lots of manual, repetitive, boring, 
low value, and error prone tasks that must be 
done by the HR team. All companies with a basic 
implementation of the HR module of SAP (or 
similar) may be doing a very basic management 
of employee life-cycle processes (all changes are 
recorded in a centralized database). However, there 
is no formal support for the approval workflow, 
nor management of the people issues at the stages 
before the data is introduced in the database. In 
these implementations, the processes may be 
performed manually (or semi-manually or using 
unstructured information sources like email). In 
this case the HR team needs to do an enormous 
amount of back-office low added-value work: 
paper chasing, consolidating requests, check for 
collisions when dealing with a particular request, 
manually creating reports, deal with each pro-
cess as a “state-of-the-art” unit, control the HR 
budget, ensure privacy of information, normal-
ize inconsistent input, etc. (the list could go for 
several lines more). We call this “weak employee 
life-cycle process management”.

In contrast, when these processes are managed 
correctly they can change the way HR works 
within a company since all the manual, boring, 
error prone, and low added-value work is removed 
allowing HR people to innovate, drive, envision, 
and improve the organization. As a plus, upper 
management has up-to-date just-in-time informa-
tion on the state of on-going employee life-cycle 
processes and real time information about the 
current HR budget. We call this “strong employee 
life-cycle process management”.
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Employee Life-Cycle Process and  
e-HRM

Ruël, Bondarouk and Looise (2004) state that 
e-HRM is a way of implementing HR strategies, 
policies, and practices in organizations through 
a conscious and directed support of and/or with 
the full use of web-technology. The use of web-
technology may render in a set of Intranet based 
applications distributed within the company. Each 
one of these applications may focus on a concrete 
aspect of interest for the employee (Employee’s 
Portal, Vacations Management, Travel Expenses, 
etc.) or the company (Objectives Management, 
Work Reports, Planning, etc.).

Each application may have been built to man-
age its “small universe” of information. However, 

there is a common denominator for all those 
applications: all of them deal with information 
about employees. 

When strong employee life-cycle management 
is implemented within an organization we can ex-
pect a trustable source for accessing consolidated 
up-to-date employee information. In contrast, 
when weak employee life-cycle management is 
implemented we cannot guarantee the trustwor-
thiness of our employee information repository 
(e.g. some processes may have been processed 
but not introduced in the system; a human error 
in consolidating thousand-of-excels may result 
in errors within the hierarchical structure of a 
department).

eHRM is feasible without a proper employee 
life-cycle process management, although not 

Figure 2. Manual employee life-cycle processes management is error prone and time consuming, result-
ing in a weak employee’s digital corporate identity on the employees. This creates the need for lots of 
manual or semi formal integration processes as an immediate negative consequence (represented by 
the arrows from each application to SAP HR)

intranet employee 
Objectives 

expenses hr Portal Prevention 
Portal

White
Pages

Consumables 
Portal

risk
information

hr budget 

ee--hhrrmm

eemmppllooyyeeee
lliiffee--CCyyccllee
PPrroocceessss
mmaannaaggeemmeenntt

sAP hr 

Workflows 

employees digital  
identity database

 Predictable 
 formal
 Automatic 
 repeatable 
 Consolidated 
 Consistent 
 Auditable
 Just-in-time 

reporting 
 Agile
 strong



  339

Employee Life-Cycle Process Management Improvement with Web-Enabled Workflow Systems

advisable (specially in large companies). Weak 
employee-life cycle process management has a big 
impact in all HR applications within a company 
regarding quality and reliability of its information 
and workflows. The lack of reliability, auditability, 
and normalization in employee life-cycle process 
management leads to a weak employee’s digital 
identity (who is a person within an organization, 
including position, department, location, duties, 
professional category, etc.). As a consequence, 
lots of manual or semi-formal integrations must 
be done, taking lots of hours of the HR depart-
ment impeding them to do “interesting things”. 
We could summarize this in the following phrase: 
“HR is working for the System, but the System is 
not working for HR”.

Employee Life-Cycle Processes at 
ONO

In the last years, ONO experienced a very fast 
growth in a very short period of time (Table 1). 
The biggest leap was the merge with Auna (a 
company that had the same size than ONO at the 
time of the merge). One of ONO’s main character-
istics was being very agile, with very simple and 
human-centred processes. Some of them didn’t 
scale to the new context of the company, since 
they were designed and implemented having an-
other model of enterprise in mind. The employee 
life-cycle management support processes (hiring, 
changing working conditions, and dismissal) fell 
in this group. 

Each of these processes were based on paper-
printed documents (that in the best case where 
based in corporate Excel templates), with all the 
problems that this implies including inconsistency 
in the input (files were completed differently by 
the requestors), traceability (all the Excels were 
sent internal mail), problems for enabling team-
work (there wasn’t any mechanism for dispatching 
the requests and therefore a single request could 

be handled incorrectly by several HR (Human 
Resources) employees at the same time), lack of 
a unified way for notifying the participants in the 
flow, lack of tools for reusing the requests, lack of 
reporting (there wasn’t any automatic way to get 
a report of what was going on in the company), 
lot of human effort of very low added-value (HR 
managers consolidating hundreds of Excel files 
and e-mails), among other problems. To make 
things worst, ONO has a region-based organiza-
tional model (based on the division of the company 
in the Spanish geography), increasing the impact 
of the above mentioned problems.

Description of the Manual Employee 
Life-Cycle Processes at ONO

ONO is a young company, and therefore some 
of their processes matured in the last years and 
some of them are still maturing. The employee 
life-cycle management processes were manual, 
based in interactions among people that knew 
each other (at least by telephone). They were 
manual-run workflows where all the participants 
worked collaboratively on the same physical paper 
document. 

Following, we will describe briefly (and in a 
broad way) how the processes were run:

1.	 A user creates a request document (for star-
ing a new hire, a change in the conditions 
of one of his employees, or a dismissal). In 
the best cases this document was based on 
a corporate template. While this was the 
best case, it was far from being ideal: since 
the requestors weren’t HR specialist (a pe-
titioner could be any manager that needs to 
hire a new employee or to promote one of 
his employees) usually the document wasn’t 
correctly fulfilled. 

2.	 After the document was created and printed, 
it was signed by the petitioner and by her 
manager. 
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3.	 The petitioner notifies the HR department 
(by email or by phone) and then he sends 
the physical document by internal mail.

4.	 HR receives the document and validates 
it. If they need further clarification, they 
would contact the petitioner or her manager 
to discuss about the request. 

5.	 In the case that the conditions of the hiring 
/ promotion / change / etc. varied signifi-
cantly after the discussion, a new physical 
document needed to be issued and signed 
again.

6.	 HR registers the transaction, contacts the 
employee that would be hired / promoted / 
fired / etc., does their usual tasks according 
the type of process, and registers all the 
information in their HR systems (payroll, 
SAP HR module, etc.)

7.	 Periodically (twice a month), the HR staff 
manually created reports of the ongoing 
processes to inform the upper management. 
They also used this information to verify 
that the HR budget wasn’t overrun (this 
verification was also manual on a process-
by-process basis).

The above description is a simplified version 
of the manual processes, with the goal to illustrate 
its fragility. It was very error prone, produced 
lots of unnecessary work, unreliable (in some 
cases, papers where lost and the process needed 
to be started over), and unique for each petitioner 
(according to her personality). It consumed lots 
of time of the HR team performing tasks of 
near-to-null value, such as verifying the input 
data and trying to interpret it, creating reports 
manually, tracking papers, notifying personally 
each of the actors in the process, and controlling 
the budget.

IMPROVING EMPLOYEE  
Life-Cycle ProcessES with A 
Web-Enabled Workflow  
System: AN AGILE APPROACH

In this section we present the main problem and our 
solution proposal. We start showing how our weak 
employee life-cycle processes (detailed briefly in 
the section “Employee Life-Cycle Processes at 
ONO”) didn’t scale when our company increased 
its size and rapidly became an important issue 
to be solved. Next is detailed how this problem 
derives in the need for a tool and establish a set of 
requirements for that tool. Following we elaborate 
on our response to the problem: creating a web-
enabled workflow system using an agile approach. 
In order to make our ideas true we benefited from 
agile concepts for modeling the business processes 
and building the solution. The use of agile meth-
ods allowed us to create a high-functionality and 
quality application on a low budget with early and 
frequent deliverables.

ONO-AUNA Merge Related Problems

The process mentioned above worked fairly well 
in mid-to-low-size environment (less than 2.500 
employees), with a relatively small HR depart-
ment, and a very people oriented culture. Since the 
process was mainly based in human interactions, 
it worked better when the participants knew each 
other. Additionally, each instance of the process 
was highly dependant in the actors: some request-
ers (hiring managers in the hundreds of depart-
ments of the organization) where good “process 
players” and sent the information in good shape 
while others where very chaotic. 

When ONO bought Auna and the merge 
started the company doubled its size. A manual 
process mainly based in interactions among 
people that knew each other didn’t scale well in 
the new scenario, in one part because the size of 
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the company increased but mainly because the 
people running the process didn’t knew all their 
counterparts anymore (and given the new size of 
the company, it was very improbable that they 
would do ever).

To worsen things, the amount of HR transac-
tions regarding employee life-cycle increased 
exponentially: is well known by everyone that in 
a merge process lots of new people come to the 
company, lots of people leave the company, and 
even more people changes position (in the average, 
there are two employees for each position, since 
both companies where in the same business). 

A final added problem was traceability and 
auditability: since the process was based in physi-
cal paper sheets, it was mandatory to keep the 
original papers for a time period according with 
the Spanish law. During the merge, lots of work 
centre moves were done. Each move affected the 
paper files and therefore increased the difficulty 
to locate the papers (they could be lost or at any 
branch of the company). In these cases, lots of time 
of the HR was lost just doing “paper chasing”.

The Need for a Tool

It was very clear that the company needed a tool to 
assist the employee life-cycle management, with 
the goal of making it easier, more reliable, predict-
able and auditable, to provide all the participants 
in the process the information they need just in 
time without any further hassle, and to provide 
the upper management with reporting tools to 
know the global picture regarding the overall HR 
budget of the company. 

After jointly studying the problem ONO’s HR 
and IT departments decided to build a set of tools 
to support the employee life-cycle processes. The 
main goal of these tools was to enable the col-
laborative work between all the actors implied 
in each of the employee life-cycle management 
processes. Each of these actors should be able to 
interact with the new tool in a very simple and 
efficient manner. Additionally, the tool should be 

proactive, providing a “push model”: each partici-
pant in the process should be notified whenever 
a process instance requires his participation. 
The tool should support the approval workflow 
(Workflow Management Coalition, 1995) for each 
type of process, dynamic headcount validation 
and automatic reporting. 

Requirements for the Tool

The following requirements where established by 
ONO’s HR department:

•	 HR budget control: Provide an automatic 
control of the HR budget at all the appropri-
ate levels. For example, when a new request 
is issued it should be checked against the 
requesting department HR budget to verify 
if the request is valid. At a higher level the 
upper management and HR directors need 
to have reporting facilities to have a general 
view of evolution the overall HR budget of 
the company. 

•	 Support for the approval workflows: Model 
the manual processes using a workflow sys-
tems. This implies modelling semi-formal 
processes using formal specifications.

•	 Enabling collaborative work: The tool 
should allow each employee to participate in 
the approval workflow at the right moment. 
It should inform the participant in the flow 
of the new events that require their attention. 
It should also give a unique single point for 
checking the status of the on going processes 
(eliminating e-mail and phone).

•	 Automatic reporting: Generate all the 
reports automatically, without manual in-
tervention.

•	 Traceability and auditability: All the 
process instances should be traceable and 
auditable, giving a fine grained control over 
the past events.

•	 Reducing manual work: Reduce all the 
low value added manual work.
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•	 Input consistency: Simplify data input in 
order to give reduce ambiguity and improve 
consistency in data that enters to the approval 
flow.

•	 Reduce bottlenecks in the process: Provide 
tools to avoid a single person to stop all the 
ongoing flows when she is not available.

•	 Ease of use and far reach: Create a very 
easy to use tool in order to make the learn-
ing curve as low as possible. It should also 
accessible by any employee of the organiza-
tion without the need of any complex setup 
in his computer.

A Web-Enabled Workflow System as a 
Response to the Problem: Benefiting 
from Agile

After the problem was clearly established ONO’s 
IT and HR departments started working on how 
to deliver a cost and time effective solution fol-
lowing ONO’s cultural principles (Davenport & 
Prusak, 2000). The working group determined 
that the best approach for solving the problem was 
building a web-enabled workflow-based system, 
since it would empower the collaborative work 
on the employee life-cycle requests without any 
special requirement in the client computers. 

The group also decided to build it with a low 
budget without sacrificing the quality and func-
tionality, using the technologies and tools available 
at the company (mainly based in the development 
framework created by ONO’s IT department).  An 
agile approach was the methodological choice 
since it allowed to build small deliverables in 
short iterations, delivering value in small (but 
continuous) slots of time. In the economic side, this 
approach would allow to build with the resources 
at disposal: if the team was short on economic 
resources, it could do less ambitious iterations or 
even do no iteration without affecting the overall 
project (whenever any iteration was finished a new 
fully working module was delivered and deployed 
in production). 

An Agile Approach for Modeling the 
Business Processes

The processes were modeled after a careful 
analysis of their manual counterparts. A joint 
work between One’s HR and IT department was 
performed in order to come out with the most 
accurate representation of the business processes 
involved in the employee life-cycle.

The business process modeling was a very 
important part of the process: lot of tacit organi-
zational knowledge needed to be transformed in 
explicit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) 
that can be used as a formal specification. It was 
a big challenge to come out with a model that 
clearly represents the interactions for each em-
ployee life-cycle process: since the process was 
semi-formal, there where significant ambiguities 
that needed to be resolved.

The main premise in this specification process 
was simplicity: our goal was to come out with the 
simplest process definition as possible. All the 
resulting flows are very similar: this is the result of 
a commonality analysis (Gamma, Helm, Johnson, 
& Vlissides, 1995) between all the processes in 
order to find all the similarities between processes 
and model them as uniform as possible to make 
them simpler and easier (Figure 3).

Observing, Learning Building, and 
Delivering: An Agile Approach for 
Modelling the Business Processes
We took an agile (Agile Alliance, 1999; Beck, 
1999; Martin, 2002; Schwaber & Beedle, 2001) 
approach built our first model iteratively and in-
crementally: instead of trying to come out with 
the final version of the three flows up-front we 
went through several short iterations on the first 
one (the hiring process) and improved it using 
the feedback and experience gained from its 
real users. 

We created a simple implementation of the 
hiring process according to the more immediate 
needs of HR. When it was in production we actively 
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observed the problems and situations that arose to 
our users when using the tool and the error logs 
of the system. With all this information we built 
packages of fixes (in short sprints) and delivered 
new versions taking the same approach (observ-
ing, learning, building, and delivering).

This approach allowed us to constantly deliver 
value and to supply a working solution to our 
users without spending unnecessary time in the 

analysis phase (lot of the changes that we included 
in the packages where product of our continuous 
improvement process).

An Agile Approach for Implementing the 
HR Workflow System

The Software Development area in ONO’s IT 
department works under the principle of dividing 

Hiring new employee Change working conditions of an employee (salary, 
working hours, bonus, location, department, professional 
category, etc.)

Figure 3. After several iterations and commonality analysis, our “Hiring” and “Change of Conditions” 
flows are almost identical. In the manual process the flows where significantly different. Currently both 
flows are formal, determining automatically and in a predictable way their participants. The only dif-
ference among both flows is in the control of the HR budget (this is strongly checked on the hiring flow), 
but does not affect the flow neither the participants (the instance of the flow is marked with special 
information to indicate if it is or it is not within the forecasted headcount for the ongoing quarter)
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big projects in small chunks in order to deliver 
functionality earlier in shorter intervals of time 
and with more client checkpoints. This allows 
building applications with smaller budget, deliver 
early working products to the clients, and giving 
them the chance to change or add new require-
ments after each iteration is finished. The main 
goal of our approach is to deliver value to clients 
in the shortest interval as possible and to evolve 
the functionalities based on real world information 
mined from the usage of the application (observe, 
learn, build, and deliver).

ONO’s Software Development area uses a vari-
ant of SCRUM (Schwaber & Beedle, 2001). Each 
sprint (Schwaber & Beedle, 2001) starts with the 
creation of a scope document that is validated by 
IT and its clients (in this case, HR). After the docu-
ment is approved, a high level architecture and 
high level designs are built and a product backlog 
is created. This backlog may also contain small 
user stories on each of its items. The backlog is 
revised on a daily basis doing stand-up meetings. 
In that stand-up meetings, some architectural 
or design issues may arise. In that case they are 
discussed later in other special purpose meetings, 
in order to make the daily stand ups as short as 
possible and not keeping all the members of the 
team busy with things that are not interesting for 
them. In our SCRUM variant, the sprints are not 
of a fixed size and we have an architect role to 
ensure conceptual integrity (Brooks, 1995) and 
alignment and synergies with Ono.CDI (Ono 
Content Driven Infrastructure), our corporate 
software development framework. 

We calculate the size of the sprint according 
to the commitments established with the clients. 
However, we always work actively with the cli-
ents to keep the sprints shorter than six weeks. 
Ideally, and on the average, the sprints have three 
weeks duration. 

After sprint is finished, a User Acceptance 
Test (UAT) with the client area is performed. 
In this test some minor issues may arise, so we 
always plan some days in our schedule to fix 

these minor issues. After the UAT is passed and 
the fixes are approved we deliver the product of 
the iteration. 

Deliverables Planning: Technology for 
the Masses
HR and IT established to policy of “Deliver value 
to 4980 employees first and later to the remaining 
20”. This was our guiding metaphor (Nonaka & 
Takeuchi, 1995; Beck, 1999) and means that we 
work to deliver functionality to all the company 
first (the front-end of the application) and leave the 
detailed back-end operations for later iterations.

The following example illustrates the idea: we 
focused on creating client applications with very 
clear and crisp user interfaces to deliver good tools 
to all the employees in the company for going 
through the employee life-cycle processes. This 
eliminated the physical sheet of paper, the phone 
calls, and the ambiguities in the process, improv-
ing the operations of all the hiring managers and 
organizational unit managers in the company (and 
potentially of any employee in the company). 
However, in the first versions the back-end tools 
for the HR team where less sophisticated since 
we used all our resources for providing value to 
the biggest number of users. 

Technology Planning: Leveraging 
In-House IT Assets
In order to create a reliable and fully functional 
tool with a low budget and fast delivery we lever-
aged Ono.CDI (Ono Content Driven Infrastructure 
Framework), our corporate software development 
framework for intranet based applications. Ono.
CDI contains a set of tools and engines that provide 
core and basic services (Figure 2) that includes 
a Workflow Engine, Document Management 
Engine, Business Request Framework, and Cach-
ing Engine (Welicki 2006; Welicki & Sanjuan, 
2007). It has crosscutting Security and Audit 
modules that ensure that applications complain 
with ONO’s IT security policies and with legal 
audit requirements. 
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Ono.CDI also includes prescriptive archi-
tectural guidelines and blueprints that govern 
the architecture of ONO’s intranet applications. 
Therefore the application is completely aligned 
with ONO’s development policies lowering its 
technology transfer and maintenance cost (the 
maintenance and the development team are 
formed by different people) and ensuring a quality 
minimum based proven architectural and design 
patterns (Fowler, 2002; Gamma, Helm, Johnson 
& Vlissides, 1995) and development practices.

Financial Planning: More with Less
One of the main goals of the project was deliver-
ing within a low budget but still with high level 
of functionality and quality. On top of our deliv-
erables and technology planning, we created a 
financial plan to make our developments feasible 
on time and on schedule. 

Our existing software and hardware corporate 
assets (Ono.CDI development framework and 
Ono’s Intranet deployment infrastructure) set the 
tooling and deployment costs to the minimum 
(we where working on proven, reliable, and 
well-known-to-us components and deploying to 
a controlled and well known production environ-
ment). This also saved us from acquiring new 
licenses and/or buying new products, since we 
where building upon (reusing) our in-house IT 
assets (software and hardware).

The iterative incremental plan allowed us to 
get a tighter control on budget, having a revision 

stage at the end of each iteration. Therefore we 
didn’t pay upfront for something that we couldn’t 
plan in advance and made a more efficient use of 
money, spending smaller amounts in exactly what 
we need when we need it. 

Unfortunately we cannot disclose economic 
information (prices of products and services) from 
our partners and supplier proposals. However, 
what we can certainly state is that we’ve built 
our system within a range of 12.5% and 27% 
(approximate) of the cost the proposals that we 
had received.

The HR Workflow System

The result of the process is the HR Workflow 
System that provides support for the employee 
life-cycle management processes. In a previous 
section we established a set of requirements that 
needed to be fulfilled by the system. Following, 
we will explain how these requirements have been 
met by the tool.

HR budget control. The system provides a 
detailed HR budget control. It has been designed 
and built to keep track of the budget of each or-
ganizational unit on a process instance basis. For 
example, when a manager requests HR to hire 
a new employee the system checks if his area 
is above or below its headcount budget. If the 
area is above its headcount budget the request is 
annotated with special information (as shown in 
Figure 5) in order to make this situation easily 
noticeable to the rest of the participants in the flow. 
The application also includes reports to provide 
the HR experts and the upper management with 
high level real-time views of the overall HR budget 
evolution in the organization.

Support for the approval workflow. The 
system used ONO’s Workflow Engine capabilities 
to model the approval workflows. A workflow 
definition has been created for each of the flows 
associated with each type of employee life-cycle 
process (hiring, change of working conditions, and 
dismissal). Figure 3 (before in this paper) shows 

Figure 4. ONO’s development framework high 
level architectural view
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the flows for hiring and dismissing employees 
are shown. Figure 6 shows the flow for changing 
the conditions of an existing employee within the 
company (this flow is more complex than the other, 
with more participants and business rules).

Enabling collaborative work. The HR Work-
flow System notifies each employee of new events 
via e-mail whenever a process needs his partici-
pation. This enhances the users experience since 
the users don’t need to be polling the application 
periodically to check if there is something that 
requires their attention. Additionally, the system 
implements an “Inbox” metaphor (similar to 
the one used in the e-mail systems) that gathers 
the requests that need participation of the user. 
When a user enters in the application his inbox is 
displayed. Additionally a summary of it (Figure 
7) is present during all his session within the 
application. 

Automatic reporting. The system generates 
automatically the necessary reports for HR control 
and for the upper management control. They are 
generated dynamically and can be requested at 
any moment providing an up-to-date picture of 
the overall active employee life-cycle processes 
in the organization. 

Traceability and auditability. Every action in 
the approval workflow of the employee life-cycle 
process instances is recorded in a history log that 
is displayed within each process instance (Figure 
8). Additionally, access information is recorded 
but not shown (this is used for privacy and access 
control audits)

Reducing manual work. All the notifications 
to participants, reporting, and archival of finished 
processes is done automatically, eliminating the 
most tedious and error prone manual tasks. 

Input consistency. The input screens reduce 
the work to be done by the users. Each participant 
only needs to complete a very concrete (and ide-
ally small amount of) information in each step 
of the flow. The employee and organizational 
related information is extracted directly from 
ONO’s IT infrastructure, and the rest of the fields 

Figure 5. Fragment of the “hiring request” screen. 
Notice how the headcount indicators (“HC presu-
puestado” and “HC real” fields) are highlighted 
in red. This means that this request is above the 
headcount of the requesting organizational unit

Figure 6. Change conditions of employee flow 
(promotions, change of salaries, change of de-
partments, change of location, etc.)
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manager, no employee is a bottleneck for a process 
instance in the system.

Ease of use and far reach. We based our user 
interface (UI) in our corporate Intranet (OnoNET) 
that is well known among all ONO employees 
(Figure 10). We also used all the UI widgets of 
our development framework having consistency 
with the existing applications in the intranet. 
The use of web-based technologies simplifies the 
deployment and reach of the tool: any user with 

Figure 7. Inbox summary. This widget is displayed 
in the left menu bar of the screen and is always 
visible. This widget shows the total number of 
requests of each type that requires the participa-
tion of the logged user. When the user clicks in 
any of the request types the complete inbox is 
displayed

Figure 8. History of a process. Each action per-
formed on the request is recorded (including the 
execution user, date, target state, and observa-
tions)

Figure 9. Input screen for working conditions 
change. After an employee is selected (first field) 
all his information is retrieved from the corporate 
SAP HR database and displayed in read only 
fields. The remaining input fields in the form are 
parameterized drop down lists

Figure 10. UI consistency and simplicity: the HR 
Workflow System (right side of the figure) is similar 
to the corporate intranet (left side of the figure)

are parameterized lists (whenever is possible) 
simplifying considerably the creation of new 
requests (Figure 9). 

Reduce bottlenecks in the processes.  The 
application provides “delegation” functionality 
that allows an employee to “delegate” in another 
employee his functions. There are also “super-
users” (HR members) that can act in any request 
at any time. Therefore, except in the case rare 
situations that need a careful analysis of a senior 
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a browser can access and use the HR Workflow 
System. Our UI foundation follows the usability 
guidelines presented in Nielsen (1999) and Krug 
(2000).

Achieving Strong Employee Life-Cycle 
Management

ONO HR Workflow System provides support for 
automated, formally defined, input consistent, 
predictable, and repeatable employee process 
life-cycle management. Additionally, all report-
ing is done automatically at run-time, eliminating 
manual consolidations. 

