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Abstract
Purpose
This master thesis is aiming to investigate what the theoretical relationship between the individual
and SHRM is seen from an interpretivist perspective. The research field of SHRM is wide, but there
is a limited amount of studies, including an interpretivist approach on how to understand the social
complexity in relation to SHRM practices and how it may affect the result of SHRM.
Design/methodology/approach
This project is a theoretical study that focuses on analyzing, discussing, and evaluating the theoretical positions presented in the literature. The problem formulation is based on a gap found in the
conducted literature review regarding SHRM. The analysis includes a presentation of different
types of employment relationships based on a critical review. In order to examine the complexity of
social relations and the behavioural patterns of the individual from a theoretical point of view, the
discussion includes Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and Pierre Bourdieu’s Theory of
Practice. Finally, the master thesis presents a new theory on how to examine the relationship between the individual and SHRM and thereby contributes to a more nuanced approach to configurational SHRM relative to the existing literature on the topic.
Findings
The relationship between the individual and SHRM is complex, as the actions and behaviour of the
individual are influenced from many sides, as well as it depends on its possession of human capital
and where it is positioned in the social order of the organization. The new theory is a conceptualization of the relationship between the individual and SHRM, and a valuable supplement to the existing literature on configurational SHRM. The new theory provides a theoretical tool on how to analyze the organizational situation and the individual within it, as well as it contributes with a toolbox
of regulations facilitators can apply to modify the design of SHRM, and thereby align the people
with the SHRM goals.
Key words
“Strategic Human Resource Management”, “SHRM”, “SHRM Practices”, “SHRM leadership”,
“SHRM employee”, “SHRM individual employee”, “SHRM teams”, “SHRM process”, “Employment Relationships”, “Actor-Network Theory”, “Theory of Practice”.
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Introduction
In the globalized world of today, there is high pressure on human resource (HR) professionals in
relation to how they manage the employees (Kelliher, Truss, and Mankin, 2012). The HR professionals are expected to maximize the value created through the people within an organization (Kelliher, Truss, and Mankin, 2012). According to research on Strategic Human Resource Management
(SHRM), it is evident that SHRM can contribute to improved organizational performance, why
many employers are seeking to professionalize their people management practices (Kelliher, Truss,
and Mankin, 2012). However, the existing literature reveals that SHRM contains both substantial
theoretical and empirical specification errors and significant historical misspecification.
The research design of this master thesis includes an initial in-depth literature review, which seeks
to identify general characteristics of SHRM and to outline the different strategies on how to plan,
implement and execute SHRM from a theoretical perspective. The problem formulation is based on
the gaps found in the literature review. According to the existing literature on SHRM, there is a lack
of qualitative studies that examine the complexity of the social relations within an organization in
relation to the success of the implemented SHRM practices. The key findings from the literature
review reveal that employees in an organization may have different behavioural patterns and motives, which necessarily make individuals perceive and understand strategic initiatives differently
and thus also act differently on the information issued.
This master thesis is aiming to investigate the theoretical relationship between the role of the individual and SHRM seen from an interpretivist perspective. The study includes an analysis of what
types of employment relationships there exist and what they are influenced by. This is done to gain
knowledge of how employment relationships are perceived throughout the literature. This project
applies Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT) as a methodological tool to examine the
complexity of social relations and the role of the individual as an actor within a network of an organization. Once the actors and their ties to each other within the network have been mapped, Pierre
Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice is applied to explore the behavioural patterns of the individual. The
Theory of Practice is applied as a methodological tool to investigate the subjective aspect of the
individual actor within the network, to gain a greater understanding of its behaviour and the relationship between the individual and SHRM seen from an interpretivist perspective. Finally, the
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master thesis presents a new theory on how to examine this relationship and thereby contributes to a
more nuanced approach to configurational SHRM relative to the existing literature on the topic.
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Literature Review
The following section includes an in-depth review of existing literature within the area of SHRM.
This literature review includes (i.) methodology of the literature review, (ii.) definitions of key concepts within SHRM, (iii.) key findings of the articles, (iv.) research philosophy and methodology of
the articles, (v.) an outlining of the applied strategies associated with SHRM, (vi.) suggestions for
future research and (vii.) a conclusion based on the findings from the literature review. The collected data consist of 38 academic articles on the SHRM in total.
