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Objectives of the special issue 


Since Bowen and Ostroff (2004) published a theoretical article in which they argued that the lack of clarity regarding the relationship between HR practices and performance was the predominance of the content of HR research, theory and research has begun to address the process of implementation of Human Resource (HR) practices as an attempt to explain the relationship between HRM and performance (see for example, Ostroff & Bowen, 2016; Sanders, Shipton & Gomes, 2014).  Bowen and Ostroff (2004) emphasized the need to adopt an HR process approach that pays more attention to the implementation of HR by (line) managers, and to the effect of employee perception and understanding of HR. 


Since that time, scholars have explored the psychological process by which employees attach meaning to HR and has put more emphasize on understanding the role of employee perception of the implementation of HR practices, also known as HR strength, and employee beliefs of organizations’ intentions behind the implementation of HR practices, also known as HR attributions. While HR strength research is based on the co-variation principle of the attribution theory (Sanders & Yang, 2016), HR attribution research is based on the locus on causality dimension of the attribution theory (Nishii et al, 2008). Until now both HR strength and HR attribution theory is mainly considered as a universalistic approach (see Hewett et al, 2018), that is, it has not considered the implications of context. This is problematic as it overlooks a more detailed exploration of the outcomes of HR process in different situational settings. 


Since research indicates that perception and understanding of the world in general, and of HRM in particular, is more of a subjective than an objective process (Fiske & Taylor, 1991), a contingency approach would appear more appropriate to study HR process approach. Although psychology research demonstrates that the way employees perceive their environment is influenced by their context (Johns, 2016) little or no attempt has been made to date to apply this to the HRM system strength field (Sanders, Shipton & Gomes, 2014; Farndale & Sanders, 2017).


Building on HR process theorizing, we follow here the call by Ostroff and Bowen (2016, p. 199) that expanding on the foundational basis of HR process through greater reliance on different communication […] theories as explanatory mechanisms’. For this special issue we argue that communication and information provision within organizations, which are at the heart of the HR process, are greatly affected by the context, potentially influencing how the HRM process plays out in different countries. Context has a significant role to play as it defines the boundaries of our theorizing (Delery & Doty, 1996), and can be defined as cultural context (Farndale & Sanders, 2017), organizational context and personality and cultural value orientations. By incorporating a national and individual culture perspective into HR process research, we can contextualize theory and provide novel insights into boundary conditions, creating ‘theory in context’ (Whetten, 2009, p. 29). 

We have some research questions listed as following:

1. How do personal, work and organizational factors influence the relationships between intended, the implemented and the experienced HRM within the organization?

2. How will organizational culture and leadership of senior and line managers influence the HR process, including perceptions, understanding and attributions?

3. What are the roles of employees' characteristics such as proactivity, personality and learning goal orientation in HR process, including perceptions, understanding and attributions?

4. What are the impacts of national cultural values in HR process, including perceptions, understanding and attributions?

In summary, by exploring HR process across different contexts, we call for a contingency approach to HRM, and theorize how employee understanding and attribution of HRM may be influenced by the context at different levels as an internal and external contingency factor (Bjorkman & Welch, 2015; Sanders et al., 2014). For this special issue we welcome both theoretical and empirical papers addressing these concerns.
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The theoretical contribution and practical importance of the special issue 

As indicated above, there is scope to develop a better understanding of the determinants of HR process (both HR strength and HR attributions), to explore a wider range of HR practices in the analysis of HR strength and HR attributions, to analyse the consistency of understanding and attributions between employees and line managers and how this relates to signalling theory and notions of a ‘strong’ HR system, and to set HR attributions in the context of other influences on HRM implementation to address their distinctive contribution. The papers published in this special issue will contribute to our understanding of the mechanisms that shape the relationships between HR and employee and organizational outcomes. Specifically, the special issue will utilise attribution theory and research to extend Bowen and Ostroff’s (2004) theoretical framework. By analysing contextual influences, including cross-cultural factors, organizational environments and personality and individual cultural values and orientations, on HR understanding and attributions and on their consistency across levels in the organization, the papers will develop our understanding of the boundary conditions that determine the impact of HR attributions on outcomes In summary, we seek papers that expand theory about HR understanding and attributions and evidence about the impact employees’ context as part of the development of a fuller understanding of HRM implementation. 


The Special Issue focus on understanding and attributions also has potentially significant practical implications. It turns attention to the way in which managers at all levels communicate the purpose of HR practices and promises to highlight in a practical way how to implement some of the elements proposed within the notion of a strong HRM system such as consistency and relevance. Alongside this it directs attention to the role of line management in the implementation process. HR professionals and (line and senior) managers should be more aware how employees perceive, understand and attribute HR within their organization. It is not sufficient to assume that employees perceive, understand and attribute HR in the same way as HR professionals or managers do. Results from the different studies are likely to have implications for the way HR professionals and managers communicate HR practices to employees, while taking into account of contextual differences. 

Important dates for the special issue 
Deadline for submission: May 30, 2019

FBR Symposium on HR Process Research: September 21, 2019

Deadline for R&R: November 30, 2019
Tentative publication date: January 31, 2020
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