Another very important outcome is that since 
we have automated the consolidation of informa-
tion a single repository for employee corporate 
information can be easily established and feed 
with the results of the processes. This repository 

(shown in Figure 11 as “Employees Digital Identity 
Database”) is an authoritative up-to-date source 
of information for all other e-HRM applications, 
avoiding the need of manual or semi formal small 
integrations, enhancing the operational quality 
and information of eHRM within the organization. 
As soon as a change in an employee’s informa-
tion or hierarchical structure is introduced in the 
system (through the execution of an instance of 
an employee life-cycle process) it is available to 
all applications without the need of performing 
any manual integration task. Moreover, employee 
and organizational concepts are normalized within 
all eHRM applications in the company allowing 
easier integrations (they all share the same em-
ployee and organizational abstractions).

Ono HR Workflow System has all the neces-
sary features to provide strong employee life-cycle 
process management (Figure 11).

intranet employee 
Objectives 

expenses hr Portal Prevention 
Portal

White
Pages

Consumables 
Portal

risk
information

hr budget 

ee--hhrrmm

eemmppllooyyeeee
lliiffee--CCyyccllee
PPrroocceessss
mmaannaaggeemmeenntt

manual Consolidation Process 

manual Workflows based on non-
structured documents

 unpredictable 
 informal
 manual
 unrepeatable 
 non

consolidated 
 inconsistent
 non auditable 
 manual

reporting 
 Weak 

sAP hr 

Figure 11. Ono’s current “strong employee life-cycle process” model. The process instances go through 
a formal approval workflow in a web-based application. The results of the processes feed ONO’s SAP 
HR and in return this feeds a centralized corporate information (identity) repository. Applications have a 
unique source of information for organizational data, reducing the integration and maintenance burden 
within the whole e-HRM ecosystem



  349

Employee Life-Cycle Process Management Improvement with Web-Enabled Workflow Systems

Future Improvements

We improved and normalized the employee life-
cycle support significantly, but our work isn’t 
finished yet. Currently, we are working on the 
following enhancements to the system:

•	 Dynamic HR budget with SAP Business 
Warehouse: implement SAP Business In-
formation Warehouse (SAP Corporation, 
2008) to provide dynamic and up-to-date 
information on the headcount budget. Cur-
rently the budget is loaded in the system 
upon HR’s request. Using SAP’s Business 
Intelligence suite can provide also analytical 
capabilities when looking at the future (e.g. 
forecasting budgets) and when looking at the 
past (e.g. analyzing real versus forecasted)

•	 Improving the support for the selection 
process: currently some parts of the selection 
process (for hiring new employees) are done 
offline. The system doesn’t provide support 
for managing the interviews with candidates 
and managing offer letters (this two issues 
need very special attention of ONO’s legal 
department according to Spanish laws on 
information protection).

•	 Automatic creation and archival of formal 
letters: Automatically create formal letters 
within each process and archive them in the 
process instance. This will eliminate the 
remaining paperwork associated with the 
process instances.

conclusion

The workflow system has been in production for 
more than a year. It has successfully managed a 
big number of requests (we cannot disclose that 
information here), bringing reliability, traceability, 
and audatibility to the employee life-cycle man-
agement processes. It has become one of the core 
systems for supporting HR operations.

The resolution of each employee life-cycle pro-
cess went down from weeks (in the manual case) 
to just days or hours (according the complexity of 
the request). Each participant in the process has 
to just perform a very concrete action and work 
with very concrete set of data. Additionally, he is 
notified via mail every time he needs to perform 
an action on a request. 

Reporting is done automatically. The HR staff 
doesn’t have to spend time on creating reports 
and the upper management has real-time in in-
formation on the on-going employee life-cycle 
processes.

Everyone in the company knows the processes 
(they are unambiguous, well documented, and 
accessible to everyone in the organization) and 
the processes are always the same for every em-
ployee in the organization. They are no longer 
dependent on the participants. At the same time 
the processes model the reality of our company 
and had been tailored to provide as much value 
as possible to it. 

We could summarize the main benefits of the 
system in these three items:

1.	 Reliable information: The data sources 
are accurate based on normalized input and 
each process instance is auditable. 

2.	 Agile information: The employees are 
notified only when they have to participate 
in a flow eliminating unnecessary and un-
productive “polling” in an application.

3.	 Improved information management: 
The employee process life-cycle processes 
information is centralized, easy to access, 
and normalized, making it easy to know 
about the state of any on going or finished 
process in a uniform and simple way.
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Abstract

Information Technologies (IT) seem to be affecting individuals and organizations’ communication and 
behaviors since many years now. This chapter is about understanding the possible impact of IT on the 
process of individual learning in a community of practice; in other words the authors wonder if those 
technologies can possibly help increasing individual competencies in order to improve their learning. 
They will specifically compare communication in two IT (the email and the web forum) by using agent-
based simulation. Results show that each technology has a different impact on individual learning and 
that communication through emails appear to make individuals learn slower than on a Web forum. 
Conclusions are widely discussed.

Introduction

Today, executives have to face a changing and 
unpredictable environment where the rules of 
communication are constantly in progress as infor-
mation technologies (IT) are moving fast. In fact, 

with IT development, the access and diffusion of 
information become easier; technologies like the 
World Wide Web allow ways of communication 
that couldn’t be imagined some years ago. The 
profusion of information induced by these tech-
nologies makes information abundant and it is no 
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longer considered as a “rare resource” (Feldman 
and March, 1991). Gathering information is no 
longer seen as a major problem, but understand-
ing and giving sense to this information seems 
to be much more problematic. That’s the reason 
why importance is given to improve informa-
tion management and learning processes, so that 
companies can develop and be able to face the 
perceived complexity of their environment.

In this unpredictable and changing context, 
knowledge is a well kept immaterial capital (Foray, 
2000); it can be seen as a potentially provider of 
competitive advantage to organizations. Knowl-
edge is acquired through a complex learning 
process which allows individuals to gain new 
competencies and skills. Improving this learning 
appears significant to executives as they’ll be able 
to develop their personal abilities, understandings 
and expertise. Here, information technologies 
might have a significant impact and support the 
executive’s learning process. 

The aim of this paper is to shed light on 
the impact that IT may have on the process of 
learning. In a more specific way, we will use 
agent-based simulation to compare the effects 
on individual learning process of two types of 
web-based technologies (the email and the web 
forum). The question we ask here is: how can 
the process of learning be improved according 
to the technology used? As a context for this 
comparison, we choose to focus on communities 
of practice. Indeed, these communities, seen as 
informal networks composed of individuals work-
ing together in the development of a common 
practice (Lesser and Storck, 2001), are considered 
as very efficient tools in the sharing of knowledge 
within social networks (Lave and Wenger, 1991; 
Brown and Duguid, 2000). Moreover, according 
to Cohendet et al (2000), an organization can be 
considered as a set of overlapping communities, 
which play an important role in the process of 
organizational learning.

In order to answer the question mentioned 
above, we will use an agent-based model built 

upon data collected in an empirical study that we 
made in a French research centre in June 2005. 
Our approach of learning here is very simple 
and specific to the model we build. We won’t be 
talking about the several types of learning that 
we often come across in the literature; it’s not the 
point here. We are only interested in the way that 
technologies may affect individual learning and 
we’ll simply consider that an individual “learns” 
when his competencies rise. Our methodology 
is based on multi-agent simulation, based on an 
empirical case study on a specific network (that 
we’ll call the Cormas network). In that network, 
agents most often interact to solve problems related 
to the use of the Cormas software, and therefore 
our approach of learning consists in addressing 
the learning of agents through the raise of their 
competencies in a specific practice.

This paper will be structured in three parts: 
the first part concerns a background literature 
on communities of practice and learning. In the 
second one, we will first present the main issues 
through the description of a case study, and then 
follows a description of our models and a presen-
tation of the results. The third and last part will 
contain a discussion of our concluding remarks 
and some further developments. 

Literature background:  
Communities of practice (CoP) 
and learning

This notion appeared for the first time in the early 
1990’s, in the work of Lave and Wenger (1991). 
A CoP is seen as one of the most efficient con-
cepts to study the process of knowledge sharing 
in groups (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Brown and 
Duguid, 2000; Lesser and Storck, 2001). A com-
munity of practice (CoP) is defined as an informal 
network composed of agents working together in 
the development of a common practice (Lesser 
and Storck, 2001). They interact and exchange 
knowledge and ideas and build a common rep-
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ertoire of representations. According to Wenger 
(1998), a CoP’s definition is based on three major 
points:

•	 The practice that binds the members of the 
community together;

•	 The mutual and voluntary commitment of its 
members to the community’s objectives;

•	 A repertoire of common representations 
built through repeated interactions.

According to this author, CoPs’ success is es-
sentially due to their informal and independent 
status, as well as to the voluntary engagement of 
their members and the knowledge created through 
their interactions.

First, let us start by giving a brief definition 
of individual learning. We choose to follow Dibi-
aggio’s definition (Dibiaggio, 1998) who defines 
this process as a means to reach a goal, solve a 
problem or answer a question. He considers that it 
is related to the difference between the knowledge 
one already has, and the necessary knowledge 
required to answer a question. In this paper, we 
will consider that individual learning occurs 
when an individual increases his/her competency. 
Salomon and Perkins (1998) state that, in reality, 
it is not possible to consider individual learning 
as an isolated process, as it is always related to a 
social context with social norms and influences. 
This leads us to a rather social perspective of 
learning. Zimmermann (2004) gives the follow-
ing definition: « Social learning corresponds to 
a situation where agents or individuals are able 
to modify their behavior, state, opinion or other 
factor, on the basis of information derived from 
the observation of their neighbors (Bala and Goyal, 
1998) or more generally from the observation of 
these agents’ behavior and performances». Learn-
ing is thus a socially constructed phenomenon 
(Hanneman, 2005).

In the specific context of a CoP, Lave and 
Wenger (1991) highlight the role of the social 
participation in the process of learning. Indeed, 

according to these authors, new comers play an 
essential part in the diffusion of knowledge across 
the community, as stresses by the “Legitimate 
Peripheral Participation” theory (LPP). We will 
see to what extent this theory is relevant, accord-
ing to the technology used.

IT’s impact on individual 
learning process on a CoP:  
a case study

This section concerns the main thrust of the 
chapter. It will be divided in two parts: the first 
one will be dedicated to the development of our 
major issues through the description of a case 
study within the Cormas network. The second 
part will concern the presentation and discus-
sion of our model trying to answer the problems 
presented in the case study.

Presentation of the Case Study and 
Main Issues

The study is about understanding the ways of 
communication and learning in a community 
of practice. During an investigation made in the 
CIRAD1, a research centre in France, we met 
people belonging to a network that could be iden-
tified as a community of practice. This network 
is the Cormas network. It is composed of people 
interested in natural resources management and 
multi-agent simulations. Cormas is software that 
was created by the members of this network; it 
can be downloaded off the Internet, free of charge 
and training courses are offered to teach people 
how to use it. The Cormas community is located 
all over the world and communicate and interact 
basically by using the Cormas web forum or via 
emails.

One of the major goals of the community is 
the development of this specific tool. It was one 
of the several criteria that made us point at this 
network as a community of practice. In fact, 
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the most important feature of a community of 
practice is the practice that binds the members 
of this community together. Here, this practice 
is the software they all use.

In addition to that, we can sum up what made 
us think of the Cormas network as a CoP in the 
following points:

•	 The status of the network: the Cormas 
network is a rather informal community, 
independent from the CIRAD and autono-
mous. 

•	 It emerged in 1998 when people working 
in the same field first felt the need to work 
together and exchange their knowledge 
and experiences on the used of multi-agent 
simulations in natural resources manage-
ment; this network was not created by a 
hierarchical authority.

•	 The voluntary engagement of the network 
members, on which depends the length of 
life of this community.

•	 The structure of the network: there are 3 
very competent agents (the creators of the 
software) and 385 less competent, learning 
agents (the users of the software). This fits 
perfectly with the structure of a CoP. Indeed, 
according to Lave and Wenger (1991), the 
members of a CoP divide into two groups: 
the most competent ones will represent the 
core of the community, whereas the rest of 
the members will step at the periphery of 
the community.

•	 The free access to this community: people 
can join and leave the community free of 
charge. Anyone who shows interest for the 
use of multi-agent simulations in the natu-
ral resources field, and especially for the 
Cormas software can be a member of this 
community.

Data were collected in two steps: first we had 
a of 15 days project research in the Cirad centre, 
where we met people belonging to several com-

munities of practice, and mostly people belong-
ing to the Cormas community. Each interview 
lasted from 1 to 2 hours and was immediately 
transcribed. It was very interesting to approach 
those individuals and be able to make an in situ 
observation. We contacted the persons we couldn’t 
physically meet in Montpellier by mail and we 
elaborated a questionnaire to make the gathering 
of information easier.

We noticed that the Cormas network we were 
observing was using a forum to communicate 
most of the time. So we planned to study this 
particular way of communication in the second 
part of our research.

We identified 388 individuals using the Cormas 
forum which was structured as previously seen. 
We studied the number of question posted on the 
forum since its creation and the proportion of 
individuals who eventually posted answers back. 
We also identified the main aim for insiders to 
join this community. This aim is to learn how to 
use the Cormas platform. In fact, most posts on 
the forum are about solving problems that users 
come across when using the platform. 

From these observations, we build a multi-
agent model based on the structure of the Cormas 
network. Multi-agent simulations are considered 
as appropriate tools to investigate the field of 
learning in social networks (Phan, 2003). A few 
empirical studies using multi-agent modelling 
to explore interactions within communities of 
practice can be found in the literature (Diani and 
Muller, 2004; Dupouët et al, 2003; Dupouët and 
Yildizoglu, 2003). The model we build is differ-
ent from those found in the literature because it 
focuses on learning process in those communities 
and it will be described in the next section.

The model built is issued from the confron-
tation of our case study and literature. Our aim 
here is to define a structure as close as possible 
to reality and to use agent-based simulation to 
test different scenarios in terms of learning and 
technology use. We’ll use this to understand how 
individuals can learn considering the most often 
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used ways of communication according to them 
which are the web forum and the email. 

The Model and Main Findings

Agent-based simulation is a bottom-up methodol-
ogy that is generally used to study complex, self-
organising systems, and try to “understand” the 
mechanisms that take place within these particular 
structures. It enables the modeller to test different 
scenarios of simulation, hence, testing the impact 
of several parameters on the phenomenon studied. 
As previously mentioned, the model we build 
aims at comparing two ways of communication 
through two types of simulations:

•	 Simulations with communication though 
emails: here, the most competent agents 
in the community are explicitly identified 
to answer eventual questions. In this case, 
agents always ask these particular agents;

•	 Simulations with communication through 
a forum: where agents simply post a question 
on a forum, and wait for an answer. Here, 
agents answer posted questions according 
to their knowledge and availability.

The Agents

We have a population composed of 110 agents. 
Each agent is characterized by the following 
features:

• 	 Knowledge vector: This vector is composed 
of 100 knowledge concerning 100 different 
subjects. (See Table 1)

• 	 Competency: Defined as the number of 
subjects an agent knows about.

• 	 Memory: Where an agent stocks informa-
tion about past interactions (name of agents 
previously met and the answer given by each 
one of them).

• 	 Availability: Defined by the number of 
questions that an agent is allowed to answer 
per time-step.

Tolerance threshold: defined as follows:

•	 In simulations with communication 
through emails: it is defined as the number 
of unanswered questions that an agent is 
willing to accept from another agent, before 
deciding not to ask it anymore. 

•	 In simulations with communication 
through a forum: it is it is defined as the 
number of unanswered questions that an 
agent is willing before deciding to leave the 
community. 

According to these features, every agent is 
potentially a knowledge-seeker or a knowledge-
provider, or both, according to his competency.

In terms of answering questions and provid-
ing knowledge, we consider that the population 
of agents is divided in two parts: priority knowl-
edge-providers (pkp) and secondary knowledge-
providers (skp). The members of the former have 
knowledge about the 100 subjects of an agent’s 
knowledge vector; they have a competency equal 
to 100. Whereas the latter members have a com-
petency equal to or higher than a competency 
threshold (CompMin) defined as the minimal 
competency required in order to have the ability 
for answering questions. This threshold is equal 
to 752. 

In terms of asking for knowledge, each agent 
that has a competency smaller than 100 is a 

Table 1. Example 1: an agent has the knowledge 
concerning subjects 1, 99 and 100 but knows 
nothing about subject 2

Subjects 1 2 … 99 100

Knowledge vector 1 0 … 1 1
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knowledge-seeker. This includes skp as well. 
The initial structure of the population is the 

following:

•	 1 agent with an initial competency equal to 
100;

•	 9 agents with an initial competency equal 
to 75;

•	 100 agents with an initial competency equal 
to 0.

Interaction Rules

An interaction is defined according to the type 
of simulation used:

•	 In simulations with communication 
through emails: an interaction is defined 
by a question asked by agent a to agent b, 
and an answer given by agent b to agent a. 

•	 In simulations with communication 
through a forum: an interaction is defined 
by a question posted by agent a on the fo-
rum, and an answer posted by agent b on 
the forum.

Each agent can only ask one question per time-
step. Moreover, an agent asks a question about 
a subject it knows nothing about. And an agent 
answers a question if it has the specific knowledge 
asked for and if it is available; otherwise, it will 
ignore the question.

Learning Process

Each time an agent gets an answer to a question; 
it raises its knowledge of that particular subject 
to 1, and won’t ask questions about this subject 

anymore. Following example 1 (cf. Table 1), an 
agent increases her knowledge of subject 2, as 
shown in Table 2.

Choosing a Knowledge-Provider

•	 In simulations with communication 
through emails: agents always choose the 
most competent agent in the population. 

•	 In simulation with communication 
through a forum: agents don’t choose a 
particular agent, but post a question on a 
forum.

Parameters of Simulation

•	 Availability: we will make this parameter 
vary between 1 and 10 questions per time-
step.

•	 Tolerance threshold: will also vary between 
1 and 10 unanswered questions per agent in 
simulations with communication through 
emails, and between 1 and 10 unanswered 
questions in simulations with communica-
tion through a forum.

Indicators

We will observe the following:

•	 Number of priority knowledge-providers: 
this indicator will show how many agents 
were able to raise their competencies to the 
highest level (100).

•	 Mean learning of agents who left the com-
munity: measured by the mean competency 
of these agents at the end of the simulations. 
This indicator will let us know the level of 
learning reached by some agents, before 
leaving the community.

With the several variations of the simulation 
parameters, we have 100 different scenarios of 
simulation. We run each scenario 30 times, and 

Table 2. An agent learns and acquires knowledge 
about subject 2

Subjects 1 2 … 99 100

Knowledge vector 1 1 … 1 1
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the results presented are the mean results of the 
30 iterations of each scenario. 

The results can be divided in two parts ac-
cording to the technology used: the email and 
the web forum.

Results of Simulations with 
Communication Through E-Mails

Number of Priority Knowledge-Providers
Figure 1 shows the number of pkp at the end of the 
simulations. We can see that this number reaches 
110 agents (i.e. all the agents of the network) for 
all values of tolerance threshold and as soon as 
agents’ availability is equal to or higher than 6. 

The same scenario is observed for other 
values of availability. All agents become pkp 
when certain equilibrium is reaches between 
values of knowledge-providers’ availability and 
knowledge-seekers’ tolerance threshold. These 
values are: 

For all values smaller than the values presented 
in table 3, the number of pkp at the end of the 
simulations is quite small. Thus, the learning 
process is poorer.

Mean Learning of Agents who Left the 
Community 
With this indicator, we can have an idea of the 
number of agents that could increase their compe-
tencies to a level equal to or higher than CompMin 
(75). Thus, we are able to know how much did the 
knowledge-seekers (i.e. agents that had an initial 
competency equal to 0) learn before leaving the 
community. Results are shown in figure 2. 

This figure shows the mean competencies of 
leaving agents for several values of availability. 
This competency is not observable for some val-
ues of availability and tolerance threshold. These 
values match the values of these two parameters 
where all the agents were able to become pkp. 
From this figure, we can see that, before leaving 
the community, knowledge-providers did not 

Availability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Tolerance threshold 7 5 4 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Figure 1. Number of pkp at the end of simulations with communication through e-mails

Table 3. Minimal tolerance threshold required for each value of availability in order to have a maxi-
mal number of pkp
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learn that much. The maximal mean competency 
barely reaches 26.

To sum up the results presented above, it is 
obvious that the learning process depends on 
agents’ availability and tolerance. But it is likely 
that it depends more on knowledge-providers’ 
availability than on knowledge-seekers’ toler-
ance. This could be explained by the fact that, as 
all agents know each-others’ competencies and 
always ask the most competent agents first, there 
is a congestion effect. Thus, access to knowledge 
is not possible for every agent, and therefore, some 
of them leave the community with a quite low level 
of competencies. Agents’ tolerance should help 
for better learning, but this parameter remains at 
a secondary level, whereas the most important 
one is knowledge-providers’ availability. Let us 
see now the results obtained by simulations with 
communication through a forum.

Simulations with Communication 
Through a Forum

Number of Priority Knowledge-Providers
The figure below shows that the number of pkp 
reaches its highest value as soon as agents’ avail-
ability is equal to 1. Only tolerance threshold 
values make a difference, here. All knowledge-
seekers become priority knowledge-providers 

when tolerance threshold equals 7 and for all 
values of availability.

Mean Learning of Agents who Left the 
Community
In general, the mean competencies of leaving 
agents are quite small. These agents only reach 
competencies equal to a maximum of 3.2 for 
values of availability equal to 1 and tolerance 
threshold equal to 6.

Here, agents left the community with very 
small competencies. But, according to figure 5, 
the number of leaving agents is quite small. Hence, 
the agents that left the community with very small 
competencies did so before all knowledge was 
stored on the forum, as we’ll explain later.

Discussion and further  
developments

Results from simulations above stress that 
agents increase more their competencies when 
they use a forum to communicate, than when 
communication is based on emails. This can 
be explained by the strong congestion effect 
observed in the first set of simulations. In fact, 
because all agents always ask the most compe-
tent ones in the community, and because these 

Figure 2. Mean competencies for knowledge-seekers that left the community in simulations with com-
munication through e-mails
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knowledge-providers have limited availability, 
knowledge-seekers don’t always get a chance to 
access knowledge. 

This congestion effect is obvious if we con-
sider the figure below. This figure shows the graph 
of interactions within the community, based on 
“who asks who”, at the end of a simulation with 
availability equals 1 and tolerance threshold 
equals 10. We chose these values because it is 
likely that the congestion effect is more important 
when tolerance threshold is larger. In this situa-
tion, the community has a star-shaped structure, 

with the priority knowledge-providers at the core 
of the network. 

There is a kind of queuing effect observed 
here, and it really slows down the learning 
of knowledge-seekers, when using emails. 
However, we believe that this problem could 
be overcome if we give enough importance to 
the legitimate peripheral participation theory, 
presented by Lave and Wenger (1991). Accord-
ing to this theory, individuals situated at the 
periphery of a community play an essential part 
in the process of knowledge diffusion within this 
community. Indeed, in our case, if new comers 

Figure 3. Number of pkp at the end of simulations with communication through e-mails

Figure 4. Mean comptences for knowledge-seekers that left the community in simulations with com-
munication through e-mails
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were privileged to have access to knowledge 
first, it is likely that the knowledge they acquire 
will soon be transferred to other new comers 
in the community. Thus, they become priority 
knowledge-providers over time, and there will 
be more sources of knowledge within the com-
munity. 

As a matter of fact, because of the tolerance 
threshold, it would not be very pertinent that new 
priority knowledge-providers are initial second-
ary knowledge-providers. If their availability 
is not high enough, these agents will soon be 
ignored by many other agents in the community. 
Consequently, they won’t be asked anymore, and 
there will not be much new sources of knowledge 
in the community. Whereas, if new comers are 
favored in terms of access to knowledge, then the 
number of sources to knowledge would increase 
and hence, knowledge would be transferred in 
an easier way. 

Things are different in the second set of 
simulations. Simulations with communication 
through a forum show that agents learn better 
and in an easier way than when they use emails. 
As we mentioned previously, this is due to the 
congestion effect that is observed in the first 
set of simulations. In fact, it makes no sense to 
talk about a congestion effect when communi-
cation happens through a forum. As a matter 

of fact, agents don’t ask particular agents, but 
post their questions on the forum, addressing 
the whole community rather than a particular 
set of agents. 

To make sure of that, we build the graph of 
interactions based on “who answers who”. As 
we can see from the figure below, the network 
structure is different from the previous one. 
We can see little stars emerging around initial 
knowledge-providers, and a much bigger one 
around the forum, where most agents find an-
swers to their questions. This entity stores all 
the answers provided throughout the simulations, 
and as soon as the 15th time-step on, when avail-
ability equals 1, all knowledge is available on the 
forum. Hence, all the agents that didn’t leave the 
community so far systematically get answers to 
their questions. This explains the large number 
of priority knowledge-providers at the end of 
most simulations. 

Moreover, learning is easier in the second 
set of simulations because knowledge is stored 
on the forum. It becomes available even when 
knowledge-providers are not. Hence, from a 
certain time-step on (15 for instance, when avail-
ability is 1), all knowledge-seekers can learn and 
acquire all the knowledge required to become 
priority knowledge-providers themselves. In 
this perspective, knowledge can be considered 

Figure 5. Number of pkp at the end of simulations with communication through a forum
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as a public good which no longer depends on 
the availability of individuals, but on the forum 
where it can be stored.

Unlike in simulations where communication 
happens through emails, new comers do not play a 
central part in knowledge transfer, when a forum 
is used. Accordingly, the LPP theory is not really 
relevant in such a context. This theory stresses 
the importance of a high social participation, in 
order to enhance individuals’ learning. However, 
this appears not to be essential when using a 
web-based forum. Though, we are not denying 
the importance of this theory when using emails 
as a means to diffuse knowledge. 

Conclusion

It seems that fast Information Technologies 
(IT) development had a significant impact on 
organizational and individual activities since 
the last decade. Indeed, these technologies 
changed the rules of communication and made 
executives reach a wider informational space. 
Furthermore, adding their constant development 
to globalization is one of the main factors that 
give an international aspect to competitiveness. 

Today’s firms must deal with a complex perceived 
environment where unpredictability rhymes with 
uncertainty. In this context, taking advantage of 
these technologies may help managers and execu-
tives to improve individual and organizational 
learning. Our paper compares two specific IT, 
the email and the web forum. To do so, we used 
an agent-based model which characteristics were 
inspired from a community of practice case we 
observed: the Cormas network. We run two sets 
of simulation trying to understand the individual 
learning process: first where individuals use 
emails to communicate, and second where they 
use a web forum. 

Results of simulation show that agents learn 
faster when they use a forum to communicate, 
than when communication is based on emails. 
We noticed first that learning depends more 
on knowledge-providers’ availability than on 
knowledge-seekers’ tolerance. This can be ex-
plained by the strong congestion effect observed 
when individuals use emails as all agents know 
each-others’ competencies and always ask the 
most competent agents first. There is a kind of 
queuing effect which slows down the learning of 
knowledge-seekers. We suggest that this problem 
could be overcome by highlighting the legitimate 

Figure 6. Mean competences for knowledge-seekers that left the community in simulations with com-
munication through a forum
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peripheral participation theory, presented by 
Lave and Wenger (1991).

This congestion effect does not appear when 
communication happens through a forum as 
individuals do not address their questions to one 
or several particular persons but simply post it 
on the forum. Moreover, knowledge is somehow 
stored on that forum. Hence, it no longer depends 
on individuals’ availability. Thus, learning ap-
pears faster and easier in a community of practice 
when individuals use a web forum than when 
they use emails. 

This result is only relevant to its context. In 
fact, agent-based simulation is a methodology 
where results cannot be used as proofs. They 
can only help us understand what is likely to 
happen at the macro level if certain parameters 
were changed at the micro level (Troitzsch, 
2004). These results need to be validated, by 
comparing them to real data. That will be our 
next step in our research. Another development 
would be to transpose our model to another real 
context of learning in order to compare the two 
situations and stress significant differences. 
Learning process can be much more relevant 
in this perspective.
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key terms

Agent-Based Modeling (ABM): Is a bottom 
approach which enables the researcher to study 
complex systems and emerging properties.

Community of Practice (CoP): An informal 
emerging group of people working together toward 
the development of a common practice.

Individual Learning: A process by which an 
individual increase its knowledge.

Knowledge Transfer: A process by which 
knowledge is transmitted from one individual 
to another.

Knowledge-Providers: Individuals who can 
be considered as sources of knowledge.
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Knowledge-Seekers: Individuals whose aim 
is to acquire now knowledge.

Network: A collection of individuals (nodes) 
interacting together, and linked by a set of rela-
tions (links).

Endnotes

1	 In French “Centre de Coopération Inter-
nationale en Recherche Agronomique et 
Développement»

2	 We led simulations for several values for 
CompMin and 75 is the value where the 
highest number of agents are able to increase 
their individual competencies.
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Chapter XXII
What are the Main Impacts of 
Internet and Information and 

Communication Technology on 
Unions and Trade Unionism?
An Exploratory Research in Europe and 

North America

Valéry Michaux
Reims Management School, France

ABSTRACT

There has been a lot of research on the impact of Internet and information and communication technolo-
gies (ICT) on society and on private, public or non-profit organizations. In comparison, there has been 
far less research specifically dealing with the impact of Internet and ICT on unions and on trade union-
ism whether in North America or Europe. Moreover trade unionism is a field in which, international 
comparisons between European countries as well as between Europe and North America are difficult to 
carry out. The historical background, dialogue and opposition traditions between unions and companies, 
cultural, institutional and economic contexts, government policies are so many factors that make these 
comparisons difficult. This research aims to answer two main questions. Is it possible, despite local 
context differences, to identify main trends and international convergences when analyzing the impact 
of ICT on unions and trade unionism? And if these major trends do exist, what challenges, opportunities 
and threats do they pose to trade unions in industrialized countries? This exploratory research, first led 
to the construction of an analysis grid that presented three main research interests:

•	 It made it possible to compare ICT impacts on trade unions and unionism in European countries 
and North America in spite of their differences of context;
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Introduction 

There has been a lot of research on the impact 
of Internet and information and communication 
technologies (ICT) on society and on private, 
public or non-profit organizations. In comparison, 
there has been far less research specifically dealing 
with the impact of ICT on unions and on trade 
unionism whether in North America or Europe. 
International comparisons on the subject are even 
scarcer. Indeed, trade unionism is a field in which, 
international comparisons between European 
countries as well as between Europe and North 
America are difficult to carry out. The historical 
background, dialogue and opposition traditions 
between unions and companies, cultural, institu-
tional and economic contexts, government policies 
are so many factors that make these comparisons 
difficult (Hyman, 2001). This research aims to 
answer two main questions. Is it possible, despite 
local context differences, to identify main trends 
and international convergences when analyzing 
the impact of ICT on unions and trade unionism? 
And if these major trends do exist, what challenges, 
opportunities and threats do they pose to trade 
unions in industrialized countries?

Considering the scarcity and heterogeneity 
of research on the subject, this research is an ex-
ploratory qualitative study.  Several stages were 
necessary to identify international trends. Firstly, 
an analysis grid was constructed to so that it was 
possible to make a transnational comparison of the 
different types of impact ICT has had on unions 

whether they were direct (transformation of the 
unions themselves, transformations in union 
practices) or indirect (consequences for unions of 
the transformations of work and in the behavior of 
employees). This grid reveals four analysis angles 
which are developed in this paper. This grid also 
makes it possible to reveal the main challenges 
that ICT poses for unions and shows that there 
is indeed a convergence of these challenges in 
industrialized countries.

In a first part, the methodology and the theoreti-
cal framework of this research will be presented. 
The four analysis angles will be developed in the 
following four parts. The limitations and lessons 
to be drawn from this research will be identified 
in the conclusion.

Methodology and  
theoretical framework:  
the construction of an  
analytical grid ALLOWING  
INTERNATIONAL and cross  
continental comparisons  
on the theme of unions

A qualitative exploratory approach has been cho-
sen to tackle this problem. Indeed, there are few 
studies on the impact of ICT on unions and trade 
unionism. Canadian and American articles are the 
most numerous on the subject, but their number 
remains relatively limited. They are still rare in 
Europe. Moreover these different approaches 

•	 It helped to identify all the different types of ICT impacts whether they were direct (transformation 
of the unions themselves, transformations in union practices) or indirect (consequences for unions 
of the transformations of work and in the behavior of employees); 

•	 It led to identify main international trends concerning the impacts of ICT on unions and unionism 
in industrialized countries.

In a second step, this research shows that ICT poses threats but also offers opportunities for unions and 
trade unionism. The tensions between opportunities and threats led to the identification of four main 
types of challenges posed by ICT for unions in the industrialized world today. 
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reveal several analysis angles. Some articles focus 
more particularly on the difficulties to supervise 
the use employees and unions make of ICT whereas 
others focus more on the impact of ICT on the 
evolution of trade unionism and union practices. 
In the face of such heterogeneity, several stages 
of thematic analysis were necessary to identify 
major international trends. First of all, an analysis 
of articles devoted to ICT in the trade press and 
trade union press between 1999 and January 2005 
and an analysis of trade union websites helped to 
highlight a number of observations in the French 
context. The main themes identified were then 
compared with the themes and thinking stemming 
from European research studies (mainly British 
and Swedish). Thirdly the main trends identified 
in Europe were compared with the themes and 
thinking stemming from research work carried 
out in North America. This threefold exploratory, 
documentary analysis led to the construction of 
a reading grid. Indeed, ICT having had many 
significant impacts on unions and trade unionism, 
it was necessary, in order to bring out the threats 
and opportunities it represented, to build a two-
dimensional grid that would make international 
comparisons possible.

An object/subject dimension (c.f. Figure 1). 
Indeed, some challenges put ICT forward as a vec-
tor of union transformation. In this case, the union 
is an object of transformation. Other challenges 
put ICT forward as an object of negotiation for 

unions. In this second case, the union is no longer 
an object of transformation but an actor.

A direct/indirect dimension: (c.f. Figure 2). 
Some challenges lay the stress on the direct impact 
of ICT on the functioning of unions or on union 
practices. Other challenges stress the impact of 
ICT on work and employee behavior and the 
changes these evolutions result in for unions.

The author has chosen not to come within 
the theoretical scope of industrial relations. This 
paper remains within a paradigm that is increas-
ingly common in the field of information systems 
based on Giddens’s structuration theory (1987). In 
this perspective, technologies are no longer seen 
as impacting the actors, organizations or society 
(technical determinism) neither are actors, orga-
nizations or society seen as acting on technologies 
(sociological determinism) in a unidirectional, 
linear and simple manner. There is increasingly 
shared consensus on the fact that it is necessary to 
take into account direct and indirect multidirec-
tional interactions between objects and subjects 
in order to analyze the impact of ICT1.

This twofold subject/object and direct/indirect 
approach led to the construction of an analysis 
grid to assess the different impacts of ICT on 
unions and trade unionism (c.f. table 1). This grid 
presents four angles of analysis.

As shown in the following development, the use 
of this analysis grid has made it possible to identify 
four main types of impacts of ICT on unions and 

Figure 1. First dimension of analysis Figure 2. First dimension of analysis
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unionism that lead to 4 types of consequences. 
These impacts and consequences seem to converge 
in Europe and in North America.  

First type of Impact:  
the consequences of ICT as 
a new means of expression, 
action and pressure for 
unions

Around 1850, Karl Marx already underlined that 
by favoring contacts between workers of different 
localities, the new means of communication cre-
ated by modern industry had largely contributed 
to the development of trade unionism and unions 
(Merck et al., 2002, p. 171). Indeed, technical 
breakthroughs in communication have always 
created new possibilities of action for unions. In 
their time, the telegraph, the roneo duplicator, the 
photocopier and then the fax made possible the 
circulation of information propitious for the cre-
ation of a balance of power. Nowadays, the Internet 
provides the unions with a formidably efficient 
forum, and a means of spreading information with 
unequalled speed and reach. Where it once took 
two months to distribute a union pamphlet to all 
the workers, it now takes a few minutes.

ICT as a New Means of Expression 
and Creation of a New Balance of 
Power Between Unions, Labor and 
the Company

As far as information is concerned, practically 
all national unions (or international federations 
and local unions) have their own websites. In the 

French context, studies show that more than the 
content, it is the tone that varies from one site to 
another. This particular tone is a reflection of the 
values of the union organizations. Online informa-
tion is very diverse, from news bulletins and news 
flashes to practical files (retirement, pay, leave, 
employee shareholding, cyber-surveillance…), 
societal information (unionism abroad, impact 
of ICT on work…), and historical information 
(history of the union including social advances 
obtained…). These websites are also very well 
documented legal watch tools. The studies car-
ried out by Freeman in the United Kingdom and 
the United States (2005) show that the quality 
of these websites keeps improving and they are 
increasingly interactive (e-mail, forums…).

Trade union websites act increasingly as a 
counterbalance to institutional websites and 
companies are very worried by these information 
practices and are even on the defensive. Indeed 
they know that the information released can be 
prejudicial to their competitiveness (internal 
confidential information released too early on 
the Net….), to their brand image (trading losses, 
difficulties recruiting rare competences…). Bietry 
(2002) observes a referencing race on search 
engines between official and union websites. 
Indeed if the union site or sites were launched 
before the institutional website of the company, 
they are referenced first on the lists of answers 
of the search engines. First consultation of union 
websites by shareholders, suppliers or customers 
may then prove prejudicial for a company. All the 
more as public opinion is increasingly aware of 
contradictory information, in particular through 
campaigns denouncing the social responsibility 
of the company (subcontracting in countries us-

ITC/”object
How is ICT used?

ICT/ “subject”
How does ICT transform?

Direct impacts on unions Use of ICT by unions Modification of the internal functioning of trade unions

Indirect impacts on unions Use of  ICT by employees and employers Evolution in work: evolution in employee behavior

Table 1. An analysis grid based on Giddens’s structuration theory (1987)
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ing child labor…). As a French unionist pointed 
out: “By typing Colgate on a search engine, any 
internet surfer will fall on our site (…). This does 
not only give us huge visibility, but also additional 
nuisance power (Dubosc, 2001, p. 37). Bietry notes 
that the number of connections to alternative sites 
tends to progressively supplant the unionization 
rate criteria when assessing the balance of power. 
Jurisprudence seems to be developing in that direc-
tion. In the name of freedom of expression, it has 
justified the use by dissident sites of the same key 
words as those used on institutional sites. The web 
surfer can thus have a global vision of the lines 
taken at a given moment. However, apart from 
barely tolerable practices which go as far as to 
use customer distribution lists to send messages 
of protest, the trend is to leave aggressive action 
to other pressure groups (third worldists…) and to 
remain at the level of contradictory information. 
But it is still all about the balance of power!

ICT as a New Means of Putting 
“Pressure” on Companies

Merck and his co-authors (2002) list 3 new union 
practices: cyber campaigns aimed at recruiting 
new members, union contact centers, meant to 
manage all the contacts with members or people 
susceptible of joining and “cyber strike pickets” 
used as an information and mobilization vector 
during industrial conflicts.

Cyber campaigns consist in welcoming on a 
website forum any person wishing to ask questions 
on the work environment. Beforehand, an aware-
ness campaign is carried out among members 
who then act as intermediaries in the field. It is 
the type of campaign launched by UNI (Union 
Network International) in the call centre sector. 
In parallel, a few union contact centers (centers 
managing telephone or Internet contacts with 
members or people seeking information) have been 
started up (for instance: the Digital fagforening.
org in Norway…).

The role of cyber strike pickets is to inform 
all at once the stakeholders, the media, and public 
opinion. They come in several different forms. 
Most of the time, specific websites (either autono-
mous or hosted by federating organizations) are 
created on a one off basis for the duration of the 
conflict. It is a matter of transmitting concrete and 
factual real time information to the strikers, but 
also to inform other employees, to collect expres-
sions of solidarity, and keep the media informed 
of the progress of the conflict and more generally 
alert public opinion. For instance, the use of ICT 
among all these targets characterized the Boeing 
conflict in the US and the Calgary Herald Journal 
conflict in Canada at the beginning of 2000 (see 
other examples given by Freeman, 2005). The 
increased mobilization power of union members 
also comes from their growing ability to manage 
information. For example the majority union at 
Delta Airlines created its own databases, which 
regroup the individual characteristics of each 
member pilot, his schedule and geographical 
location. The 10,000 flight crewmembers can 
thus be mobilized very quickly in real time and 
at a minimum cost. Staging fast union action and 
coordinating it on a large scale has thus become 
possible (Bietry, 2002). These fast and large-scale 
actions can also help raise funds in the event of 
strikes. It was the case for AFL-CIO in the United 
States which in 2004 already regrouped 28 national 
unions, 88 geographically defined State Federa-
tions and City Labor Councils and more than 400 
local unions and other union organizations. With 
its members e-mail addresses, AFL-CIO has an 
Internet diffusion list of more than 2 million e-
activists called « Working Families Network » 
(Freeman, 2005, p. 11).  This enabled them to raise 
$350, 000 during the Safeway strike in California 
in 2003 with 2 waves of e-mails sent to 400,000 
union members. 

Other examples can also be considered as be-
longing to the cyber-picket category; employees 
broadcast pictures of union action on the Intra-
net, or use it to send specific e-mails inviting the 
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employees of a company to lobby the CEO by 
sending him an e-mail. In this same category, 
one may also note the use of solidarity messages 
ready to send with a simple “clic”. All one needs 
to do is “clic on a link and add one’s signature”. 
This practice enables unions to trigger fast and 
almost instantaneous reactions to events.

ICT and more particularly information systems 
are also resources that can be taken hostage dur-
ing conflicts. For example, in France, in Febru-
ary 1999, ELF engineers blocked the company’s 
information systems thus completely paralyzing 
the company’s production (Jaubert, 2000). In 
addition to this action, a special website “ELF 
putting up resistance” was designed and hosted 
by employees on strike, both to drain up all the 
claims of the employees from all the different 
sites of the group, and to relay the context and 
history of the movement, the follow up to actions 
and negotiations, to the outside world.

Generally speaking, the e-conflict is not very 
costly for well-organized unions whereas it can 
be very prejudicial for the company (Labbe and 
Landier, 2001). There are few legal provisions 
that can be mobilized to counter such actions. 
The national legal frameworks that regulated 
conflicts between unions and companies, strikes, 
tract distribution, blocking production… have 
become obsolete in the virtual word. 

These evolutions lead to a major shift in the 
balance of power during negotiations. 

SECONd TYPE OF IMPACt: The 
consequences of the use of 
ICT for employees, unions, 
and employers

The impact of new technologies on work is hardly 
a recent negotiation theme for unions. However, 
the massive introduction of ICT in organizations 
has continued to make it a topical subject. First of 
all, the impact of ICT on employment (redundan-
cies, worker redeployment…) is far from being 

an outmoded problem. For example, in the field 
of human resources, networking human resource 
information and making it accessible on the com-
pany Intranet enables each employee to manage 
himself/herself more and more activities online 
(leave, work time, absences, expense refunding, 
or enrolling in training...). This revolution has 
not been without consequences on employment2. 
In the same way, the social consequences of the 
introduction of enterprise resource planning 
(ERP) and customer relation management (CRM) 
systems are multiple. Indeed, these systems can 
both cut certain jobs, but also enrich others, the 
corollary being more responsibilities and claims 
in terms of employee status, requalifying or sal-
ary increases…

In parallel, the use of ICT by unions on one 
hand, and their use by employees on the other 
hand, appear as two negotiation themes which have 
currently tended to boost the role of unions in a 
context of declining trade unionism everywhere 
in the world over the past 40 years.

The Use of ICT by Trade Unions to 
Communicate with their Members: A 
New Negotiation Theme

Everywhere in the world, unions claim access to 
company modern means of communication in 
the same way as they have a telephone and union 
premises. Nevertheless, in this particular field, 
existing national legal frameworks are largely 
obsolete when it comes to the possibilities offered 
by Intranet and internal electronic bulletin boards. 
Many conflicts have been recounted worldwide 
on that subject, and will progressively lead to an 
evolution of existing rules and the development of 
new ones. For example, the Canadian civil service 
union tried to encourage the 3,000 employees of 
Hydro-Quebec to join through the repeated send-
ing of e-tracts. The management intercepted the 
messages and ended up forbidding them (Merck 
et al., 2002). In France, in the early 2000’s, a 
CGT representative (Confédération Générale du 
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Travail: one of the 5 main French unions) was 
threatened with being dismissed because he had 
sent an e-mail to inform the whole workforce of 
the negotiations over shorter working hours.

As conflicts have developed, current legislation 
has shown its limitations and new jurisprudence 
has developed. For example, the use of Intranet by 
unions conflicts with the French Code du Travail 
(work code) and the US National Labor Relations 
Act3. In general, unions are in principle limited 
to informing employees and handing out tracts 
only at opening and closing hours. What is the 
meaning of such a rule when facing a tool which 
can be used 24 hours a day from anywhere? The 
use of Internet has spread 5 times faster than the 
telephone (Trogrlic, 2001) and thus requires re-
inventing new rules. In France a new legal frame-
work has emerged since 1999, after the unions 
lobbied both the government and the employers4. 
In France, the new legal framework of labor law 
provisions foresees that a company agreement can 
allow union publications and tracts to be made 
available on a union site set up on the company’s 
Intranet. This text does not recognize the right of 
unions, or more generally personnel representa-
tive institutions to use the Intranet. Currently, the 
free diffusion of e-tracts without a framework is 
thus not allowed. However, this text opens the 
possibility, by means of an agreement between 
unions and management, to foresee the sending 
of specific mails or access to a specific Intranet. 
The purpose of this agreement is to lead to a good 
balance between the security and responsibility 
requirements of the employer and union expres-
sion within the company. In particular, it should 
define the conditions of access of unions and the 
technical rules aimed at preserving the freedom 
of choice of the employees to accept or refuse 
the message (a system enabling the employee to 
unsubscribe on request from the list of employee 
representatives…). Thus, in France, it is local 
negotiation on a case by case basis which has 
currently proved the only possible and relevant 
solution to manage efficiently this question of the 

use of Intranet by the unions. However, whereas 
works council sites have been developing and have 
been proving to be more like  market places, Merck 
and his co-authors (2002) notice that companies 
generally appear to be more reticent to host trade 
union sites5.

What can be said about the situation in other 
European countries and in North America? A 
study carried out in the United Kingdom, Canada 
and the United States (Lee, 2004) shows that 
negotiations of local agreements are not very 
frequent nowadays. But a finer analysis of the 
situation shows that in most cases, union members 
communicate by mail without employers having 
defined rules either for or against this practice. 
It all looks as if employers were not aware or did 
not really anticipate the problems likely to arise 
from the free use of the Internet by Unions to 
communicate with employees. It is only when 
conflicts arise that negotiations are initiated. 
For example in April 2004 a local union of 400 
teachers (Providence, Rhode Island) were obliged 
to protest against a measure forbidding them to 
communicate with their members and start ne-
gotiating an agreement with the School Council. 
In Great Britain, the 200 members of the union 
of the Liverpool Department of Work and Pen-
sions office had to go on strike to protest against 
a management decision forbidding unions to use 
e-mails (Lee, 2004).  

“No legal provision compels Management to 
grant unions a cyber-forum. However, attempt-
ing to deny them any connection to the Web to 
better limit the means of expression of counter 
powers is a strategy that is bound to fail” (Bietry, 
2002, p. 145). Indeed, if a company introduces 
too many constraints, even the most recent legal 
provisions cannot prevent unions from creating 
their own websites on the Internet6, outside the 
company Intranet. They can thus free themselves 
from the rules governing employee expression 
in the workplace, and avoid being cut off in the 
case of tensions with the management. It is then 
much more difficult for the company to manage 
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the content and tone of the information released. 
Here we see the appearance of a new challenge 
that will be developed further on in this paper. 
ICT tends to create a new balance of power be-
tween unions and companies that still needs to 
be consolidated.

The ICT use “Charter” or “Code of 
Practice”: A New Field of  
Negotiations for Unions 

Like all technological breakthroughs, ICT is liable 
to bring the best and the worst according to the 
use that is made of it. Abuses are possible as well 
by employees, as by unions or employers. What 
can be done to avoid an employee spending too 
much time surfing on the Net? How can one avoid 
employees “settling scores” directly on the Net7? 
What can be done to avoid management being 
tempted to spy on unions? How many e-tracts 
have been open? Who by? With ICT, everything 
is possible but not everything is allowed8.

Since the year 2000, cyber-surveillance is a 
problem that has been raised by all trade unions 
worldwide. In November 2000, an International 
conference was organized in Brussels to tackle 
the problem of the online rights of workers and 
the surveillance of electronic mail at work. In 
industrialized countries, employer control of the 
use made of ICT by the employees is generally 
authorized. As a counterpart, the employer is 
obliged to inform the employees of the nature of 
this surveillance (the way their e-mails, phone 
calls, their use of internet… are controlled).

French labor law encourages employers 
and unions to negotiate specific agreements on 
cyber-surveillance. Moreover, these agreements 
cover much more ground than just surveillance. 
Indeed, increasing use of ICT, in particular mobile 
phones, laptops and other portable means of com-
munication, also has an impact on working hours 
and the link between private and professional 
life. It is not so much the fact of having nomadic 
workers in the company that is new (there have 

always been salespeople, sales representatives, 
maintenance technicians moving around) as the 
almost permanent link between the employee 
and his organization. These agreements make 
it possible to specify “good practice” in the use 
employees make of the new technologies that are 
made available to them as well as the rights and 
duties of each side: respect of the employee’s home, 
the right to a private life (the right to disconnect: 
phones, computers, e-mails), the different rights 
linked to employee itinerance.

Concerning this last point, the appearance 
of new applications like geolocation tends to 
emphasize this control issue even more9. More-
over, the alliance of   IT and telephony (in call 
centers for example) has made it possible to 
manage and memorize information so as to give 
a precise account of the activity. All the doings 
of the employees can thus be controlled through 
this device (length and number of breaks, hourly 
performance…).

In principle, these agreements contain several 
parts (Merck et al., 2002):

•	 Conditions for employee access to informa-
tion systems, preservation of IS, abiding by 
software protection laws;

•	 Framework for the use of bulletin boards 
and internal forums (traceability and con-
fidentiality of connections10;

•	 Framework for the use of Internet (infor-
mation downloaded from the net, external 
forums (traceability and confidentiality of 
operations carried out…) ;

•	 Framework for the possible creation of 
personal employee sites;

•	 Framework for the use of Intranet by man-
agement and unions….

In France, Trade unions have mixed feeling 
about these charters and existing agreements. 
Indeed some of these agreements just cumulate 
all sorts of prohibitions. Nevertheless, as a whole, 
trade unions encourage dialogue. The CGC (an 
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executives’ union) explains that, chart or agree-
ment, what really matters is to create genuine 
debate around everyone’s rights and obligations. 
That is why it can be considered that in France, 
technologies have injected dynamism into debate, 
concertation and negotiation within companies. 
To a certain extent, this debate has strengthened 
the role of unions in the co-construction of col-
lective work rules.

In the United States, the National Labor 
Relations Act offers minimum protection. The 
law authorizes employers to control phone calls, 
the use of Internet and the exchange of e-mails 
between employees. According to the American 
Management Association, 45% of employers al-
ready exerted this type of control in 2000 (75% of 
large US corporations did so in 2002). The objec-
tive was to avoid and protect themselves against 
excessive, abusive, inappropriate or illegal use of 
the net by employees. Indeed, as Muhl points out, 
employers are not protected from the illicit uses 
their employees can make of the e-mail system of 
the company and access system to the Internet. 
That is why lawyers have increasingly been advis-
ing companies to formalize the rules concerning 
the use of ICT by employees and to inform these 
employees of the company’s workplace monitoring 
policy. These policies must be specifically adapted 
to the company’s type of activity and they must 
specify (Spognardi et Hill Bro, 1998):

•	 What is allowed and what is not,
•	 The scope of monitoring and in particular 

if the monitoring only applies to calls or to 
or to all the files recorded,

•	 The sanctions foreseen…

According to some observers these “codes of 
practice” must be subject to the agreement of the 
unions, and the unions must also play a role in the 
disciplinary procedures that might be conducted 
against employees (Lee, 2003).

The third type of impact: 
consequences of ICT as a 
factor of Modification of 
the internal functioning of 
trade unions

Will ICT make unions more efficient?  An in-
vestigation carried out on the basis of 1997 data 
(Fiorito J. et al., 2002), concluded that ICT mainly 
changed the organization and the way unions 
operated11. Its impact on a certain number of ef-
ficiency criteria remained limited12.

Towards More Transparency and 
Democracy

Beyond the possibilities of communication, 
the new media (and especially Internet) tend to 
change existing internal balances. For example, 
Le Coq and Debons (1997) explain how the use 
of mobile phones between unions and French 
lorry drivers led to a complete reorganization of 
union action during conflicts with lorry drivers. 
Indeed, before mobile phones appeared, the lorry 
drivers themselves thanks to the use of CB radios 
coordinated the action, and the unions were often 
side tracked. The mobile phone enabled them to 
regain their role in the coordination of actions and 
the regulation of conflicts.  A contrario, Green and 
his co-authors (2003a, 2003b) show how Internet 
has changed the balance of power between official 
representatives and field activists by giving power 
back to the rank and file militants (transparency 
of information, capacity to act autonomously..)

The biggest French unions have been aware 
that these changes in internal balances could prove 
sensitive to manage. That is why it was some time 
before they encouraged their members to create a 
Website. In the first place, to a certain extent, the 
confederations feared the autonomy Internet gave 
their members and the loss of their centralized 
regulation power. Moreover, owing to their age 
and profile, union leaders are not naturally new 
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technology oriented. They have also been marked 
by the respect for the hierarchy that characterized 
the industrial “thirty glorious ones”(the thirty 
years of economic expansion that transformed 
France between1945-1975); whereas the younger 
generations have grown up in a network and 
cooperation-oriented culture largely open onto the 
Internet. Trade-Union Organizations also wanted 
to protect themselves from the risks linked to the 
Internet (everything written leaves traces) and 
possible “excesses”. 

However, aware for a few years of the rapid 
expansion of cyber-unionism, unions encouraged 
their members to develop and use their own sites to 
carry out union actions. They offered consultancy 
and training actions (on line symposiums, specific 
CD-ROMs) to support their members in this ap-
proach. At the European level, as early as March 
2002, the European Trade Union Confederation 
launched a “European plan of action for computer 
offers at home” which offered equipment, software 
and internet access….for union members and their 
families at very attractive prices. In 2004, UNI-
Union International Network launched a specific 
call center to help trade unionists improve their 
websites.

ICT thus tends to introduce new forms of 
democracy within union organizations as shown 
by the example of SIF the largest Swedish union 
(Hatchuel, 2004). Thanks to participation and con-
sultation provisions put online on the union’s web-
site, SIF involved its members in general policy 
decisions and in the definition of the services to 
be offered. Thus, in 2004, more than 20,000 mem-
bers expressed their opinion on the negotiation of 
branch or national inter-professional agreements in 
discussion forums on Internet. However, this type 
of change raised a major internal controversy. Like 
all organizations that operate on the principle of 
representative democracy, unions often postulate 
the uniformity and evidence of their members’ 
needs. “In contrast, by accepting the variety of 
individual expectations and by involving their 

members in the definition of their assignments, 
some unions like SIF de facto have explored new 
types of militant collectives” (Hatchuel, 2004, p. 
VIII). In the United States, observers (Geere et 
al., 2003) have also emphasized the introduction 
of different forms of democracy within trade 
union organizations (consulting members before a 
strategic decision, better diffusion and  audience 
for claims by dissident groups which unions are 
going to have to take into account…).

In conclusion, these impacts lead to more 
transparency and influence the balance of in-
ternal power either to more centralization or 
decentralization. This impact is not neutral in the 
context of the 2005 crisis at AFL-CIO especially 
concerning the problem of lack of link between 
the activists and the top of the organization (Col-
lombat, 2005). 

Towards International Co-Operation 
and Coordination

Generally, ICT tends to re-enforce interna-
tional co-operation between union organizations 
worldwide (relevance of analyzing, discussing 
and coordinating actions on certain themes at 
an international level). Thus, new international 
union structures were created. Union Network 
International (UNI) was created in January 2000, 
uniting 900 affiliated unions in one hundred and 
forty countries. It accounts for 15 million members 
almost half of whom are in Europe. Its objec-
tive is to re-enforce the human dimension in an 
increasingly globalized economy. The first UNI 
world congress took place in September 2001 in 
Berlin and its priority was to discuss new forms 
of work (teleworking and call centers), and union-
ization (and in particular the use of Internet as a 
recruitment tool for unions). In December 2004, 
a European trade union forum was organized by 
UNI Europe to tackle the specific problems of 
the new economy workers.
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The fourth type of impact: 
consequences of ICT as a 
vector of the evolution of 
work and employee behavior

All analyses converge to show that ICT has intro-
duced a number of tensions between opportunities 
and threats which go in the direction of a renewal 
of traditional unionism (for example, Diamond 
and Freeman, 2002).

ICT and the Emergence of a New 
Form of Protest and New Union 
Actors Providing an Alternative to 
Traditional Unions

Beyond the opportunities it offers unions, ICT can 
constitute a threat for traditional union organiza-
tions (for example: Chaison 2005). Indeed, they 
favor the emergence of new hybrid virtual union 
actors. The example, which got most media cov-
erage, was that of the UBI soft group, one of the 
world’s largest video game publishers. For lack 
of a union and of an interlocutor in the human 
resources department, a group of 7 employees on 
precarious contracts decided to broadcast their 
discontent on a wide scale. On the 15th December 
1998, the 1,000 employees of the group, whatever 
their location, received a copy of an anonymous 
open letter to the CEO which denounced work-
ing conditions, precarious employment and the 
absence of any personnel representation, which 
was made possible by the company’s network or-
ganization (cluster of companies employing fewer 
than 49 employees), the hiring policy… Ubi-Free, 
the first virtual union was thus born. The press 
picked up the story denouncing the damaging so-
cial effects of the race for innovation in the sector 
as a whole. This experience, illustrates Internet’s 
potential as a means of expression for employees, 
an alternative to traditional unions. Indeed a few 
months after the opening of Ubi-Free, other similar 
sites developed enabling employees to express 

spontaneously discontent and claims without any 
union intervention13. Internet spaces regrouping 
a collection of often negative testimonies by for-
mer employees or current employees who remain 
anonymous have emerged (www.tchooze.com…). 
The Web thus seems in a position to offer a new 
reactive, interactive, fast, anonymous and difficult 
to control platform for protest.

This experience needs to be put back into the 
perspective of the resurgence of autonomous and 
corporatist trends against the global practices of 
traditional federations which are no longer able 
to make specific claims (net economy employ-
ees…) ICT favors the emergence of new forms 
of  direct protest by employees in the absence of 
their traditional unions. It re-enforces forms of 
individual action, to the detriment of union action, 
which is based on representativeness (Merck et 
al., 2002). This context constitutes a threat, or at 
least is felt as such by traditional union organiza-
tions, but also for companies. In contexts of union 
deficiency, it becomes impossible to foresee and 
regulate social unrest (Bietry, 2002). The very 
objective of unionism, which is to offer a credible 
recognized interlocutor having authority on the 
employees, thus, tends to be called into question. 
The possibilities offered by ICT thus emphasize 
the imbalance in the current system of professional 
relations (estrangement from unions….). 

These new hybrid and virtual species of union 
actors have become increasingly legitimate. For 
example, Alliance@IBM14 was created from 2 
groups, which were set up in 1999 in response to 
the unilateral decision of the IBM management 
to change the company retirement system (www.
ibmemployee.com and www.casepensions.com). 
Nowadays, this unified group is considered as a 
full union partner whereas it does not take part 
in management union negotiations (Diamond and 
Freeman, 2002). This website which is composed 
of discussion groups, files offering hypertext links 
to other more specific sites, and information on the 
company itself is very active (number of visitors 
and people having agreed to receive e-mails).
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ICT, Opportunities and Threats 
Introduced by the New Forms of 
Work

Could the new forms of work, induced by NICT, 
in particular company break up, have a negative 
influence on unionization rates? The answers are 
contradictory.

Work no longer requires sharing the same 
geographical unit and time. “People increasingly 
work collectively while increasingly working 
separately”15! Moreover, both mobility of the 
work place and increased autonomy have led to 
the development of teleworking and nomadism. 
These new forms of work do not favor traditional 
union practices because of the distance between 
these employees and the company. Moreover, the 
distance between the employees themselves has 
detrimental effects on solidarity. Indeed profes-
sional communities tend to disintegrate when 
they are not sustained by human contacts. It is not 
only the Net-economy sector which is affected, 
but all companies. Unions speak of “parceling the 
strength of collective protest”(Merck et al., 2002, 
p. 174) and have engaged into in-depth thinking 
about their mission and role in this new work 
configuration.

However, Greene and his co-authors (2003a, 
2003b) show that Internet can have paradoxical 
effects on solidarity. Indeed, the use of ICT tends 
to extinguish traditional proximity solidarities, but 
at the same time it creates the means to develop 
solidarities of interest which transcend physical 
presence, hence, the multiplication of virtual 
communities. That is why, while challenging the 
foundations of traditional union action, the use 
of Internet also constitutes an opportunity for 
union development. Indeed, ICT helps recruit new 
members and reach out to audiences so far inacces-
sible: nomad executives, expatriates, employees on 
temporary posting… who can now keep up with 
company social news, ask questions or request 
the help of union representatives with a simple 
clic, from home, outside working hours. Greene 

and his co-authors (2003a, 2003b) emphasize 
that this new context of use introduces greater 
confidentiality and wider room for maneuver in 
union practices. Some employees, in particular 
executives, do not wish to be seen reading union 
billboards. Nowadays, they can consult union 
sites whenever they wish. ICT and in particular 
the use of Internet have contributed to change 
both unionism as well as the profile of the union 
activist or militant unionist. New populations 
(women working flexi-time, itinerant executives, 
precarious contracts…) can conduct actions and 
participate in union life from a distance. ICT thus 
renews the concept of union involvement rooted in 
the workplace and based on the physical presence 
of workers during normal working hours (meet-
ings…). This traditional form of activism tended 
to exclude atypical workers and was perceived 
as little compatible with the responsibilities of 
some executives. With ICT, a new type of cyber-
unionism and unionists has emerged in addition 
to traditional forms of activism.

Finally, ICT and in particular the Internet en-
able unions to target non-unionists. For example, 
In the UK, the Trades Union Congress developed 
www.worksmart.org.uk, “ to be a one-stop shop 
for everything to do with your working life”, par-
ticularly for non-union workers (basic information 
about workplace problems and worker rights and 
links to other sources of information and advice). 
In the USA, the organization Working America 
provides considerable information to non-union 
workers on line but under a strong union label 
(Freeman, 2005).

ICT and the Development of New 
Services for Members

In the American context, Diamond and Freeman 
(2002) showed that ICT was going to enable unions 
to develop policies which provided services to 
members (on-line connections with national or 
international experts on different subjects, send-
ing letters of information with legislation updates 
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or current experiments on subjects such as work 
security, conditions of work in call centers…) 
these services policies would help introduce and 
increase union presence in sectors where they 
were little represented. For example, The National 
Writers Union helped to create a structured com-
munity of 700 independent writers disseminated 
throughout the country. These services policies 
are predicted to become as developed as collective 
bargaining today for unions. 

The use of Internet has contributed to develop a 
new form of service oriented unionism, but without 
giving up the conflict tool. This dual purpose is 
illustrated by the example of SIF, the largest Swed-
ish union (related by Hatchel, 2004). This union, 
which has 300,000 members, caters for white 
collars (technicians, executives and engineers…) 
of the manufacturing sector and is largely repre-
sented in the new technologies sector. Confronted 
in the 1990s with stagnating membership, this 
union went into a process of in-depth analysis of 
the foundations of union membership. Though 
current expectations were still oriented towards 
defending collective rights (salaries, unemploy-
ment insurance, working conditions…) they were 
increasingly oriented towards taking individual 
needs into account (cyclical crises in certain areas 
of activity, updating competences, and support 
when changing jobs…). This new reality and 
the possibilities offered by ICT helped introduce 
some innovations. As early as 2000, the website 
of the union offered personalized on-line tools for 
career management, in particular a competence 
balance sheet, that each member could establish 
himself. In addition, members had the possibility 
to meet specialized union advisors individually. 
In 2003, competences and career management 
were the most consulted services. However this 
evolution raises questions. One may wonder if, 
by developing services for members, unionism is 
not evolving towards a form of managerial union-
ism that privileges members and experts at the 
expense of militants. However, the SIF case shows 
that there was no estrangement from collective 

bargaining negotiations with the development of 
on-line services.

Limitations, lessons and  
conclusion

The purpose of this communication has been to 
answer two main questions. Is it possible, in spite 
of the differences in local contexts, to identify 
major international trends and convergences 
when one analyses the impact of ICT on unions 
and unionism? And if these major international 
trends do exist, what stakes, opportunities, and 
threats do they conjure up for unions in the in-
dustrialized world?

This exploratory research, first led to the con-
struction of an analysis grid that presents three 
main research interests:

•	 It  made it possible to compare ICT impacts 
on trade unions and unionism in European 
countries and North America in spite of their 
differences of context;

•	 It helped to identify all the different types 
of ICT impacts whether they were direct 
(transformation of the unions themselves, 
transformations in union practices) or 
indirect (consequences for unions of the 
transformations of work and in the behavior 
of employees);

•	 It led to identify the main international trends 
concerning the impacts of ICT on unions 
and unionism in industrialized countries 
(c. f. figure 3);

In a second step, this analysis grid helps to show 
that ICT poses threats but also offers opportunities 
for unions and trade unionism. More precisely, it 
shows that the same factors, for example: i) the 
evolution of work, ii) the use of ICT by employees 
can be both a threat and an opportunity: parceling 
of the strength of collective protest on one hand, 
but providing opportunities for recruiting new 
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types of members on the other; leading to the 
emergence of new forms of protest through an 
Internet alternative to traditional unions, but also 
to new opportunities for expression, communica-
tion, action and lobbying. Finally, this research has 
made it possible to show that ICT impacts create 
tensions today between opportunities and threats. 
In addition, the impact of Internet in communi-
cation, activism or internal democracy depends 
on the culture and the traditions of each union 
organization (Lucio, 2003). It can prove to be an 
opportunity for one organization and a threat for 
another. More than a threat or an opportunity, ICT 
poses several challenges for unions. This research 
has made it possible to identify the 4 main types 
of challenges ICT represents for unions in the 
industrialized world.

•	 Everyday, ICT induces new practices which 
transform work and render legislation and 
usage null and void? In parallel these fast 

transformations can be very different from 
one organization to another. This new 
context could enable unions to regain a 
place and an active role in the negotiation 
of agreements, policies or “codes of prac-
tices” concerning the “good use of ICT in 
the company” (c.f. figure 4).

•	 In parallel, ICT represents an opportunity for 
the unions to develop new forms of expres-
sion, action and pressure which re-enforce 
their power and change the balance of power 
within the unions and the companies (c.f. 
figure 4).

•	 ICT also tends to change the very function-
ing of union organizations, by modifying 
existing balances within these organizations 
(c.f. figure 5).

•	 ICT makes unions more likely to be of 
interest for new employees but also favors 
the emergence of new forms of alternative 
employee expression that bypass unions. It 

Figure 3. Analysis grid of the main international trends of ICT impacts on unions and unionism in in-
dustrialized countries
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is those tensions between opportunities and 
threats that have made traditional unionism 
evolve (c.f. figure 5).

This exploratory research presents many limi-
tations. In particular, it is based on putting into 
perspective threefold documentary research (in 
France, Europe and North America), but does not 
include direct interviews with union organization 
representatives and does not take the union point 
of view into account. Nevertheless beyond these 
limitations, this research contributes to provide 
a comparative analysis grid which could prove 
useful both for union organizations and employers 
but also for future research on the subject. (see 
for example, Michaux, 2009)
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Key terms

Evolution of Industrial Relations: Evolution 
of the relations between the management of an 
industrial enterprise and its employee.

Internal Codes of Practices About the Use 
of Internet in Organizations: The objective 
of employers is to avoid and protect themselves 
against excessive, abusive, inappropriate or illegal 
use of the net by employees. 

Means of Expression, Action, and Pressure: 
The way Internet and ICT becomes means of 
expression (communication), action (defend of 
interests) and a new mean to develop and maintain 
the pressure on employers.

International Coordination Capacity: The 
capacity of Internet and the ICT to allow large 
international multi-stakeholders action. 

Legal Framework Evolution: The way the 
legal framework is evaluating to meet the chal-
lenges pose by ICT for trade-union. 

New Forms of Internal Democracy: Partici-
pation and involvement of trade-union’s members 
in general policy decisions of unionists. 

New Forms of Protest: Resurgence of autono-
mous and corporatist trends against the global 
practices of traditional federations which favours 
the emergence of new forms of direct protest by 
employees in the absence of traditional unions.

New Forms of Work: The way ICT and In-
ternet impacts work.

Trade-Unionism Practices Evolution: The 
way ICT and Internet impacts trade-unionism.

Endnotes

1	 See for example Orlikowsky’s work which is 
based on Giddens’s structuration theory.

2	 For example in the French context, at France 
Télécom (Merck et al., 2002), a written 
request for leave generated on average 3 
photocopies, several phone calls and at least 
2 filings. In a company like France Telecom 
which has 145,000 employees, this activity 
required 250 employees working full time. 
The automation and standardization of 
documents as well as that of transfer and 
validation procedures enabled the company 
to cut within one year 4.8 million written 
leave requests (73 tons of paper) as well 
as most of the employees in charge of this 
administrative task.

3	 The National Labor Relations Board 
(NLRB) is an independent Federal agency 
which administers and enforces the National 
Labor Relations Act, a law governing the 
relationship between unions, employees and 
employers in the private sector.

4	 For example in December 2000, then 
in January 2001 and March 2002, Marc 
Blondel, general secretary of FO wrote to 
Mr Sellières, President of the MEDEF (the 
French employer organisation) to open in-
terprofessional negotiations concerning the 
use of ICTs in companies.

5	 In 2001, only 9% of companies had a union 
site and 15% foresaw to associate person-
nel delegates to the creation of an Intranet 
devoted to human resources (Bietry, 2002). 
At the beginning of 2002, there were only 
30 companies to have negotiated a union 
Intranet agreement.

6	 Some service providers like GlobeNet have 
specialised in hosting this type of union 
Internet site side by side with progressive 
associations and citizen organizations to 
avoid dependence on traditional service 
providers.

7	 Often, only the central union organization 
is authorised to use the Intranet.

8	 Phrase used by the CFDT executives union 
on February 12, 2002 to introduce its press 
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conference concerning their 12 proposals 
on the use of ICT in companies.

9	 For example, geolocation was recently 
assimilated to electronic shadowing in 
France.

10	 Some agreements go as far as to specify 
crossing conditions between the duration 
of use of resources and working hours

11	 Martinez Lucio (2003) showed that ICT 
can have a different influence on unions 
according to their communication strate-
gies (to what purpose does a union mobilize 
Internet? Is it going to use ICT to a political 
purpose?) Their identity (how and how often 
does ICT fit into traditional means of com-

munication?) or even their level of internal 
democracy (how does ICT put up with or 
conflict with decision processes?)

12	 The rate of unionization in the union con-
cerned, the rate of member renewal, that is 
to say the balance between members lost 
and gained and the perception the leaders 
of the concerned unions have of their own 
efficiency

13	 See the examples recounted on the website: 
http:/freewarriors.org

14	 (www.allianceibm.org)
15	 From an expression introduced by Crepeau 

(2001)
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Chapter XXIII
Coordination of Virtual Teams: 

From Trust to Control

Isabelle Parot
Magellan Research Center, France

Introduction

Nowadays, globalization and internationalization 
are strengthened by the development of the ICT (in-
formation and communication technologies). To 
face the competitions on markets, on suppliers and 
on customers, more and more companies choose 
to bet on the cooperation and\or on the network. 
Organizations thus extend beyond the organiza-
tional borders: and the control of those borders 
becomes crucial. How is made the coordination 
between partners? How takes place the coordina-

tion outside the organizational borders? And how 
is made coordination for remote teams?

Since the initial work of Daft and Lewin (1993), 
evolution of organisation has been taking more 
and more space in the management literature. 
Globalisation and internationalisation, together 
with the development of information and com-
munication technology, are boosting the size of 
markets, the numbers of customers and suppliers, 
and meanwhile the number of competitors. This 
forces companies to become more flexible, reac-
tive and innovative. 

Abstract

In this communication, the author attempts to answer the question of coordination in virtual teams (or 
remote teams). Virtual teams can result from economic choices but they can also be a choice in terms of 
available resources and need of very specific skills. The coordination is thus intra-organizational. How 
this coordination takes place? Firstly, this chapter will describe conceptually the process of coordination 
in situations of remote work, and more precisely, in the case of an intra-organizational coordination in 
virtual teams. The authors will discuss the debate wither it is trust or control that is needed for the co-
ordination for virtual teams.  Secondly, they are going to present empirical findings about virtual teams’ 
coordination, in high technological firms. Lastly, they are going to illustrate how a number of economic, 
organizational and cultural factors can impact the coordination process in those virtual teams.
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Coordination of Virtual Teams

To cope with this environment, organisations 
have developed and implemented many differ-
ent managerial and organizational approaches. 
We have chosen to focus on the introduction of 
virtual teams. 

Regarding the lack of precision around the 
concept of virtual teams, we will begin by giving 
a clear definition of what is called virtual team 
in this paper. On one hand, a lot of situation can 
be hidden behind this term (telecommuting, call 
centers, e-learning…) ; on the other hand, some 
comparable situation are described with other 
terms like remote team, distributed work, global 
teams…. 

A virtual team is first defined as a team – that 
implies a small group of people working together in 
order to attain the same objectives for which they 
are collectively accountable (Duarte and Snyder, 
1999; Hackman, 1990; Katzenbach and Smith, 
1993; Mohrman et al., 1995; Snow et al.,1999; 
Stewart et al., 1999; Sundstrom, 1990). This 
team is specific because it uses information and 
communication technologies to function outside 
the usual spatial, temporal and organisational 
boundaries (Duarte and Snyder, 1999; Lipnack 
and Stamps, 1997, 1999; Snow et al., 1999).

This paper attempts to conceptually describe 
and theorize the diverse states and evolvements 
of virtual teams’ processes. It includes a discus-
sion of the concepts and provides a definition of 
virtual teams.

In this paper, based on empirical evidence, 
we attempt to illustrate some specificity of the 
coordination process in virtual teams.

The first section based on management litera-
ture highlight the interest of new organisational 
forms and more specifically of virtual teams. The 
second section will draw the attention on sensitive 
issues of virtual teams such as the coordination 
process within those teams. The empirical evi-
dence presented in the third part comes from a field 
study in international companies. The study has 
been conducted as a case study about established 
virtual teams between different countries.

Finally theoretical and managerial implica-
tions are discussed, ending with possible future 
research questions.

Evolution of organizations

Since the initial work of Daft and Lewin, the ques-
tion of “new” organizational forms has became 
a new trend for management literature (Daft and 
Lewin, 1993). Daft and Lewin give several types 
of example of new organizational forms such as 
virtual corporation, cluster organisation, learning 
organisation and network organisation.

New Organization Forms 

Since ten years some others new forms have ap-
peared and some old forms have changed a lot. 
Speaking of new organizational forms, we can 
add communities of practices, remote work, col-
laborative work, outsourcing and offshoring. It has 
been a long time since the paradigm of hierarchi-
cal organization and bureaucratic structures have 
begun to fall apart and to be called into question 
by today’s environment. A new paradigm deal-
ing with less central control, more flexibility and 
adaptability seems to appear (Apgar, 1998). 

Those news organizations can be characterised 
by “flatter hierarchies, decentralized decision-
making, greater capacity for tolerance for ambigu-
ity, permeable internal and external boundaries 
empowerment of employees, capacity for renewal, 
self-organizing units and self-integrating coordi-
nation mechanism”( Daft and Lewin, 1993). All 
those new forms were made possible by three 
environmental dimensions: the development and 
use of technologies, the increased competition 
and the new strategies of firms such as flexibility, 
adaptability and efficiency (Cooper, 2000).

The development of technologies of informa-
tion and their massive entry in the companies are 
closely linked to the advent of these new forms 
of work. These technologies made it possible 
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for individuals to work, to communicate and to 
cooperate, at any time and from any place. The 
frontiers of organizations are dematerialized 
by the use of technologies. The localization of 
individuals in an office is not any more neces-
sary, since they have all the useful information’s 
in their computers. They have an access to the 
corporate databases; they can communicate with 
the members of the company, the customers or 
any other person. 

Beside of those contextual dimensions, the cre-
ation of new organization forms is also a response 
to the globalisation of business. To cope with this 
highly competitive environment, organisations 
have developed and implemented many different 
managerial and organizational approaches such as 
virtual organization, outsourcing or off shoring. 
New Organizational Forms taken together with 
the explosion of communication technology in 
organizations have built new ways of working 
together, new conceptions of teamwork.

In this paper, we focus on one very special 
new organizational form: the virtual teams. In the 
next part, we will first work on defining this new 
concept; then we will describe those virtual teams 
using a classical method of comparing advantage 
and disadvantage.

Virtual Teams: Beyond Spatial,  
Temporal and Geographical Barriers

The term ‘virtual team’ combines the notions 
of team and of virtuality that is to say of remote 
working. Thus an explanation of these two ele-
ments is appropriate.

The team is a group. Analysis of groups and 
of working groups in particular, has given rise to 
numerous developments since the ‘Hawthorne’ 
studies carried out by Mayo in the 1930s. Based 
on a review of management, sociological and psy-
chological literature, we define a team according 
to four criteria. 

Firstly, a team is composed of several indi-
viduals who represent the group’s frontiers; in 

other words it can be specified who is or is not 
a member of the group, whatever the criteria of 
belonging or exclusion. 

Secondly, those individuals are together in 
order to attain an objective for which they are 
all accountable. And to do so, they need to work 
together, to communicate and to interact. This 
notion of a task to be performed could even be 
said to be the group’s raison d’être, the team ex-
isting primarily to successfully carry the activity 
in question (Duarte and Snyder, 1999; Hackman, 
1990; Katzenbach and Smith, 1993; Snow  and al., 
1999; Stewart and al., 1999; Sundstrom, 1999).

Thirdly, these individuals are interdependent, 
which means that group members depend on each 
other for achieving common goals, whatever these 
goals may be. 

To this end the members combine tangible 
and intangible approaches, while developing 
roles, skills and/or specialist and complementary 
knowledge within the group (Hackman, 1990; 
Snow and al., 1999).

Fourthly and lastly, teams are built in a 
social context. Team are a social construction 
where there is (or should be) cohesion among the 
members, creation of norms end trust among the 
members.

The coming of the new information and 
communication technologies allows for working 
relationships at a distance. Thus the team becomes 
virtual, or remote, when its members can use 
information and communication technology to 
function outside the usual spatial, temporal and 
organisational boundaries (Duarte and Snyder, 
1999; Lipnack and Stamps, 1997, 1999; Snow 
et al., 1999). The members of a virtual team can 
work together while remaining geographically 
separated, or even in different countries, in which 
case they make up a global virtual team.  

To summarize the characteristics of virtual 
teams we can use three dimensions.

The geographic (spatial) dispersion of the 
members means that people can be located in 
different site, different countries, and different 
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continent and still work together. Depending on 
the type of distance, the virtual team will used 
different type of technologies to communicate.

The organizational dispersion refers to the 
belonging of the team’s member. Do they work in 
the same company or not. This dimension deals 
with cultural issues, management practices that 
can be different between organizations.

Temporal dispersion refers to the possibility 
of asynchronous work in the team. This can be 
seen has an advantage, as time difference can 
enable a worldwide team to work continuously 
24 hours a day. It can also be a disadvantage has 
time difference can implies delay.

Having defined virtual teams, we can now 
proceed to an examination of their advantages 
and disadvantages.

The Two Sides of Virtual Teams

The Promises of the Virtual Teams 

With the requirements of an increasingly com-
petitive context, companies need to be closer to 
the resources, the markets and the customers, 
and to be more reactive. For that, they multiply 
globalisation and delocalization movements of 
certain activities. 

For some authors, the settled up of Virtual 
Team should be a new mean to answer these new 
constraints of speed, flexibility and satisfaction 
of the customers, imposed by the economic envi-
ronment (Cascio, 2000; Powell, 2004). The other 
watchword of the organizations is the importance 
of flexibility by setting up organizations with 
decrease hierarchical levels in order to acceler-
ate the decision-makings. In the same spirit, by 
giving more “flexibility” to the organizations, 
the virtual teams would offer faster and more 
effective answers (Dumoulin, 2000). 

Current technologies of communication sup-
port the exchanges and the cooperation between 

the various sites of a company. They also facilitate 
the recourse to foreign consultants or experts in 
a way much simpler (and less expensive), since 
that it is not necessary to make the person come 
(Cascio, 2000). The virtual teams can thus be 
made up with the best specialists.

Virtual Teams: The Other Side of the 
Coin 

As any change the apparition of Virtual Team 
disturbs the traditional operation of the companies 
and can involve certain difficulties. 

The principal observations made on this sub-
ject concern the managers of these teams. Their 
dissatisfaction lies in the fact that they have the 
impression to lose the direct control which they 
had on their subordinate. It is not obvious to be 
in an office where there is none of the people you 
manage (Dumoulin, 2000). 

Then, authors agree to say that one of the great-
est difficulties of Virtual Teams is the question 
of the social bond. The members of the team are 
dispersed in the world, and the majority of their 
contact is done via means of communication 
electronic. This mediated communication, often 
indirect, is proceed mainly in English. Under these 
conditions, it is difficult to establish relations or 
more personal bonds within the team. 

A last problem posed by the Virtual Teams is 
the demonstration of some technophobia on behalf 
of individuals (Townsend and al, 1998). All the 
communications are done by telephone or Inter-
net. These media of communication remove all 
the abstract part of the relations. The people can 
thus feel a fear with respect to these new means 
of communication. Moreover, all new running of 
the literature treats harmful consequences of the 
development of the use of these technologies under 
name “techno stress” (Lasfargues, 2000).
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The importance of  
coordination 

The Everlasting Issue of Coordination

At the time of the digital technology, where the 
ICT penetrated durably and profoundly the man-
agement of the company, the traditional relations 
with time and space are questioned (Kalika, 2002). 
The relation with time is modified as far as ICT 
allow new relations, either asynchronous (E-mail, 
collaborative work) or synchronous (integrated 
platforms, video conferences). The relation with 
space is renewed by the speed of data transmis-
sion (text, sound, and image) which updates the 
geographical barriers.

The coordination in and between companies 
also comes true thus in new conditions. The teams, 
dispersed in time and space, do not belong any 
more to the same legal entities. The development 
of virtual teams asks the question of coordina-
tion in a crucial way (Issac, 2002). How from 
then can one make sure of the realization of the 
tasks? How to check the progress of a project, a 
task? How make work a set of the persons who 
communicate only by e-mail, intranet, groupware 
and video conference?

At the question of coordination is added the 
question of control. Actually, in the organizations 
which use ICT either internally or for remote work 
and/or collaborative work, the issue of control 
changes sensibly. Tasks such as the collect and the 
consolidation of the data are no longer necessary 
since ICT enables to record, to store and to find 
very easily informations.

It means that middle management will play 
more and more administrator’s role of the knowl-
edge to the detriment of controller’s role (Kalika, 
2002).

To look at the mode of coordination of a team 
thus means identifying what are the mechanisms 
used. Numerous works bent over the question 
of the coordination in organizations. The clas-
sification establishes by Mintzberg the various 

modes of coordination is very often resumed in 
the literature (Mintzberg, 1989).

Mechanisms for coordination are discussed by 
March and Simon (1958) and Mintzberg (1983, 
1998). The first two researchers identify three 
activities that are necessary in order to perform 
coordination: coordination through standardisa-
tion, coordination through planning, and coordina-
tion through feedback. The latter researcher also 
identifies a set of coordination mechanisms, partly 
based on March and Simon’s (1958) work, mutual 
adjustment (1), direct supervision (2), standardisa-
tion of skills and norms (3), work processes (4), 
and results (5).(Mintzberg, 1983, 1998). 

The six coordination mechanisms are:

•	 Mutual adjustment: Coordination of work 
is made possible by a process of informal 
communication between people conducting 
interdependent work.

•	 Direct supervision: Coordination is 
achieved by one individual taking respon-
sibility for the work of others.

•	 Standardization of work processes: Co-
ordination is made possible by specifying 
the work content in rules or routines to be 
followed. Coordination occurs before the 
activity is undertaken. Mintzberg adopted 
Taylorism: procedures are usually specified 
by work-study analysis.

•	 Standardization of output: Coordination 
is obtained by the communication and 
clarification of expected results. The indi-
vidual actions required to obtain a goal are 
not prescribed. This goal setting method is 
closely related to Drucker’s Management 
by Objectives.

•	 Standardization of skills and knowledge: 
Coordination is reached through specified 
and standardised training and education. 
People are trained to know what to expect 
of each other and coordinate in almost au-
tomatic fashion.
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•	 Standardisation of norms: Norms are 
standardized, socialization is used to es-
tablish common values and beliefs in order 
for people work toward common expecta-
tions. Mintzberg added this cultural based 
mechanism at a later stage.

Nizet and Pichault synthesize those coordina-
tion mechanisms into three categories. The first 
mechanism of coordination passes by means of the 
interpersonal relations, implying an intensifica-
tion of the side links between the members. The 
second corresponds to a work of formalization 
by which the experts are engaged in the planning 
of the activities and in the controls of the perfor-
mances. The last one passes by the constitution 
of appropriate mental representations. (Nizet and 
Pichault, 2001)

What About Coordination in Virtual 
Teams? 

Virtual Teams: Informal Coordination 
Based on Trust or… 

The institution of the trust is a major element for 
virtual teams, as for any team. In the constitution 
of virtual team, (generally), the members do not 
know each other because they have never had the 
occasion to work together. The first moments in 
a virtual team are marked by a feeling of uncer-
tainty towards the other members of the team. It 
will be necessary to wait for the first actions, or 
for the first results, to be able to judge the work 
of a person.

To create a real team, it is necessary that 
relations are based on trust. Trust can only be 
established only on the proof of the skill of the 
others and their integrity. With time this trust will 
be strengthened by the recognition that the others 
are right and reliable (Platt, on 1999).  

For Handy (2000), the trust is a fragile element, 
which builds itself in time by means of meeting and 
of exchanges, which is indispensable for the good 

functioning of a remote team. «How manage a 
team that you don’t see? By relying on them. “ 

When we approach the notion of trust in teams, 
we can be interested in three dimensions of the 
trust (Lipnack and Stamps, on 1997, p. 226). First 
of all, we can distinguish the trust in the persons 
and in their skills. If this trust is not present be-
tween the members of the team, we cannot rest 
on them or on the results of their work. But, so 
that this trust is established, the persons have to 
demonstrate their skill in time. It sets more time 
in the remote teams than in the mode in encounter. 
The second way of creating some trust), it is by 
implying the persons in an objective unified with 
results and shared rewards. It is trust in the objec-
tives. Finally, the trust in the links or the relations 
is the most difficult to create. The persons have 
to trust in the information which they receive and 
in the channels of communication.

The notion of trust and the mechanism of pro-
duction of this trust in the remote teams aroused 
the interest of certain number of researcher. The 
works mentioned above demonstrate the impor-
tance of reliable relations in virtual teams, because 
the “classical” conditions to build and maintain 
trust such as meetings or verbal exchanges are 
not meet with those teams. New ways of building 
trust should be found in virtual teams. Still trust 
is not the only way to coordinate people; control 
is also an important issue as we will see.

…Formal Coordination Based on  
Control?

According to the literature (Galbraith, 1993; 
Mohrman, 1999; Sundstrom, 1999), team-based 
organisations are characterised by, among other 
things, flexibility, reactivity, creativity and ef-
ficient decision-making. This means they are 
especially well suited to the current environment. 
Thus teams are a source of control: an improved 
allocation of decision making allows the organi-
sation to achieve its goals in terms of survival, 
competitiveness, profitability and so on…
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However, the literature also indicates that 
setting up this organisational system involves 
problems and uncertainty. Even if, as the literature 
claims, virtual teams represent an organisational 
means of coping with the new environment, the 
organisations concerned – like all organisations 
– are still faced with the problem of control. How 
can they make sure that their teams and team 
members are implementing decisions and actions 
consistent with the organisation’s aims?

Merchant (1997) offers three explanations for 
this problem of individuals control. The first has 
to do with a lack of direction regarding what is 
expected of employees: if they are under informed 
or badly informed of the goals to be achieved and/
or the task in hand, individuals are unlikely to come 
up with the expected decisions and behaviours. 
The second explanation relates to motivational 
problems arising out of divergences of interests 
between individuals and the organisation. Lastly 
there is the question of personal limitations, when 
individuals lack the knowledge, skills, experi-
ence and so on needed for correct performance 
of the task. 

These problems of control are common to all 
organisations and also arise in respect of virtual 
teams. However, some aspects of them are specific 
to virtual teams. The question arises, for example, 
of whether the marked degree of autonomy enjoyed 
by the teams is not a source of ambiguity in terms 
of goals and/or of the way they function. Similarly 
this autonomy can reinforce problems of interest 
divergence and, by extension, of motivation in 
Merchant’s sense.

This can be true of the team, which may be a 
homogeneous group whose interests are in conflict 
with those of the company, and of individual team 
members: free rider problems are more acute in 
the case of a group whose members are widely 
separated. Lastly, personal limitations can be a 
specific contributing factor within virtual teams, 
if they touch on the ability to work within a group, 
the capacity for remote working, knowledge of in-
formation and communication technology, etc.

Thus numerous difficulties appear at both the 
organisational and behavioural levels, and these 
require the implementation of a control system.

A host of articles and books written by 
academics and professionals about team and or-
ganisation management outline the prerequisites 
for success. It emerges from this literature that 
team performance depends on support from the 
organisation in the form of various appropriate 
mechanisms. In the view of many authors (Duarte 
and Snyder, 1999; Lipnack and Stamps, 1997; 
Mohrman et al., 1995; Sundstrom, 1999) effec-
tive teams meet the following conditions: clear, 
shared objectives complemented by an evaluation 
and feedback system allowing them to monitor 
their own performance; group rewards and skill 
based instead of job-based rewards; appropriate 
resources in terms of equipment and information 
and communication systems, as well as of backup 
from the organisation; and systems of team mem-
ber selection and training that enhance skills and 
confidence. Lastly, all these preconditions should 
fit with each other and with the environment.

If we define control as “the process by which 
managers influence other members of the organi-
sation to implement the organisation’s strategies” 
(Anthony and Govindarajan, 1998), these prereq-
uisites for success constitute a control system. 
Here it is the organisation that designs, sets up and 
applies the systems of control deemed appropri-
ate. This is the approach we shall examine in this 
paper: control is made up of the set of elements 
the organisation establishes or on which it acts 
to ensure success and obtain the desired level of 
performance.

Research design and method 

Method

Desanctis and Monge mentioned in 1999 « given 
the burgeoning interest in this emerging phenom-
enon, it is surprising that very little empirical 
research exists on virtual organization ». 
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Few years later this statement is still true. Very 
few empirical studies are done on the question of 
virtual team and when they are the sample are 
most of the time students, and even fewer are 
done in an organizational context.

To try to fulfil the gap between the academic 
interest and the lack of field knowledge, we decide 
to build an explanatory research on the processes 
of virtual teams.

Data Collection

Our data were collected by using a multi-case 
study. We were involved in three cases in three 
organizations in the high technology sector. For 
each case, two teams were studied in the orga-
nization. Our first case, Computer, was support 
service teams characterized by a recent shift to 
virtual team with Asian area. The second case 
involved virtual project teams, while the third 
case considered more functional teams between 
France and Germany. 

For each case study, data were collected 
through a period of one year primarily through 
one or two periods of intensive fieldwork lasting 
one or two weeks. For the case Computer, the 
fieldwork lasted from March to July 2003; for 
the case Electronic from March to June 2005; 
and for the case Aero it was during May and 
October 2005.

We were using two distinct means of data 
collection: 

1.	 Field observations. Throughout the dura-
tion of the study, we spent some time in the 
office landscape of each unit observing the 
atmosphere and culture. We also participated 
to coffee breaks and lunches. 

2.	 Semi-structured interviews. Eventually, 
we performed totally over 50 interviews, 
lasting from one to two hours. The unit 
members were selected through a process 
where we aspired to a diverse sample in terms 
of hierarchical position type of function and 
localization of the members. For each virtual 

team studied, the manager was interviewed 
as several members of the team located in the 
French sites. We also did some interviews 
by phone for the team members located in 
other countries. 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed. 
In accordance with good research ethic, the data 
were treated confidentially and made anony-
mous. 

We couldn’t use formal documents from the 
organization, since nothing existed on the sub-
ject of virtual teams. Those teams were initiated 
according to need from the organization (from 
reorganization globalization strategies) but they 
were neither communication inside the companies 
nor any training.

Data Analysis

All of the qualitative data are being analyzed using 
theme analysis, scanning the material for dominant 
themes such as communication, coordination and 
cooperation processes inside the virtual teams. 
Then, both differences and similarities are identi-
fied in the themes between the different cases. In 
this paper, I will not present all the findings but I 
want to focus the presentation on certain aspects 
underlining the changes in the communication 
process in those teams and their impact on the 
performance of the virtual teams. 

Presentation of the Case Studies

Case A: Computer

In this company, virtual teams are more and more 
present since ten years. Firstly used for project, 
virtual teams are now becoming a regular way 
of working in this organization. They are mainly 
used to smooth reorganisation and to support new 
site of the company.

Computer 1 is a computer support team witch 
members are spread across France, Belgium and 
United Kingdom. More recently this team has to 
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take in charge clients from the Asia area. This 
team is characterised by having a lot of “ancient” 
people used to work in a certain way with some 
technology. The shift to virtual team and to hav-
ing all the communication in English with their 
counterparts in others countries is really hard.

Computer 2 is a virtual team characterized by 
the fact that all the members are located in France 
but on different sites of the company, and by the 
fact that all the members knows each other from 
a previous team experience.

Case B: Electronic

In this company, virtual teams are very recent, 
since the first one settled up were the one we have 
studied. Virtual teams are mainly used to build 
international projects with the Asian site.

Electronic 1 and Electronic 2 have a lot of simi-
larities in their profile. They are both international 
project team across Europe and Asia.

Facing the difficulties of 
building a virtual team

In the various examples met, the mechanism of 
coordination is mainly done by the manager or 
the project leader. This coordination is carried out 
during the weekly meetings or during the phone 

points that the managers made with their teams. 
All the follow-up of the team and the coordina-
tion thus proceed remotely. This is coordination 
by direct supervision taking another form that 
the historical design of Taylor of the foreman, 
owing to the fact that this function of supervi-
sion is carried out remotely. This coordination 
thus does not go through a visual monitoring and 
an adjustment of the actions of each one by the 
manager but more by a prescribed coordination 
by rules and objectives.

In all the virtual teams studied, the coordina-
tion passes by more formalization: often weekly 
meetings and regular calls of the manager. This 
coordination is exerted by a line authority - in the 
teams met, the manager - who “fixes temporal 
rules and executives”. The systems of regular 
meetings founded in each team are not used for 
nothing else then to give a progress report on the 
advance of each one and to lay down new short-
term objectives. 

Coordination in these teams is thus a mixture 
between direct supervision and coordination 
by the results within the meaning of Mintzberg 
(1989). The mutual adjustment is reduced, insofar 
as remotely the people cannot follow the advance 
and the actions of all the other members. The only 
case of direct coordination between the individuals 
is that of the data-processing team of maintenance 
of Computer 1. According to the number of calls 

Table 1. Presentation of the case studies

Computer Electronic

Activity Team Computer 1:

Computer support

Team Computer 2:

Reporting

Team Electronic 1:

International 
project team

Team Electronic 2:

International 
project team

Number of  
|interviews 8 5 9 10

Origin of the team Reorganisation Reorganisation Project Project

Countries France Germany 
Belgium 
Asia

Paris 
Grenoble

France 
UK  
Tunisia
Asia

France 
 UK  
Turkey
Tunisia
Asia
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or specificity of the calls, the people must arrange 
themselves between them. This coordination “is 
accompanied” by a data-processing tool which 
indicates the order of the calls to be taken and their 
urgency. This coordination is accompanied by an 
organisational reinforcement of the rules to ensure 
itself of the correct operation of the team. 

As we saw in the presentation of the team 
Computer 1, this prescribed coordination is quite 
illustrated for the introduction of the obligation 
to take international calls in the individual ob-
jectives.

CONCLUSION

In the case of the virtual teams, that is in front 
of an uncertain context, the coordination raises 
more problems because she cannot use the same 
mechanisms as in situations of management in 
encounter. Our results show that in this context 
of distance, the coordination passes by more 
formalization, more control. The processes of 
coordination established in the studied virtual 
teams are formalized around the weekly meet-

ings and the individual objectives. Furthermore, 
the role of the project managers is essential in 
coordination, because it is them who manage 
it from day to day. In fact, the managers of the 
teams have essentially coordinator’s role. It is 
no more direct supervision but it is a permanent 
supervision. The theoretical recommendations 
on the roles of the managers do not show this 
coordinator’s very time-consuming role. As a 
result, this result raises questions as for the roles 
of animation and mediator of the communication 
of these project managers. It is certainly thanks 
to this strict and formalized system, and to the 
past by the managers in their coordinator’s role, 
that through our six examples of virtual teams, 
the question of the coordination does not seem 
to rise of particular problems.

Contrary to the vision “libertarian” of the 
virtual teams, and to the promises of autonomy 
and management personalized by its working 
time, the virtual teams require a rigorous coor-
dination. In front of a context made uncertain 
by the distribution of the members of the team, 
the coordination can either be made by betting 
on the interpersonal relations or by betting on a 
greater formalization.

Computer 1 Computer 2 Electronic 1 Electronic 2

Annual objectives 

Phone conference 

Manager coordi-
nates by telephone 
at first

Coordination by 
the IT tool

Physical start-up 
meeting

Phone conference 

Manager coordi-
nates by telephone 

Monthly meeting 
by phone

Physical start-up 
meeting

Phone conference 

Weekly meeting by 
phone

Physical start-up 
meeting

Phone conference 

Weekly meeting by 
phone

(Remote) direct 
supervision 

Coordination by 
the results

Coordination ex 
ante 

(Remote) direct 
supervision 

Coordination by 
the results

(Remote) direct 
supervision 

Coordination by 
the results

(Remote) direct 
supervision 

Coordination by 
the results

Table 2. Coordination mechanisms in virtual teams
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However, our work presents certain limits as 
it is here important to remind. On one hand, there 
is a limit of methodological order because of the 
restricted size of our sample. On the other hand, it 
would be interesting to lead a longitudinal study 
to observe how the mechanism of coordination 
evolves in the time in both studied contexts Our 
first results underline that the formalization can 
understand as a first stage in the construction of 
these working collectives (inter or intra-organiza-
tional). In time, the creation of stronger interper-
sonal relations the modalities of the coordination 
can evolve towards more autonomy.

This research is only at his beginning, so is 
the fields of virtual team research.

We can mention several limits about the meth-
odology used, and especially the limited number 
of companies met. We will continue this research 
in a broader sample of companies in order to 
generalize those first results.
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Key Terms

Control: Management process in which the 
(1) actual performance is compared with planned 
performance, (2) difference between the two is 
measured, (3) causes contributing to the difference 
are identified, and (4) corrective action is taken 
to eliminate or minimize the difference.
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Coordination: Synchronization and integra-
tion of activities, responsibilities, and command 
and control structures to ensure that the resources 
are used most efficiently in pursuit of the speci-
fied objectives. 

Trust: Reliance on another’s words, integrity 
or discretion in a relationship.

Virtual Team: A virtual team is a team whose 
members are interacting primarily through elec-
tronic communications. Members of a virtual 
teal may be within the same building or across 
continents.
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introduction

In this chapter we present a revision of the in-
formation overload concept (Eppler and Mengis, 
2004) based on the extensive empirical findings. 

The main elements of our approach are literature 
synopsis and analysis, qualitative semi-structured 
interviews, and discussion. Our review of the In-
formation Overload concept is multidisciplinary 
as we identify similarities and differences among 

Abstract

In this chapter the authors present a revision of the information overload concept elaborated by Eppler 
and Mengis (2004). The main elements of our approach are literature synopsis and analysis, qualitative 
semi-structured interviews, and discussion. Their review of the information overload concept is mul-
tidisciplinary as we identify similarities and differences among the various management perspectives 
and refine it with the empirical findings. They hope that by doing so, we can identify synergies between 
the theoretical conceptualization (Epper and Mengis, 2004), and real-life settings. They present results 
in a highly compressed, visualized format that allows for a more concise representation of the subject 
domain, easy comparisons, and hopefully – reduction of information overload. The empirical study was 
done at the Microsoft B.V. (The Netherlands) where Information workers became the most important 
type of workers within an organization.
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the various management perspectives and refine 
it with the empirical findings. We hope that by 
doing so, we can identify synergies between the 
theoretical conceptualization (Epper and Mengis, 
2004), and real-life settings. We present results 
in a highly compressed, visualized format that 
allows for a more concise representation of the 
subject domain, easy comparisons, and hopefully 
– reduction of information overload. 

As an empirical setting we take the real-life 
consultancy world, one of the leaders in knowledge 
intensive economy. The study was done at the Mi-
crosoft B.V. (The Netherlands) that has introduced 
the New World of Work (NWOW) - a vision of 
Microsoft Corp. first articulated by Bill Gates in 
May 2005 (Gates III, 2005) and detailed by Dan 
Rasmus (2005) in the daily life of employees. 
NWOW identifies and examines technological 
trends in the changing world, investigates the chal-
lenges they present for workers, organizations and 
governments in the next ten years and describes 
how investments in technology and practices to 
empower Information workers can lead to better 
outcomes. It thereby argues that Information 
workers are to become the most important type 
of workers within an organization. Therefore, the 
vision mostly focuses on Information workers. 

Our study investigated a part of Microsoft 
B.V., viz. Microsoft Services. Within Microsoft 
Services we focused on one ‘type’ of employees, 
Microsoft Services Consultants, who are in true 
considered as the main information processors. 

The term Information worker is widely used 
in the New World of Work environment, and we 
use it in our research, too. In today’s knowledge 
economy, when knowledge-based capabilities are 
becoming more and more important (Whicker, 
2004), information workers are the ones who 
posses knowledge-based capabilities. The im-
portance of the function of information gather-
ing and processing has already been recognized 
some time ago, by Tushman and Nadler (1978). 
Also, several authors stress the need for managing 
knowledge as a product (Wang, 1998) or even state 

that knowledge capital is of such importance that 
it should be listed on the balance of a company 
(Strassmann, 1999). The knowledge worker sec-
tor has become important to overall productivity, 
because of size and growth (Drury, 1999).

The term knowledge worker has originally 
been introduced by Peter F. Drucker, in 1959, as 
a differentiator between employees that do not 
own the means of production, and those who 
do own their means of production. This latter 
group is the people the knowledge workers; they 
‘produce’ with their brain and ‘sell’ brain-hours 
to the organization. By contrast, manual workers 
typically do not own the factory equipment they 
use to produce their output. This way of identi-
fying knowledge workers is not very clear, and 
as a result various augmenting descriptions of 
knowledge workers exist.  In particular, Knowl-
edge Work has been defined as a profession, as 
a characteristic of individuals, as an individual 
activity and as organizational behavior (see Kel-
loway, 2000, for a discussion of these four ways 
of defining Knowledge Work).

Information Overload as the 
Challenge of Information 
workers

Organizations and individuals working in those 
organizations are exposed to ever increasing 
amounts of data they are required to process 
(Tushman, 1978) due to increased connectivity and 
increased use of IT. Individuals and organizations, 
however have a limited information processing 
capacity. This gives rise to an important challenge: 
coping with Information Overload, i.e. the situa-
tion that the information processing requirements 
exceed the information processing capacities. The 
problem of Information Overload has been noted 
by Davis (2002) and by Drury (1999) as a challenge 
posed by unlimited access computing.
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Information Overload: Theoretical 
Concept 

As early as 1956, Miller introduced the concept 
of the ‘magical number seven’, which describes 
that people are limited in the capacity of informa-
tion they can receive, remember and process in a 
given time (Miller, 1956).  According to Eppler 
and Mengis (2004) later research by Schroder et 
al. in 1967, has introduced a view on Informa-
tion Overload that is generally referred to as the 
inverted U-curve (Eppler and Mengis, 2004), 
which is reproduced in Figure 1.  In this figure it 
is depicted that when information load increases 
decision accuracy will presumably increase, up 
to a certain maximum. From that point on the 
decision accuracy will decrease. Although deci-
sion accuracy is plotted on the vertical axis, it is 
applicable to other situations. This representation 
of information load bears close resemblance with 
the ‘channel capacity’ as introduced by Miller (see 
above). In fact, the inverted U-curve of Informa-
tion Overload is the same as what Miller states, 
except that it goes one step further, as the inverted 
U-curve shows that the decision accuracy, or 
response quality, will decrease after the ‘channel 
capacity’ has been reached. 

Information Overload can be defined in vari-
ous ways. One classic definition is based on the 
information-processing view of organizations as 
proposed by Galbraith and discussed in (Tush-
man, 1978). In this definition the information 
processing capacity of an individual is compared 
to the requirements set for the information pro-
cessing. The following formula then describes 
the situation of Information Overload: γ = ρ > σ 
(Eppler and Mengis, 2004), or, γ = ρ - σ, where 
γ is the Information Overload, ρ represents the 
information processing requirements, i.e. the 
amount of information that has to be processed 
within a certain time period, and σ represents 
the information processing capacities available 
in the time period (Eppler and Mengis, 2004). 
Thus, Information Overload can be viewed as 

the difference between the requirements set for 
information processing and the capacities of infor-
mation processing available. If the requirements 
posed are higher than the capacities available a 
situation of Information Overload will occur. 
In accordance with this definition Schick et al. 
(Schick, 1990) stress time as a ‘critical and scarce 
resource’ (Schick, 1990) regarding the Information 
Overload problem. 

In other studies (for example, Keller, 1987) 
it is proposed that information has ‘at least two 
dimensions, quantity and quality, and these two 
dimensions have opposing influences on decision 
effectiveness’ (Keller, 1987). The quantitative 
dimension of information holds the amount of 
information that has to be processed in a given 
time period, and the available information pro-
cessing capacity in the given time period (Eppler 
and Mengis, 2004). (Keller, 1987) concludes that 
decision effectiveness increases and levels off 
at a certain point as the amount of information 
available increases, while the average quality 
level of the information is kept at the same level. 
The quality dimension of information has been 
explored by others; according to (Eppler and Men-
gis, 2004) by Schneider, 1987, who ‘distinguishes 
various information attributes, such as the level 
of novelty, ambiguity, uncertainty, intensity, or 
complexity. These information characteristics or 
quality attributes can either contribute to overload 
or reduce it’ (Eppler and Mengis, 2004). Related 
to the quality of information is the value of infor-
mation. An interesting model is the value-added 
model of information as proposed by (Simpson, 
1995). This model proposes five groups of elements 
of value in information, named Truth (accuracy, 
validity), Guidance (solution identification, prob-
lem awareness), Scarcity (originality, creativity), 
Accessibility (knowledge of location, ease of ac-
cess) and Weight (relevance, timeliness, medium). 
In a context of business, the most important group 
of elements is Weight, because when an item of 
information has enough weight, this creates a need 
for decisions and actions (Simpson, 1995).
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Looking at the time span of articles about 
Information Overload, it seems that Information 
Overload is not a new phenomenon. Moreover, 
Noyes and Thomas (Noyes, 1995) point out that 
as early as in 1880 a desk was promoted as be-
ing a solution for storage and filing of books and 
papers. This seems to indicate that the challenge 
of Information Overload is not new. But, on the 
other hand, the amount of information available to 
a person has significantly increased in more recent 
years, partly due to advances in telecommunica-
tion, such as Internet and email.  For example, if 
one compares the situation that Peter J. Denning 
describes in his 1982 ACM President’s Letter titled 
‘Electronic Junk’ (Denning, 1982) to the situation 
of a person that is now in the workforce in an 
knowledge worker job, it seems that the informa-
tion coming towards a person, either pushed or 
requested, has increased. Denning describes his 
situation in 1982 as follows: ‘In my own situation, 
which is not unique, I must deal with a constant 
barrage of information. In one day I typically 
receive 5-10 pieces of regular junk mail, 15-25 
regular letters, 5 pieces of campus mail, 5 reports 
or documents, 5-10 incoming phone calls, 10-20 
local electronic messages, and 10-20 external 
electronic messages’ (Denning, 1982). 

What is important is that Information Overload 
is a perception, and thus a feeling of receiving too 
much information. 

Causes of Information Overload

Eppler and Mengis (2004) provide an analysis of 
the causes of Information Overload. The authors 
relate the reasons for Information Overload to 
five constructs, as shown in Figure 1. The five 
constructs are interrelated, and usually Infor-
mation Overload is caused by a mix of the five 
causes (Eppler and Mengis, 2004). The constructs 
influence the information processing require-
ments and the information processing capacities, 
as introduced above. Eppler and Mengis (2004) 
place the organizational design of a company as 

the most important factor influencing Information 
Overload. Changes in organizational structure, 
for example decentralization or centralization can 
lead to greater information processing require-
ments because of the need for more intensive 
communication and coordination (Eppler and 
Mengis, 2004). Various other authors (Schick, 
1990; Tushman, 1978), in contrast, show that 
better coordination through (communication) 
standards, standard procedures, etc, result in lower 
information processing requirements ρ and higher 
information processing capacities.

According to Eppler and Mengis (2004), the 
next important factor is the information itself. 
Here, not only the amount of information is impor-
tant (Jacoby, 1984) argues that when the number 
of information items rises, information load is 
increased), but also the characteristics, such as 
the level of uncertainty, ambiguity, novelty, com-
plexity and intensity (Eppler and Mengis, 2004). 
Simpson and Prusak (Simpson, 1995) add more 
elements of value in information to this, such as ac-
curacy, relevance, timeliness, etc. Also, the authors 
argue that improving the quality, by improving the 
value, of the information can improve a person’s 
information processing capacity. Sparrow (1999) 
indicates that information that is of low quality, 

Figure 1. Causes of information overload 
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not relevant, or ambiguous will result in higher 
load when a person has to deal with the informa-
tion. (Bawden, 1999) states that it ‘is tempting and 
usual to assume that a major contributing factor 
(…) is the TMI effect: too much information’, but 
also the increasing ‘diversity’ of the information 
is a factor. This diversity can occur both in the 
form in which the information is presented, and 
in the nature of the information itself (Bawden, 
1999). Ho (2001) identifies three dimensions of 
information in the context of Information Over-
load, namely quantity (‘too much information’), 
quality (‘low quality of information’) and format 
(‘diverse formats of information’).

The third important element is the person 
working with the information. In various older 
studies it is simply stated that a person’s capacity 
to process information is limited (see for example 
(Jacoby, 1984; Tushman, 1978)). More recent 
studies provide a more detailed analysis of the 
factors limiting a person’s information process-
ing capacity. (Swain, 2000) suggests the level of 
experience of a person is a limiting factor and 
(Owen, 1992) identifies personal skills as a limiting 
factor. Hiltz and Turoff (Hiltz, 1985) suggest that 
the experience a person has with the system that 
provides the information will increase a person’s 
information processing capacity. Individuals 
must learn screening skills, and beginners tend 
to read everything, thus increasing information 
load (Hiltz, 1985). Maes (1994) suggests that in-
dividuals do not change their habit of interaction 
with computers fast enough to keep up with the 
technological developments.

Another important factor is the task that is 
associated with the information, for example the 
processes that need to be followed while mak-
ing use of the information (Eppler and Mengis, 
2004). If the process is complex and not routine, 
the information load will be higher, and the time 
pressure will also increase (Grisé, 2000; Schick, 
1990), thus increasing the information processing 
requirements. Interruptions are also influencing 
the way information is perceived, used and pro-

cessed (Speier, 1997), as they force the individual 
to switch attention between various things. Having 
to do things in parallel can also result in a lower 
information processing capacity (O’Reilly III, 
1980). (Bawden, 1999) indicates that the changing 
nature of work being carried out by individuals 
can also be a reason for an increasing information 
load, as well as the so-called ‘disintermediation’ 
of searching for information; people are more 
and more supposed to find the information they 
need on their own. This seems to agree with 
the trend toward knowledge work visible in the 
modern society (Beardsly, 2006; Johnson, 2005; 
Rasmus, 2005a). 

The last factor Eppler and Mengis (2004) 
indentify is information technology. Examples 
of misuse of e-mail are needless ‘cc-ing’ of 
messages, huge mailing lists, and spamming 
(Bawden, 1999). IT has helped to cope with in-
formation load, but at the same time created (part 
of the) problem (Bawden, 1999; Schultze, 1998). 
For example, e-mail is an asynchronous way of 
communication, thus the need for direct reaction 
is suggested to have a smaller interference with 
normal work (Edmunds, 2000). On the other hand, 
other authors suggest that the instant notification 
of an arrival of a new email message, which has 
been build in into many e-mail systems, results 
in a high number of interruptions (Speier, 1997) 
and create the need for immediate answer to the 
arrived e-mail. Findings from the research of 
Speier et al. (1997) suggest that these features 
should be disabled. Also, Edmunds and Morris 
(Edmunds, 2000) state that a push mechanism 
for selected information increases the amount of 
potential irrelevant information a person has to 
deal with. On the other hand, the same authors 
indicate that using a push mechanism for infor-
mation reduces the time needed to retrieve the 
information. (Schultze, 1998) gives a number of 
technical reasons for Information Overload, viz.: 
the increase in storage capacity, the lowering of 
costs for duplication of information and the in-
creased speed of access to information. Edmunds 
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and Morris add that the usage of various channels 
for the same content is also increasing information 
load (Edmunds, 2000).

All in all, the factors playing a role in the oc-
currence of Information Overload can be divided 
in five categories, namely: person, information, 
task, organization and IT. Typically, the cause of 
Information Overload is a combination of one or 
more factors from one or more categories. We 
summarize the causes of information overload 
in Table 1.

Countermeasures for Information 
Overload

Solutions to problems should in general not only 
attack the effects of the problem, but also try to 
reduce the causes of the problem in order to have 
not only a softening but a real curing effect.

Schick (1990) uses a tree diagram to investi-
gate (mostly organizational) countermeasures to 
reduce the likelihood of Information Overload, 
which is depicted in Figure 2. Although some of 

Table 1. Causes of information overload (Adapted from Eppler and Mengis, 2004)

Personal factors • Limitations in the individual human information-processing capacity

• Decision scope and resulting documentation needs

• Motivation, attitude, satisfaction

• Personal traits (experience, skills, ideology, age)

• Personal situation (time of the day, noise, temperature, amount of sleep)

• Senders screen outgoing information insufficiently

• Users of computer adapt their way of interacting with computers too slowly with respect to the 
technological development

• Social communication barriers break down

• The person:
○ collects the information to show a commitment to rationalism and competence, because they be-

lieve that improves decision-making;
○ receives high amounts of unwanted or unrequested information;
○ uses information to check information they already have;
○ feels a need to justify their decision, and use information to do this;
○ collects information, just in case it may prove useful;
○ wants to play safe and use all information possible;
○ uses information as a currency – not to get left behind.

Information characteristics • Incremental decreases in decision effectiveness due to additional information quantity are greater 
than the incremental increases in decision effectiveness due to additional 

• Uncertainty of information (info needed vs. info available)

• Diversity of information and number of alternatives increase

• Ambiguity of information

• Novelty of information

• Complexity of information

• Intensity of information

• Dimensions of information increase

• Information quality, value, half-life

• Overabundance of irrelevant information

• Information quality

continued on following page
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the countermeasures proposed here are outdated 
and not all countermeasures proposed in the 
literature are visible in the tree, the decomposi-
tion of the options available in an organization 
is very clear.  

Information

Information should be carrying more value than 
it is now and should be delivered in the most 
convenient way and format (Simpson, 1995). Ep-

pler and Mengis (2004) have developed a model 
of the value of information to make the shift of 
focus from quantity to quality in information 
provision clearer. According to Ackoff (1967), the 
information should be ‘visualized, compressed 
and aggregated’, and that, according to Herbig 
and Kramer (1994), ‘signals and testimonials 
are used to minimize the risk associated with 
information’. This last addition seems to call for 
an increase in what (Simpson, 1995) calls the 
validity of information.

Table 1. continued

Task and process parameters • Tasks are less routine

• Complexity of tasks and task interdependencies

• Time pressure

• Task interruptions for complex tasks

• Too many, too detailed standards (in accounting)

• Simultaneous input of information into the process

• Innovations evolve rapidly – shortened life cycle

• Interdisciplinary work

Environment • Too many inputs from the environment

• Inputs follow each other to fast to enable processing

• The quantity of information produced is too high

• Failure to create ‘high quality’ information

Organizational design • Collaborative work

• Centralization (bottlenecks) or disintermediation (information searching is done by end users rather 
than by information professionals)

• Accumulation of information to demonstrate power

• Group heterogeneity

• New Information and communication technologies (e.g. groupware)

• Pursuing a number of tasks simultaneously, resulting in a tendency to ask for more information than 
strictly needed

• Pressure and distraction

Information technology • Push systems

• E-mails

• Intranet, extranet, Internet

• Rise in number of television channels

• Various distribution channels for the same content

• Vast storage capacity of the systems

• Low duplication costs

• Speed of access

• Computers communicate solely by graphical output, straining our visual sense

• Use and misuse of IT
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Individual

At the individual level, several authors propose 
training individuals to ensure a higher informa-
tion literacy of information consumers (Eppler 
and Mengis, 2004; Schick, 1990). According to 
Bawden (2001) companies should give employees 
the right tools so they can improve their time 
management skills. Edmunds (2000) advises to 
supply tooling to employees so they can improve 
their information management skills. 

Organizational Design

Eppler and Mengis (2004) indicate that there are 
authors, such as Bawden, 2001, who see the focus 
on collaborative and interdisciplinary work as a 
cause of Information Overload, instead of as a 
countermeasure, as Galbraith 1974 does. 

Process

Edmunds (2000) suggests a thorough collabo-
ration with information specialists for teams 
throughout the organization. Schick (1990) points 
at the need for a standardization of recurring pro-
cedures, since that will decrease the information 
load associated with thinking about how to do a 
task, because that has already been defined. And 
Grise (2000) proposes using collaborative tools 
for cognitive support, thus helping people to cope 
with the burden of information load.

Information Technology

Information technology should help people with 
prioritization (Schick, 1990) and quality filter-
ing (Edmunds, 2000; Grisé, 2000; Hiltz, 1985) 
of information. (Berghel, 1997; Edmunds, 2000; 

Figure 2. Strategies to reduce the likelihood of Information Overload (Adapted from Schick, 1990)
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Maes, 1994). Also, the quality of information 
could be better evaluated if users could score the 
information by a simple voting system (Denning, 
1982; Hiltz, 1985), something that is already vis-
ible at the support part of websites of for example 
software-companies. Hiltz (1985) considers the 
use of push technologies instead of pull, in order 
to decrease the time needed to retrieve informa-
tion. Other authors have indicated that these 
push mechanisms could interrupt the work of 
an individual and therefore have a negative ef-

fect on the information processing capacity of 
that individual (Speier, 1997). Table 2 lists the 
countermeasures against Information Overload 
as described above.

Research Methods

The foregoing has investigated Information 
Overload as a challenge of Information workers. 
Here we report on a study that was part of a larger 

Table 2. Countermeasures against information overload (Adapted from Eppler and Mengis, 2004)

Personal factors • Improve personal time management skills and techniques

• Training programs to augment information literacy: information-processing skills such as file han-
dling, using email, classification of document, etc.

• Improve personal information management

• Systematic priority setting

• Improve the screening skills for information

Information characteristics • Raise general quality of information (i.e. its usefulness, conciseness) by defining quality standards

• Focus on creating value-added information

• Promulgation of rules for information and communication design (e.g. e-mail etiquette)

• Compress, aggregate, categorize, and structure information

• Visualization, the use of graphs

• Formalization of language

• Brand names for information

• Form must follow function must follow usability

• Simplify functionalities and design of products

• Customization of information

• Intelligent interfaces

• Determine various versions of information with various levels of detail and elaborate additional 
information that serves as summaries

• Organize text with hypertext structures or gophers

• Interlink various information types (as internal with external information)

Task and process parameters • Standardize operating procedures

• Define decision modes developed for specific decision processes (e.g., decision rules)

• Install an exception-reporting system

• Allow more time for task performance

• Schedule uninterrupted blocks of time for completing critical work

• Adequate selection of media for the task

• Handle incoming information at once

• Collaboration with information specialists within the teams

continued on following page
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study, which aimed at investigating the causes 
of three key Information Work challenges in the 
situation of Microsoft Services Consultants and 
to investigate which solutions for these challenges 
can be seen in the situation of Microsoft Services 
Consultants.

Since Consultants are Information workers 
themselves, it was interesting to investigate the 
perceptions of individual Consultants on Informa-
tion Overload. We aimed at giving interviewees 
the ability to express themselves and therefore use 
interviewing as a means of gathering data.

The research population for this study con-
sisted of Microsoft Services Consultants, working 
for Microsoft Services in the Netherlands. The 
total number of Microsoft Services Consultants 
was 80, divided over five organizational groups. 
We took the same size sample out of each of the 
five organizational groups. With a sample size of 
three, the total number of interviews conducted 
was (3x5=) 15. The interviews were performed at a 
rate of two interviews a day, with transcription of 
the interviews on the same day. All interviewees 
were part of Microsoft Services. Interviewees 

Table 2. continued

Task and process  
parameters  
(continued)

• Bring decisions to where information exists when this information is qualitative and ambiguous

• Install process enablers for cognitive support

• Use simpler information-processing strategies

• Regulate the rate of information flow

• Communicate information needs to providers

• Provide incentives that are directly related with decisions in order to make decision relevant infor-
mation be processed more effectively

• Install a measurement system for information quality

Organizational design • Coordination through interlinked units

• Augment into processing capacity through changes in organizational design

• Creation of lateral relationships (integrate roles, create liaisons between roles, teamwork)

• Coordination by goal setting, hierarchy, and rules depending on frequency of exceptions (uncer-
tainty)

• Creation of self-contained tasks (reduced division of labor, authority structures based on output 
categories)→ autonomous groups

• Reduce divergence among people (e.g., with regard to expectations) through socialization (e.g., 
frequent face-to-face interactions) 

• Install appropriate measures of performance

• Create slack resources

Information technology  
application

• Use systems that offer various information organization options (e.g. filing systems)

• Install voting structures to make users evaluate the information

• Prefer push to pull technologies

• Facilitator support through (e-)tools

• Decision support systems should reduce a large set of alternatives to a manageable size

• Use natural language processing systems (search with artificial intelligence)

• Information quality filters

• Intelligent data selectors (intelligent agents)

• Intelligent information management (prioritization) 

• Multimodal interfaces
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were equally divided between the five organiza-
tion groups; three interviewees from every group.  
The working experience ranged from two years 
to 25 years. Most of the interviewees worked at 
Microsoft for several years, although there were 
some interviewees who worked at Microsoft since 
a couple of months, but had previous experience 
in other organizations. The average age of the 
interviewees was 37, which is exactly the aver-
age age at Microsoft Netherlands. The youngest 
of the interviewees was born in 1981 and the 
oldest in 1961.

All interviews were recorded digitally (after 
permission of the interviewee) using Microsoft 
Office OneNote 2007, a tool for making notes. 
This tool allowed not only to record audio, but 
also enabled us to keep notes while recording. 
The notes were linked directly to the moment 
in the audio stream that the notes were taken, 
thus making the audio stream easier to process. 
Interviews have been anonymous, but general 
questions were asked about the interviewee in 
order to make the reporting more useful. In order 
to be able to refer to specific interviews, we chose 
a nickname together with the interviewee.

The selection of interviewees has been done in 
collaboration with the manager of each team, by 
asking him/her to provide a suggestion for three 
representatives of his/her team. 

Findings

New World of Work

General consensus was that the New World of 
Work is inevitable for branches where the work 
suits the New World of Work principles, because 
(future) employees will request this way of work-
ing.

The New World of Work is inevitable for branches 
were it is possible

There is a need for the New World of Work, and 
organizations will have to adopt the principles 
in order to be able to retain employees, because 
sooner or later employees will request these 
possibilities

The New World of Work is inevitable for organi-
zations, because employees will want to further 
control their own life

Also, Consultancy and in general Information 
Work was considered to be suited for the New 
World of Work principles. 

The New World of Work is not inevitable, because 
it is dependent on the type of work and employees. 
It is inevitable for the Information workers

Consultancy is very well suited for the New World 
of Work principles

The developments on which the New World 
of Work is based were considered unstoppable, 
and the New World of Work provides a way to 
cope with these developments:

The New World of Work is a global development, 
that is occurring no matter what; it will influence 
organizations, sooner or later, dependent on their 
strategy

The New World of Work [provides] a way to cope 
with the developments in the outside world

Some interviewees indicated that they believe 
that if many people would work according to the 
New World of Work principles problems such 
as traffic jams could be reduced, as people can 
choose to travel at any time: 

If a large portion of the people able to work ac-
cording to the New World of Work principles would 
actually do that, the amount of traffic jams would 
be reduced. An advantage of the New World of 
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Work is to drive to work after the traffic jams and 
to go home before the traffic jams.

Also the New World of Work was viewed as 
beneficial both to employees and customers:

If you can start working according to the New 
World of Work principles this will result in higher 
job satisfaction and higher quality of outcomes. 

Recognition of Information Overload

Interviewees recognized Information Overload; 
most of them simply answered ‘yes’ when asked 
whether or not they do recognize Information 
Overload. Some added remarks relating to the 
amount of information available and the amount 
of information coming towards an individual:

The amount of information to base a decision on 
can become too much

The amount of information available is enormous 
and there are numerous channels

If you want to use all the information available 
you will get overloaded. You have to find ways 
to find the truly valuable information and get rid 
of the rest

The amount of information available is high, and 
thus, the risk exists that things will not get the 
attention they need

For most of the interviewees Information Over-
load was not a problem. Either it has never been 
a problem for the interviewee or the interviewee 
has found a way to cope with the problem and get 
(and keep) it under control. Others indicate that 
Information Overload is a problem that they are 
slowly learning to cope with, and few state that 
they do not know how to cope with Information 
Overload. 

The opinions of interviewees about whether 
or not Information Overload has increased over 
time were very different; some of the interviewees 
perceived no change in the amount of Information 
Load over time:

The Information Load has increased, but my at-
titude towards it has also changed; in my situation 
Information Overload has neither increased nor 
decreased

No, [Information Load has not increased]; the 
amount of information has increased, but also 
the quality of tools to handle the information has 
increased

Others stated that the amount of Information 
Load has increased:

Yes, my job has become more demanding over 
time

The amount of information available over time 
has increased, partly because of changes in my 
job. I have to process more information now than 
before

Yes, the Information Load is still increasing

Yes, there is more information coming towards 
me and I need to process more information to be 
able to work well

Causes of Information Overload

Several causes were mentioned by interviewees. 
Interviewees that did not perceive Information 
Overload as a problem were asked to try to think 
of what could cause Information Overload. In 
Table 3 we present the list of causes mentioned by 
interviewees, together with relevant quotes from 
the interviews. Please note that the order in which 
the causes are presented was randomly chosen.
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Countermeasures Against  
Information Overload

Several countermeasures were mentioned by 
interviewees. Interviewees that did not perceive 
Information Overload as a problem were asked 
to try to think of what could be countermeasures 
against Information Overload. In Table 4 we 
present the list of countermeasures mentioned 
by interviewees, together with relevant quotes 
from the interviews. Please note that the order 

in which the countermeasures are presented was 
randomly chosen.

Discussion

The body of knowledge for this study consisted 
mainly of literature related to the New World of 
Work and Information Overload. Therefore, some 
results were not found in the literature studied and 
are presented as such. This does not mean that 

Amount of information • The amount of websites [is a cause of Information Overload]
• The amount of information available [is a cause of Information Overload]
• There is a lot of unstructured information heading our way
• The amount of information available is enormous

Easiness of producing, 
storing, and distributing of 

information 

• The easiness with which information is produced and distributed [is a cause of Information Overload]
• A lot more information has been digitalized and can more easily be transported
• Information can be more easily transported via electronic means
• Producing and transporting information has become much easier
• The amount of information produced, stored and made searchable has increased

Internet • The existence of Internet is the general cause of Information Overload
• Internet [is a cause of Information Overload]

Culture within organization • If the culture within an organization stimulates sharing of information, Information Overload can occur

Email • Email is the most (mis)used way of communicating [within this organization]
• Email is a very confronting way of presenting information
• Outlook is the main source of Information Overload

High number of channels for 
information

• There are many ways of getting information
• Having different channels for news [causes Information Overload]

Low quality of data • Quality of information is low, because the tendency is to complete things quickly

Cell phones • A mobile phone can also cause Information Overload: a call always comes unexpected

Amount of outdated  
information

• The amount of outdated information [is a cause of Information Overload]

Broad area of attention • [My] area of attention is broad, and therefore I need to pay attention to a lot of things

Lack of confidence in the 
knowledge of others

• Some people lack the confidence in the fact that others will have the information needed

Lack of integrating  
information systems

• For example, there is no system that integrates and provides all the information about a certain 
customer

Lack of structure in  
information

• The lack of structure in the information [is a cause of Information Overload]

Lack of accurate information • For unstructured data, the lack of to-the-point information [is a cause of Information Overload]

Lack of visualization of data • For structured data, the lack of visualization of data is the main cause [of Information Overload]

Requesting too much  
information

• People have the habit to pull too much information towards them, as they are afraid to miss some-
thing

Image managing • People tend to send a lot of information, in order to let others think they actually produce something

Table 3. Categorization of causes of information overload illustrated by the quotes from interviews
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Table 4. Categorization of countermeasures to Information Overload illustrated by the quotes from 
interviews

(Teach people to) filter  
incoming information

• Teach[ing] people how to filter [can help solving Information Overload]”
• Change your attitude, by starting to filter information
• Learn to filter: you are free to choose which information you consume

Use tools to classify and  
structure information (for  

example flagging and email 
rules)

• You can use the tools within Microsoft Office to classify and structure information, [for example 
you can start] flagging messages for follow-up (for example today, tomorrow, next week)

• Structuring your email by using rules [is a countermeasure for Information Overload]
• You have to structure information, for example by flagging, or using task-lists

Ask others for  
information before trying  

to find it yourself

• Having a network with people can help solve Information Overload, because you can ask others 
before trying to find information yourself

• Use a network for finding information. I myself am a generalist and I know where I should turn to 
for specific information (colleagues, websites, email aliases)

Disable notifications of new 
email

• Disable pop-up’s of new emails and reminders of things in your calendar
• Disables notification of new email

Improve software (intuitive 
interfaces, natural language)

• Improve software ([for example by providing] intuitive interfaces, [or possibilities to interact 
using] natural language). Still there are people that are left behind simply because they cannot use 
the tools properly

Stop searching for  
information at some point and 

decide on the information avail-
able

• Gathering information to up to some point and then make your decision based on the information 
then available [can help reduce Information Overload]. Do not be a perfectionist in this, because 
then you become overloaded.

• At a certain moment you just need to stop gathering information and make your decision. If the 
risk of an erroneous decision is higher the time available for gathering information and thinking 
about it will be longer

Train people to cope with 
Information Overload

• People need to be trained to cope with Information Overload
• Training. This problem can be solved by changing a personal attitude towards the problem

Communicate clearly and  
make agreements about  

communication

• Communicate clearly with others and make clear agreements about communication

Hire an information  
integrator

• Another solution would be to hire a person to be an Information Integrator: filter and integrate in-
formation from different sources and send the result of this process to the rest of the organization

Improve visualization of  
information

• Provide visualization of data

Improve infrastructure • We need to improve infrastructure, so more people will get access

Keep professional and private 
life separated

• Also, keeping your private and work life strictly separated helps to manage Information Overload

Only read communication when 
needed, not when it arrives

• Only read communication when needed, not at the moment it arrives

Organizations should delete 
outdated information 

• An organization should be deleting outdated information more vigorously

Provide an alternative for email • Provide an alternative for email

Provide an overview of  
information from different sources

• Create an overview of information from different sources

Reserve time for email reading • Reserve time for reading your email and only read your email during the reserved timeslots

Scan your email messages • Scan your email messages instead of reading them completely

Structure group communication • [This problem can be solved by] structuring group communication

Structure information  
hierarchically

• Information should be structured better, to make it easier to search [through] it. We need to struc-
ture information hierarchically, from global information down to very specific information

Verify information with colleagues • Verify information with colleagues

When producing information, 
provide more quality and less 

quantity

• When you are producing information you should ensure a high quality and less quantity
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the results are completely novel; it means that the 
results were not discussed in the literature studied 
for this study. 

Novelty of the New World of Work

We can agree with the interviewees who indicated 
that the New World of Work seems to bring not 
much new for Consultants. It is important to note 
here that the implementation of the New World of 
Work is a company-wide initiative at Microsoft 
B.V., thus also marketing, sales and finance will 
go through this change. In our opinion, the New 
World of Work implementation will indeed bring 
something new to the Consultants, but in order to 
ensure a successful company-wide implementa-
tion, everyone involved should be brought to 
the same “level”. The Consultants seem to be 
the group within the company with the highest 
IT affinity and are indeed working according to 
the New World of Work principles more than for 
example someone working in salary administra-
tion. Consultants work at the customer’s office 
or at home, at times that fit the tasks at hand and 
the current situation, whereas someone work-
ing in salary administration works at the office 
of Microsoft all the time, and with less flexible 
working hours. After everyone has been brought 
to the same “level” we are confident the New 
World of Work implementation will start to bring 
something new to Consultants. What exactly that 
will be is of course difficult to predict. One of the 
things that seem to be “New World of Work”-like 
and is not implemented for Consultants yet is the 
result-based rewarding. 

In addition to that, some interviewees ex-
pressed the opinion that the New World of Work 
vision itself is not new. According to them, Mi-
crosoft should consult organizations that have 
already gone through this change instead of trying 
to invent “the wheel” again. To some extent we 
can agree with this, because it seems a good idea 
to tap into the knowledge others have instead of 
trying to create that knowledge yourself. On the 

other hand, the New World of Work vision was 
originally written for Microsoft by Dan Rasmus, 
an internationally recognized expert in knowledge 
management and collaboration technology, who 
worked as an analyst with the Giga Information 
Group and Forrester Research. Thus, in our 
opinion, the vision of the New World of Work is 
based on a considerable amount of knowledge 
and experience in the field.

Concluding, the New World of Work was 
not perceived as new by the Consultants: it is a 
natural and logical environment for their tasks; 
a Consultant is used to working primarily at 
the office of the customer. So, for Consultants, 
the New World of Work is a rather natural and 
logical environment. We are however confident 
that as soon as the whole company is at the same 
“level” with the Consultants, the New World of 
Work will indeed have something new in store 
for this group. 

Information Overload: Causes

Generalized, what the interviewees suggested 
is that Information Overload is caused by inter-
ruptions in an individual’s work due to external 
influences. People tend to store information, even 
if it has become useless. 

In Figure 3 the above findings are depicted. 
The causes of Information Overload mentioned 
during the interviews are shown, with their rela-
tion to Information Overload. If a cause is, in our 
opinion, an indirect cause it is connected either 
via another cause that has been mentioned during 
the interviews or via a cause that has been found 
in literature, to which it is related.

Information Overload:  
Countermeasures

The findings in the literature and in our study were 
quite consistent, as the top two most mentioned 
countermeasures against Information Overload 
found in our study are also present in literature.
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Figure 3. Map of causes of information overload
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The findings from our study show that a pos-
sible countermeasure against Information Over-
load could be to ask others for help: first ask your 
colleagues before trying to find the information 
on your own, while another countermeasures 
(“Verify information with colleagues”) comes 
into play a little later, as it suggests to verify 
(found) information about a certain subject with 
colleagues, before you use that information to 
base your decisions on.

Another basic countermeasure that has been 
suggested is “Stop searching for information at 
some point and decide on the information avail-
able”, which is indeed, in our view, the way of 
dealing with the high amount of information, 
which we call the ‘ostrich-tactic’: an individual 
searches for information about a certain subject 
up to a certain point in time, then stops search-
ing for information and uses only the informa-
tion found to base a decision on. It is clear that 
this tactic will indeed stop you from searching 
for information continuously and thus will help 
making a decision on the subject, but the prob-
lem is: what is a suitable point in time to stop 
searching for information and how is that point 
in time determined? In our view, several factors 
can play a role in determining that point in time, 
such as priority of the decision, relative negative 
effects suffered if wrong decisions are made and 
pressure from others.

Countermeasure “Communicate clearly and 
make agreements about communication” is related 
to something that has been identified as a factor in 
the successful implementation of the New World 
of Work, viz. the need to make agreements on 
the way of working and communicating. Thus, it 
seems that making these agreements would have 
a twofold effect: Information Overload could be 
reduced and possibly the New World of Work 
implementation would have a higher chance of 
being successful.  

Countermeasure “Only read communication 
when needed, not when it arrives” seems to be 
contradictory to a countermeasure found in lit-

erature, namely ‘Handle incoming information at 
once’. We think both countermeasures can help, 
because handling information at once will make 
processing the pile of information easier, because 
an individual processes the pile of information 
bit-by-bit, as it arrives. On the other hand, read-
ing/processing information only when needed, 
not when it arrives, provides a way to shield of 
yourself from the interruptions and thus presum-
ably results in a better concentration  and higher 
efficiency.

Countermeasure “Structure information hi-
erarchically” suggests to structure information 
hierarchically. This countermeasure is maybe not 
a countermeasure against Information Overload 
itself, but makes information easier findable 
and thus can reduce the Information Overload 
originating from the difficulty to find relevant 
information in the pile of information available. 
General terms can be used as a starting point and 
subsequently be refined into more specific terms, 
and so on, until the desired amount of focus has 
been found.

In Figure 4 the above discussion has been de-
picted. The countermeasures against Information 
Overload mentioned during the interviews are 
shown, with their relation to Information Over-
load. If a countermeasure is, in our opinion, an 
indirect countermeasure it is connected either via 
another countermeasure that has been mentioned 
during the interviews or via a countermeasure 
that has been found in literature, to which it is 
related. Also, relations between countermeasures 
found are shown.

Conclusion

Concluding, the results from our study suggest 
that Information Overload is not perceived as a 
problem, but as a challenge and a possible future 
problem. Information Overload has to be kept 
under control as the situation is not likely to im-
prove in the future, although some interviewees 
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Figure 4. Map of countermeasures against information overload
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Personal factors • Limitations in the individual human information-processing capacity

• Decision scope and resulting documentation needs

• Motivation, attitude, satisfaction

• Personal traits (experience, skills, ideology, age)

• Personal situation (time of the day, noise, temperature, amount of sleep)

• Senders screen outgoing information insufficiently

• Users of computer adapt their way of interacting with computers too slowly with respect to the 
technological development

• Social communication barriers break down

• The person
○ collects the information to show a commitment to rationalism and competence, because they 

believe that improves decision-making;
○ receives high amounts of unwanted or unrequested information;
○ uses information to check information they already have;
○ feels a need to justify their decision, and use information to do this;
○ collects information, just in case it may prove useful;
○ wants to play safe and use all information possible;
○ uses information as a currency – not to get left behind.

Information characteristics • Number of items of information rises
• Uncertainty of information (info needed vs. info available)
• Diversity of information and number of alternatives increase
• Ambiguity of information
• Novelty of information
• Complexity of information
• Intensity of information
• Dimensions of information increase
• Information quality, value, half-life
• Overabundance of irrelevant information
• Incremental decreases in decision effectiveness due to additional information quantity are greater 

than the incremental increases in decision effectiveness due to additional information quality

Table 5. Information overload: Causes and countermeasures combined

continued on following page

suggested that the next generation of workers 
(NetGen) will be able to better handle Informa-
tion Overload, as they may have incorporated 
the search strategies for finding information in 
a large amount of data. This suggestion remains 
debatable, although there are indications of the 
NetGen being a different type of worker than 
the Baby Boomers and Generation X. Whether 
this will result in the NetGen being able to better 
handle Information Overload or other problems 
remains to be seen.

The results from our study also indicate that 
neither increase nor decrease in Information Load 
is perceived among interviewees. This seems 
contrary to the popular belief in literature that the 
number of times Information Overload occurs has 
increased over the years and it still increasing.

The results from our study are to some extent 
consistent with literature: the most mentioned 
causes, effects of and countermeasures against 
Information Overload were also found in litera-
ture. On the other hand, we also found a number 
of causes, effects and countermeasures that 
were not found in literature. Some of those new 
items were not directly influencing Information 
Overload. So, strictly spoken, they are neither 
causes, nor effects nor countermeasures against 
Information Overload. 

In Table 5 we have merged the findings from 
literature on Information Overload, earlier pre-
sented in Table 1 (causes) and Table 2 (countermea-
sures), with the findings on Information Overload 
originating from our study: the items not found in 
consulted literature. Table 5 provides an overview 
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Table 5. continued

Task and process parameters • Tasks are less routine
• Complexity of tasks and task interdependencies
• Time pressure
• Task interruptions for complex tasks
• Too many, too detailed standards (in accounting)
• Simultaneous input of information into the process
• Innovations evolve rapidly – shortened life cycle
• Interdisciplinary work

Environment • Too many inputs from the environment
• Inputs follow each other to fast to enable processing
• The quantity of information produced is too high
• Failure to create ‘high quality’ information

Organizational design • Collaborative work
• Centralization (bottlenecks) or disintermediation (information searching is done by end users rather 

than by information professionals)
• Accumulation of information to demonstrate power
• New Information and communication technologies (e.g. groupware)
• Pursuing a number of tasks simultaneously, resulting in a tendency to ask for more information than 

strictly needed
• Pressure and distraction

Information technology • Push systems
• E-mails
• Intranet, extranet, Internet
• Rise in number of television channels
• Various distribution channels for the same content
• Vast storage capacity of the systems
• Low duplication costs
• Speed of access
• Computers communicate solely by graphical output, straining our visual sense
• Use and misuse of IT

Personal factors • Improve personal time management skills and techniques
• Training programs to augment information literacy: information-processing skills such as file han-

dling, using email, classification of document, etc.
• Improve personal information management
• Systematic priority setting
• Improve the screening skills for information
• Keep professional and private life separated
• Reserve time slots for email reading and only read your email during that time slots
• Scan your email messages instead of reading them completely
• Only read communication when needed, not when it arrives
• Verify information with colleagues
• Ask others for information before trying to find it yourself
• Stop searching information at some point and decide on the information available

Information characteristics • Raise general quality of information (i.e. its usefulness, conciseness) by defining quality standards
• Focus on creating value-added information
• Promulgation of rules for information and communication design (e.g. e-mail etiquette)
• Compress, aggregate, categorize, and structure information
• Formalization of language
• Brand names for information
• Form must follow function must follow usability
• Simplify functionalities and design of products
• Customization of information
• Intelligent interfaces
• Determine various versions of information with various levels of detail and elaborate additional 

information that serves as summaries
• Organize text with hypertext structures or gophers
• Interlink various information types (as internal with external information)
• Structure information hierarchically
• Organizations should delete outdated information more vigorously

continued on following page
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Task and process parameters • Standardize operating procedures
• Define decision modes developed for specific decision processes (e.g., decision rules)
• Install an exception-reporting system
• Allow more time for task performance
• Schedule uninterrupted blocks of time for completing critical work
• Adequate selection of media for the task
• Handle incoming information at once
• Collaboration with information specialists within the teams
• Bring decisions to where information exists when this information is qualitative and ambiguous
• Install process enablers for cognitive support
• Use simpler information-processing strategies
• Regulate the rate of information flow
• Search procedures and strategy
• Define specific, clear goals for the information in order to contextualize it and turn it meaningful
• Communicate information needs to providers
• Provide incentives that are directly related with decisions in order to make decision relevant infor-

mation be processed more effectively
• Install a measurement system for information quality
• Communicate clearly and make agreements about communication

Organizational design • Coordination through interlinked units
• Augment into processing capacity through changes in organizational design
• Creation of lateral relationships (integrate roles, create liaisons between roles, teamwork, etc.)
• Coordination by goal setting, hierarchy, and rules depending on frequency of exceptions (uncer-

tainty)
• Creation of self-contained tasks (reduced division of labor, authority structures based on output 

categories) autonomous groups
• Reduce divergence among people (e.g., with regard to expectations) through socialization (e.g., 

frequent face-to-face interactions)
• Install appropriate measures of performance
• Hire additional employees
• Create slack resources
• Hire an information integrator

Information technology  
application

• Intelligent information management (prioritization)
• Install voting structures to make users evaluate the information
• Prefer push to pull technologies
• Facilitator support through (e-)tools
• Decision support systems should reduce a large set of alternatives to a manageable size
• Use natural language processing systems (search with artificial intelligence)
• Information quality filters
• Intelligent data selectors (intelligent agents)
• Use systems that offer various information organization options (e.g. filing systems)
• Multimodal interfaces
• Improve infrastructure
• Disable notifications of new email
• Provide an alternative for email

Table 5. continued

of the causes of and countermeasures against 
Information Overload originating from literature 
as well as our study, and thus provides the most 
complete overview possible in this study.
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Key Terms 

Information Workers are employees who 
posses knowledge-based capabilities.

Information Overload is the situation when 
the information processing requirements exceed 
the information processing capacities.

Knowledge Workers are employees that own 
their means of production (they ‘produce’ with 
their brain and ‘sell’ brain-hours to the organiza-
tion) in contrast to manual workers.

New World of Work is the vision by Micro-
soft that investigates technological trends and the 
challenges they present for workers, organizations 
and governments in the next ten years.
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Introduction and research 
questions

A SSC can be viewed as a particular kind of 
sourcing arrangement having a long-term and 
strategic impact (Bergeron, 2003). The popularity 
of SSC’s originate in a combination of advantages, 
including efficiency gains and an increase in ser-
vice quality without giving up the control of the 
organizational and technical arrangements and 
expertise (Janssen and Joha, 2006). 

Bergeron (2003) states that SSC’s are designed 
to promote efficiency, value generation, cost sav-
ings, and improved service for internal customers 
of the parent corporation.

Given the hybridisation of centralized and 
decentralized models in SSC’s, their promises 
reflect that structural dilemma:

•	 By centralizing HR activities, the basic 
promise is that HR services are provided 
by a local unit with relatively low costs 
(broadening the scope and scale of services, 
elimination of redundant HR functions, 
clarification of communication lines, mini-
mizing response time for remote clients);

•	 By decentralizing HR activities, the basic 
premise is that HR services become more 
flexible (alignment with the corporate needs, 

ABSTRACT

In this chapter the authors consider articles in professional literature regarding Human Resource Centers, 
with the goal to explore issues raised by practice: motivation, risk analysis, structure and implementa-
tion. Using Grounded Theory approach, they analysed 34 articles, and through open and axial coding, 
we have modeled the HR SSC’s.
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synergy of HR services, increase of mutual 
learning).

Definitions of HR SSC abound, with little 
consistency or agreement in sight. Why do we 
need to know those definitions? The answer is 
rather simple: even minor variants in terminology 
may result in the study of different phenomenon, 
or of various subsets of the possible sourcing 
population (Willcocks et al, 2006).

We follow Janssen and Joha (2006) and define 
SSC as … a separate and accountable semi-auton-
omous unit within an (inter)organizational entity, 
used to bundle activities and provide specific pre-
defined services to the operational units within 
that (inter)organizational entity, on the basis of 
agreed conditions (ibid, p. 102).

SSCs thus are regarded to enable companies to 
maintain control of core support functions, avoid 
duplications, and offer services more efficiently 
and at lower cost ( Cooke, 2000). 

Several reasons pushed an HRM field into 
the Shared Service arrangements. We claim that 
those reasons are:

•	 Growth of the HRM function in size and 
costs that requested new efficient struc-
tures; 

•	 Diversity of HR processes and practices 
that called for unification especially within 
global and international organizations; 

•	 Emerging of ERP packages that offered 
enabling technological structures for HR 
outsourcing;

•	 Globalization that put a high pressure on 
organizations when global alliances, ac-
quisitions, joint ventures, and competitors 
resulted in situations that companies were 
simultaneously customers, vendors, com-
petitors and distributors. This requested HR 
to experiment with new organizational forms 
to increase the speed and accuracy of orga-
nizational diagnoses, and to facilitate the 
allocation of resources to areas where they 
were most needed (Wright et al., 1999);

•	 Inflexibility of organizational structure 
called for SSC’s that were viewed to give 
organizations a greater degree of structural 
flexibility to respond to business changes 
(Cooke, 2006).

It is not surprising, therefore, that HR SSC’s 
are popular in organizational life. And it is also 
true that the first knowledge about HR SSC was 
accumulated within so-called professional litera-
ture since end of 1990’s. In our research we were 
interested in the knowledge developed by prac-
titioners about HR SSC. It is fairly much agreed 
upon in the HR world that a gap exists between 
research and practitioner writings (Dipboye, 2005; 
Deadrick and Gibson, 2007). The practitioner 
writings on the subject grew significantly, how-
ever the academic literature seemed to be lacking 
behind (Cooke 2006). Therefore, in this chapter 
we aim to study professional literature in order 
to gain insights into HR SSCs from practice, and 
to model the concept of HR SSC’s based on the 
findings from this literature. 

Closing the gap: ‘What HRM 
academics can learn from 
practice’

SSCs were evermore frequently used for HR 
purposes during the last two decades. Yet the 
academic research about this phenomenon con-
trasted sharply with the attention it had got from 
HR practitioners and consultancy firms. Issues 
surrounding this phenomenon were ambiguously 
spoken of and the urge for academics to pick it 
up and conduct non ambivalent research was 
necessary. 

Despite of the increase of HR research in 
general and the growing importance of the HR 
function, the science and practice of HR remain 
separated. Dulebohn et al. (1995) argued that this 
is the result of the different focus of HR research-
ers. Deadrick and Gibson (2007) showed with 
an analysis of 4300 professional and academic 
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articles that the interest gap between academics 
and practitioners is substantial. In that research, 
HR academics showed a significant interest in 
Organizational behavior / Motivation related top-
ics, in contrast with HR professionals who wrote 
four times less about these topics. The magnitude 
and span of the gap is thus of considerable size. 
This was confirmed when we looked at the subject 
of this research, HR SSCs. Searches in several 
scientific databases gave one single hit on the key-
words shared service(s) center. A search with the 
same keywords within the professional database 
of Business Source Elite gave us 158 hits. This 
confirms Cooke’s (2006) vision, stated that there 
is a lack of scientific attention for SSCs. 

We agree with Deadrick and Gibson (2007) 
that probably a real gap in this field can be char-
acterized as knowing-versus-doing gap:

We all know the gap between HR research and 
practice exists, but we have not really done any-
thing to better understand and thus close this 
gap. (ibid, p.138)

In this study we address this challenge by 
attempting to better understand the values and 
knowledge underlying the professional findings 
in the field of HR SSC’s.

Myths, realities and uncertainties can inter-
twine in the practitioners’ writings. But the fact is 
that in their writings a source of inspirations and 
facts can be found. From this stance, we will dig 
up the practitioner’s field, explore the experiences, 
and develop possible new subjects of inquiry about 
HR SSCs. Hence, we will break a lance for future 
academic research by developing an insight into 
the professional findings about HR SSCs.

Selection of Journals

Professional HR journals act as an intermediary 
that publishes first-hand practitioner experiences 
while remaining a specialized and traceable source 
of information. In a mail conversation with Carroll 

Lachnit, executive editor of Workforce Manage-
ment, we got to know that her professional HR 
journal was aimed primarily at human resource 
professionals. Its mission is to keep them informed 
of the news and trends that affect workforce 
management, and that ultimately affect the fu-
ture of the businesses in which they work. Five 
other professional HR journals were contacted 
to learn their mission statements, but no replies 
were received. 

During selecting HR professional journals, 
we therefore were looking for those that stated 
their strict orientation towards human resource 
professionals. The search for availability of HR 
professional journals and their accessibility was 
done by using the Business Source Elite database 
via EBSCOhost. The following journals were 
selected: ‘Employee Benefit News’, ‘HR Focus’, 
‘HRMagazine’, ‘Human Resource Planning’, 
‘People Management’, ‘Workforce Management’ 
, ‘Workforce’, and ‘IntermediairPW’. We do not 
argue that we selected all HR professional journals, 
but we took a representative sample of professional 
journals in the field of HR.

Selection of Articles

The selection process consisted out of two phases. 
The first was the selection of articles on specific 
keywords. Keywords chosen were ‘shared service’ 
or ‘service center’. A total of 78 articles were 
identified by the initial search. 

The second phase enclosed the scanning of ar-
ticles and judging if they satisfied four parameters. 
Articles were only included if they matched with 
the defined parameters: (1) Subject area is specifi-
cally about HR SSCs (2) Language is English or 
Dutch (3) Published between 1998 and 2008 (4) 
Information presented is traceable. 

From the 78 gathered articles, 34 satisfied the 
four mentioned parameters. Examples of omitted 
articles were those focused purely on outsourcing 
issues or those who contained no relevant infor-
mation, like business function descriptions. The 
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search was performed in May 2008. A backward 
reference search was not part of this search, since 
references were not frequently used and often 
irrelevant.

Appendix 1 displays articles which were used 
for further analyses.

Grounded Theory approach

We assumed to start from ‘tabula rasa’ and take 
an explorative approach to model HR SSC based 
on professional writings. For this purpose we have 
chosen the grounded theory (GT) method (Strauss 
and Corbin, 1990). 

We chose for Grounded Theory for two main 
reasons. First, it was acclaimed to be suitable 
whenever the deepening of understanding is 
required; or, when new ideas, contexts, conse-
quences and recommendations for action for 
a subject area have to be derived from texts. 
Secondly, an advantage of GT could be found in 
its inductive, contextual and processual features 
which fit well with the research approach of data 
like we aimed for. Thus with GT we described 
what was happening in the field and develop a 
conceptualization from it via an inductive ap-
proach (Orlikowski. 1993).

The GT method used exists out of three coding 
phases. (1) Open coding is the process of breaking 
down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, 
and categorizing data. (2) Axial coding is a set of 
procedures whereby data are put back together in 
new ways after open coding, by making connec-
tions between categories. (3) Selective coding is 
the process of selecting the core category, system-
atically relating it to other categories, validating 
those relationships, and filling in categories that 
need further refinement and development (Strauss 
and Corbin, 1990). 

The open coding phase was bounded by a few 
factors. As Strauss and Corbin (1990) stated, data 
collection, analysis, and theory stand in recipro-
cal relationship with each other. One does not 

begin with a theory, then prove it. Since the aim 
of GT is to foster new creative ways to explain 
phenomena, the development of categories and 
concepts should be free of previously developed 
theories. However literature can and was used to 
help stimulate the theoretical sensitivity, and to 
foster questions in this phase of the research. 

For the development of categories, we used 
the selected articles. The second author created 
categories and properties and checked their rigor 
by constant comparative analysis and discussion 
with colleagues. The usefulness of the categories 
and concepts was analyzed with a preliminary 
scan of all the selected articles. When it was no-
tified that a small sample of articles gave useful 
data, categories or properties were excluded. An 
example of this was company size, for which a 
too small sample of articles gave results. Concepts 
that remained too poorly developed were rewritten 
and appropriated for the research.

Category Development

Six categories were identified after the open cod-
ing procedure. These were chosen on the bases of 
presence, pertinence and importance according 
to the authors’ insights. Table 1 has an overview 
of all five categories. We now define them and 
explain properties included.

Implementation phase referred to the level 
of development of the HR SSC(s) mentioned in 
the text. On the abstract level three phases were 
identified. (1) Preparation was the phase in 
which the decision is taken to start a HR SSC or 
a HR SSC will start soon. (2) Introduction was 
selected when it is mentioned that the HR SSC 
is in the start up phase. An example of this was 
the reference to the early development processes 
in Schoeff (2006b). (3) In Use was about HR 
SSCs that are fully functional and operate in the 
organization. (4) Unknown was selected when 
it is not clear in which level of development the 
mentioned HR SSC was. 



  423

HR Shared Service Centers

Motivation referred to the motives used to 
choose for adopting the SSC form for HR. Globally 
they were divided into four groups. (1) Strategic 
/ organizational included motives concerning 
productivity increase, ability to focus more on 
strategic HR issues (Manocha, 2006b), and stan-
dardization and synergy advantages (Martinez, 
2002). (2) Brand development included credibility 
(Griffiths, 2007), appearance (Martinez 2002) 
and compliance (HRfocus, 2007a) motivations. 
Thus under this property we found motivations 
that stated that HR could get a higher regard 
because of a HR SSC. (3) Service improvement 
motivations were those concerned with leverag-
ing technological advantages, higher service 
levels, and access to more expertise for the HR 
function. (4) Economical motivations were those 
on lowering costs of services and cost reductions 
overall. (5) Other were motivations which could 
not be placed in the previous categories. Like 
‘the sense of urgency’ which showed that a real 
motivation was lacking but the SSC was enforced 
due to pressure. 

Risk referred to the anticipated troubles while 
or before adopting a SSC in the field of HR. 
Some risks were more eminent during different 
phases of implementation. (1) Communication 
included risks concerned with troubles created 
by improper communication about the HR SSC 
to those in the organization that were affected 
by it (HRfocus, 2007c). (2) Planning was about 

troubles concerning the strict or unrealistic plan-
ning process and the pressure that was created as 
a result (Boerman, 2007). (3) Power play risks 
included the frequently mentioned resistance 
against the HR SSC (Hays, 1999; Boerman, 2007) 
or the lack of commitment within the organization 
for a HR SSC (PeopleManagement, 2006c). (4) 
Standardization referred to the risks emerging 
when the advantage of economies of scale was 
undermined due to a multitude of exceptions on 
the standardized services (IntermediairPW, 2005). 
(5) De-personalization risks concerned those 
troubles with the removal of the ‘human side’ of 
the services. Like communication via a telephone 
while actually there was need for face-to-face 
contact to discuss a problem (Albertson 1999). 
(6) Other risks were those not described by the 
previous ones. These were troubles concerned 
with maintenance (Paradiso, 1999), relocation 
(FraseBlunt, 2004) or cultural issues (Martinez, 
2002; Scott, 2006).

Form referred to the factual or planned set-
up of a HR SSC within the organization. (1) 
Administration / Call Center was the first form 
which refered to a unit where transactions were 
being processed and/or calls were taken. (2) Self 
service includes systems that allowed personnel 
to perform HR actions themselves, for example 
via e-HRM. (3) Center of expertise was a term 
invented by Ulrich (1996) and observed in some 
selected articles. Centers of expertise were centers 

Table 1. Overview of HR SSC’s categories and their properties identified in professional literature

Implementation  
phase

Motivation Risk Form Impact on R Success

Preparation Strategic/
organizational

Communication Administration/Call 
Center

Consolidated staff Yes

Introduction Brand development Planning Self service Improved operations No

In Use Service improve-
ment

Power play Center of expertise Cost reductions Unknown

Unknown Economical Standardization Other / Unmen-
tioned

Responsibilities shift

Other De-personalization Strategic function

Other Other
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where HR professionals focused on specialised 
knowledge (learning, rewarding, recruiting) and 
implemented those ideas throughout the organi-
zation (PeopleManagement, 2007b). (4) Other / 
Unmentioned was selected when there was no 
clarity about the chosen or desired forms for the 
HR SSC.

Impact on HR referred to the factual reported 
consequences/outcomes within the mentioned 
organization when a HR SSC was deployed. (1) 
Consolidated staff was reported when the amount 
of HR staff had decreased (Flynn, 2000). (2) Im-
proved operations was chosen when the service 
level increased. (3) Cost reductions included the 
impacts of cheaper processes and operations. 
(4) Responsibilities shift referred to the change 
of HR responsibilities to different positions. For 
example from HR professionals to line-managers 
(Phillips, 2007a). (5) Strategic function was in-
cluded because it was regularly remarked that the 
introduction of a SSC left more space for HR to act 
strategic (Hays, 1999). (6) Other impacts are se-
lected under option six. Impacts like the increased 
visibility of HR (IntermediairPW, 2006) or a poor 
functioning HR staff (Griffiths, 2008).

Success referred to the perceived attitude 
of the text towards HR SSCs. Since SSCs were 
commonly perceived as a hyped phenomenon 
this category was included to see if the practitio-
ners were indeed positive about HR SSCs. This 
was analyzed with scanning if the HR SSCs in 
an article (or HR SSCs in general) were indeed 
perceived as successful. If so (1) Yes was chosen. 
if this was not the case then (2) Not was chosen. 
If the article lacked any (subjective or objective) 
statements about its success, or there was no clar-
ity (3) Unknown/Biased was selected.

Structuring Results

With all the categories and properties operational, 
the selected articles were rescanned. With a line-
by-line analysis the presence of phenomena was 
analyzed. This form of analysis was chosen on 

grounds of its generative capacities. This was a 
labor intensive analysis but generated the most 
data since all information was taken into ac-
count without making samples as other analyses 
required. It was also useful when the use of 
metaphors and irony made a deeper analysis nec-
essary to uncover some phenomena. For instance 
the phrase Where’s the money gone?(Griffiths, 
2007), which was used as a political motivation 
to implement a SSC, instead of the more presum-
able economical one. 

The choice had been made that the only dimen-
sion of the properties was ‘present’ or ‘not present’. 
Frequency, intensity, or the extents of properties 
were thus unmentioned. This choice stemmed 
from the articles used and their limited information 
to give real meaning to other dimensions.

While scanning the articles for the presence 
of phenomena, memos were made. By doing so, 
combined with careful contemplation about the 
real meaning of the texts, and the rereading of 
the articles, information was gathered. A concept 
matrix was regarded to be the right tool to struc-
ture the information, as was supported by Strauss 
and Corbin (1990). It gave us the ability to put 
articles alongside the developed categories and 
conveniently arranged the presence or absence of 
phenomena. This increased our ability to discover 
patterns. It was chosen for to order the articles 
in a chronological order in the matrix. This was 
done to analyze the developments through time 
more easily. 

Findings

Table 2 shows the general results we observed on 
the basis of our categorization.

When we looked at the findings we saw an 
overall increase of articles written about HR 
SSCs throughout time. Moreover there was also 
an increase of articles related to HR sourcing, 
of which a large part was excluded due to the 
unsatisfactory match with the parameters. 
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Furthermore we saw a lack of hits in the ‘Im-
pact’ category due to its causal connection with 
the ‘Implementation’ category. Impact phenomena 
could only be seen if an article wrote about a HR 
SSC in the ‘Introduction’ or ‘In Use’ phase. The 
‘Impact’ category after all only depicted the fac-
tual notified implications of HR SSCs. Since only 
44% of the articles reported about ‘Introduction’ 
or ‘In Use’ HR SSC, there was a fairly limited 
amount of hits in the ‘Impact’ category.

Next to these general observations, there were 
distinct findings within each category.

Category 1: Implementation Phase

We saw that ‘In Use’ HR SSCs were relatively more 
frequently mentioned in the early years. After 
2004, there seemed no clear trend present.

Articles reported mostly about HR SSCs in 
the ‘Preparation’ phase, followed by ‘In Use’ 
and ‘Unknown’, and closed by HR SSCs in the 
‘Introduction’ phase. 

HR SSCs that were in the ‘Introduction’ phase 
were more connected with ‘Service improvement’ 
and ‘Economical’ motivations, aware of the risk 
of ‘De-personalization’, chose more often for 
‘Admin/Call’ and ‘Self service’ applications and 
were much more regarded as successful. Within 
‘In Use’ HR SSCs more attention was given to the 
different motivations to deploy it. ‘Communica-
tion’ and ‘De-personalization’ were also more 

seriously perceived as risks. When articles did not 
mention the implementation phase, they tended to 
mention more that ‘Power play’ could form a risk 
for HR SSCs. Also the form of implementation 
was less frequently mentioned then.

Category 2: Motivation

Chronologically there were two tendencies men-
tionable. At first we saw the predominance of 
‘Strategic/Org’ motivations throughout the years. 
Secondly we saw that ‘Service improvement’ 
was mostly notified in the early years of the ana-
lyzed articles. ‘Strategic/Org’ motivations were 
paramount, followed by ‘Economical’, ‘Service 
improvement’, ‘Brand development’ and finally 
‘Other’. 

Strategic motivation hardly showed anything, 
because nearly all articles contained ‘Strategic/
Org’ motivations. Motivations linked with brand 
development were more conclusive, as it was 
more mentioned within HR SSCs ‘In Use’. They 
were more tightly connected with ‘Economical’ 
motivations, had a negative connection with 
‘Communication’ risks, and ‘Improved op-
erations’ and success was more often perceived. 
‘Service improvement’ was also more used as 
a motivation within ‘In use’ HR SSCs and was 
also more frequently mentioned in combination 
with ‘Economical’ motivations. A wide range 
of positive impacts were notified when ‘Service 

Table2. Concept matrix of the gathered data, bundled per year 
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improvement’ was used as a motivation. Success 
was thus also more frequently perceived. ‘Eco-
nomical’ motivations showed as little divergence 
as articles with ‘Strategic/Org’ motivations. 
‘Other’ motivations were strongly connected to 
the mentioning of other risks. Most of the articles 
with ‘Other’ motivations described HR SSCs in 
the ‘Preparation’ phase. 

Category 3: Risk

Figures in this category were affected by a small 
number of articles reporting about the risks. In-
teresting findings were nevertheless still distill-
able from the data. Chronologically, we saw that 
‘De-personalization’ was more reckoned in the 
early years of the researched data.

‘Other’ risks were mostly mentioned, followed 
by ‘Power play’. Each of the remaining risks were 
mentioned in fewer than seven articles. These 
were, in order from more to less, ‘Communication’, 
‘De-personalization’, ‘Planning’, and ‘Standard. 
excess’. It was notified that when risks were spoken 
of, there was a bigger chance that articles were 
not merely positive about HR SSCs. The risk of 
‘De-personalization’ was an exception on this. 
It also showed that risks mentioned differed ac-
cording to the implementation phase of the HR 
SSC spoken of. 

 ‘Communication’ risks were more frequently 
mentioned in the ‘In use’ HR SSCs. This while 
‘Planning’ risks were more often mentioned with 
HR SSCs in the ‘Preparation’ phase. 

Category 4: Form

Within this category we notified that the ‘Center 
of expertise’ was more mentioned in later years. 
The same applied to the ‘Other/Unmentioned’ 
property, which showed the tendency of more 
vague and unclear articles.

‘Admin/Call’ was mostly mentioned, followed 
by ‘Other/Unmentioned’, and ‘Self service’. 
Roughly the same amount of articles reported 

about these three phenomena. ‘Center of expertise’ 
was seen the least in the articles. We also saw 
that ‘Admin/Call’, ‘Self service’ and ‘Center of 
expertise’ were frequently mentioned together.

 ‘Admin/Call’ were connected with the ‘Service 
improvement’ motivation. No distinct findings 
were found except that ‘Self service’ leads to 
less ‘Other’ impacts. ‘Center of expertise’ was 
more associated with ‘Admin/call center’ and 
‘Self service’ applications. Also it showed that 
when a ‘Center of expertise’ was mentioned, 
risks or troubles were fewer. A side mark had to 
be made that it was less frequently mentioned in 
HR SSCs ‘In use’. 

Category 5: Impact

The chronological findings in this category were 
closely attached to the ‘Implementation phase’ 
category due to its causal connection. In addition 
we can say that in the earlier writings impacts 
were juxtaposed more often. Just like the risk 
category, this category was susceptible to strong 
figures due to a small number of articles in which 
impacts were mentioned.

The order of properties was ‘Cost reductions’, 
‘Improved operations’, ‘Moved responsibilities’, 
‘Other’, ‘Strategic function’, and finally ‘Consoli-
dated staff’. Since most of the impact properties 
had a positive connotation, success was also 
more frequent perceived. ‘Economical’ motiva-
tion seemed to be mentioned more in articles that 
contained impacts.

When we looked in detail at the properties some 
interesting findings were seen, even though they 
were influenced by the small amount of articles. 
Staff was more frequently consolidated when HR 
SSCs were ‘In use’. Also, there was more attention 
for risks concerning ‘Communication’ and ‘Power 
play’. ‘Improved operations’ were clearly notified 
in HR SSCs that were ‘In use’. Cost reductions 
were both realized in ‘Introduction’ and ‘In use’ 
HR SSCs. Still, ‘In use’ HR SSCs had stronger 
figures on this property. Moved responsibilities 
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were connected with different motivations like 
‘Brand development’ and ‘Service improvement’. 
Also the risk of ‘De-personalization’ was more 
likely to be perceived. We saw that this also led 
to more clarity on the mentioned implementation 
form. The same accounted for the ‘Strategic func-
tion’ impact. This impact was also often connected 
with the ‘Service improvement’ motivation. The 
‘De-personalization’ risk was also strong for this 
impact. Finally ‘Other’ impacts, were more often 
mentioned when there was no notification of the 
‘Self service’ form of HR SSCs.

Category 6: Success

Commenting on the chronological developments, 
we could state that in the early years the tendency 
was to be plainly positive about HR SSCs. After 
this time, also question marks were introduced 
into the professional literature.

‘Yes’ was abundantly perceived the most. ‘Yes’ 
was followed on great distance by an ‘Unknown/
Biased’ perceived attitude towards HR SSCs. In 
only two cases a clear ‘No’ was perceived.

In this category, we saw that when success 
was ‘Unknown/Biased’, more risks were notified. 
This could support the statement that the reader 
perceived articles more negatively when more 
risks were mentioned.

Modeling HR SSC

Further Selective Ccoding consisted out of the 
following steps:

1.	 The first step involves explicating the story 
line;

2.	 The second consists of relating subsidiary 
categories around the core category by 
means of the paradigm as laid out in the 
story line.

3.	 The third involves relating categories at the 
dimensional level. 

4.	 The fourth step entails validating those 
propositions against the data.

5.	 The final step consists of filling in categories 
that may need further refinement and / or 
development.

Development of the Story line and 
relating the Categories

The findings gave us a basic insight into the con-
nections between categories. By explicating these 
connections we created a story which helped us 
with the further development of our insights. The 
story describes one salient category which will 
be the central phenomenon around which all the 
other categories are integrated. This category is 
motivation and serves as the core category. Our 
story therefore, is:

We saw that in the selected articles of the profes-
sional HR journals multiple motivations were 
used for deploying a HR SSC. Still the motivation 
used to deploy one could differ. We will acclaim 
that this has a distinct impact on the anticipated 
risks and eventual perceived success. And thus, 
motivation will be our core category. In addition 
to this, anticipated risks influence the desired form 
of the HR SSC. Eventually the different focus on 
anticipated risks and the chosen form will result 
in certain reported impacts. These impacts can 
be both positive and negative, and are thus de-
scribing the consequences of the HR SSC. Also 
the phase of implementation will affect the vigor 
of the reported impacts. The eventual impacts 
will lead to a different assessment of the HR SSC. 
This perceived success/failure will be expressed 
in the articles.

It should be notified that the basis of the propo-
sitions in the story were the interpretations that 
were given to the findings. Now each proposition 
we made in the story will be explained to come 
to a conceptualization.
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Proposition 1: Motivation Influenced the 
Anticipated Risks 

Due to the large quantity of articles mentioning 
motivations, the figures of this category were less 
strong in the quantitative analysis. Still we saw 
some distinct connections between different mo-
tivations and the risks that were anticipated. This 
created the notion that the ‘trouble’ focus of HR 
SSCs varied when the ‘why’ question differed. 

Proposition 2: Anticipated Risks 
Influenced the Chosen Form 

We notified in the findings chapter that there were 
a lot of connections between risks and forms 
chosen. We will argue that the anticipated risks 
did have a noticeable impact on the desired form 
of a HR SSC. 

Proposition 3: Anticipated Risks  
Influenced the Eventual Impacts

Without knowing what different actions were 
undertaken when certain risks were perceived, we 
could see a connection between the risks perceived 
and the eventual impacts. Because the number of 
articles mentioning risks and impacts were little, 
some connections between these properties could 
be disfigured.

Proposition 4: Implementation Phase 
Influenced the Eventual Impacts 

Although there was only a causal connection 
between HR SSCs in the ‘Introduction’ / ‘In use’ 
phase and the impact category, we saw that figures 
between these properties differ. We saw that HR 
SSCs in the ‘Introduction’ phase had less strong 
figures on the impacts properties then ‘In Use’ 
HR SSCs. Impacts could thus be influenced by 
chronological developments.

Proposition 5: Impacts Influenced the 
Perceived Success

The subjective nature of the category ‘Success’ 
made that the researcher was, among other fac-
tors, influenced by positive statements about HR 
SSCs. The impact category consisted out of prop-
erties with mostly positive connotations. Hence, 
this proposition will state that the mentioning of 
impacts had a distinct influence on the perceived 
success of the HR SSC(s). 

Proposition 6: Motivation Influenced the 
Perceived Success 

There are a lot of unknown processes affecting 
the eventual success or failure of a HR SSC. It is 
argued that a lot of these factors are not included 
in this research. Yet, the motivation was used as 
the core category of our analyses and it was ac-
claimed that it could be used as a predictor for the 
success of a HR SSC. This proposition embraces 
this thought and states that the motivation could 
be the prime predictor of perceiving HR SSC 
success.

The propositions laid out the conceptualiza-
tion. The propositions that we made were vali-
dated against the data and one proposition had 
to be dropped. 

Our final conceptualization, which is in line 
with the data, is put in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1. Model of HR SSC
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Conclusion

In this research we developed a conceptualization 
around the articles that were selected out of the 
professional HR journals with the grounded theory 
method. This conceptualization gave an insight 
into a multitude of phenomena that surround HR 
SSCs with the following main conclusions:

•	 ‘Brand development’ or ‘Service Improve-
ment’ motivations for deploying a HR SSC 
led to more positive impacts and a higher 
success rate.

•	 Solely ‘Economical’ motivations were not 
enough to achieve added value

•	 Risks anticipated were a good predictor for 
eventual impacts

•	 HR SSCs had more positive impacts as they 
grew over time

One recommendation is to examine what 
will actually change when different risks are 
anticipated. Do divisions change the service level 
agreements with the HR SSC, does the culture 
change, or will the people or the form of the HR 
SSC be heavily influenced? And does it work as 
a panacea against certain HR SSC troubles when 
a certain risk is anticipated?

A second recommendation is to research why 
HR SSCs, which were deployed for economical 
motives, did not achieve as many positive aspects 
as HR SSCs which were deployed for different 
motivations. Could it be that there simply is no 
money saved? Or do companies with a ‘money 
saving’ motivation hollow the budget of a HR 
SSC out more, so it can also deliver less qualita-
tive high services? 

The third and last recommendation will be to 
research the development of HR SSCs through 
time. In our research it was perceived that they 
seemed to have more positive impacts when time 
passed by. The question can be raised if this is 
truly the case. Could it be that it is just perceived 

because people needed time to adapt to it? Or does 
the quality really increase over time? 

The data in the concept matrix was subject to 
debate since no inter-rater was used to control if 
the phenomena witnessed were indeed present 
in the articles or an error of judgment from the 
reader. Errors of measurement thus were likely 
present. Also an impact that was perceived in 
one article as successful could be perceived as 
negative in the other due to dependence on the 
author’s wit. 
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