The aim of the literature review is to identify general characteristics and to outline the different
strategies on how to plan, implement, and execute SHRM from a theoretical perspective. The fundamental assumptions of the SHRM theories applied in the academic articles are addressed, and
each of the applied SHRM strategies is categorized to see if there are any variations and gaps in the
link between the two. The outline of the theoretical framework of the collected articles contributes
to a deeper understanding of on what basis the conclusions of the studies were made. The complete
literature review is to be found in Appendix 1.
The researchers included in the literature review explore SHRM in the sense, that with the right
SHRM strategy, any organization can improve the overall performance. It is contradictory how the
articles focus on promoting high employee commitment, at the same time, as financial measures are
common for all of the papers concerning SHRM. The studies provide a great understanding of what
quantitative factors the implementation of SHRM are reflected on, but there is a lack of research on
why the reflection occurs or how the role of the individual employee has an impact on the success
of the initiatives (Akhtar, Ding, and Ge, 2008; Scully et al., 2013; Wei et al., 2008; Harrison and
Bazzy, 2017; Gannon, Doherty and Roper, 2012; Dias, Zhu and Samaratunge, 2017; Ekhsan Abang
Othman, 2009; Huselid and Becker, 2010; Gurbuz and Mert, 2011; Bagga and Srivastava, 2014;
Shen et al., 2009; van Harten et al., 2017; Richard and Johnson, 2001; Collins and Clark, 2003;
Jiang, Takeuchi and Lepak, 2013; Lin and Shih, 2008; Ericksen and Dyer, 2007; Lepak and Shaw,
2008; Su, Wright and Ulrich, 2015; Wright and McMahan, 1992; Evans and Davis, 2005; Harris
and Ogbonna, 2001; Boxall, 1996; Sheehan, 2005).
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i. Methodology of the Literature Review
The following section includes a description of the research process of how this literature review is
conducted. The literature review is structured as a systematic literature review (Fink, 2005). The
literature collected and analyzed is focusing on exploring SHRM from a theoretical perspective.
Each article is divided into 7 different analytical points, which are (1) source, (2) focus of paper, (3)
theories used, (4) key findings, (5) methodology, (6) key definitions and (7) critic/bias (Appendix
1). This is done to establish a system for the analysis and comparison of the existing literature.
The research process of this literature review took place between February 3rd and April 24th. The
collected articles are from different academic databases. The databases include: (1) Taylor and
Francis Online, (2) Wiley Online Library, (3) Emerald Insight, Emerald Management, (4) Science
Direct, (5) Research Gate, (6) ProQuest Research Library, (7) JSTOR, (8) SAGE Publishing, Journals, (9) EBSCOhost Academic Search Premier and (10) Google Scholar.
The research process is iterative, as the article search took its stance in some general search terms,
which along the way, progressed and got more detailed, as the results of the research started to create an overview of the terms used related to the topic SHRM. In order to identify the relevant articles, the following search terms were applied: “SHRM in Intercultural Organisations”, “SHRM
Culture”, “SHRM”, “SHRM Practices”, “SHRM leadership”, “Human Resource Management”,
“Strategic Human Resource Management”, “HR in international Organisations”, “SHRM job satisfaction”, “SHRM employee”, “SHRM employee engagement”, “SHRM individual employee”
“SHRM teams”, “SHRM change process” and “SHRM internal and external influence”.
The results found on the basis of the above search terms are excluded if they do not live up to certain criteria. The article is excluded if: (1) the article is not dealing with Strategic Human Resource
Management, (2) the article is e.g., commentaries, executive abstracts, book reviews, etc., (3) the
article is dealing with human resource practices but is lacking a strategic perspective.

ii. Definitions of Key Concepts
“Strategic Human Resource Management”, “Strategic HRM practices”, “SHRM”, “Corporate
Financial Performance”, “Organizational Performance”, “Organizational Effectiveness”, “Strategic-tension”, “Innovative Culture.”
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The following section presents the definitions of the key concepts of SHRM according to the reviewed literature, as it contributes to a greater understanding of how SHRM is perceived throughout
the existing literature. The key concepts include general definitions of SHRM, the assumed impact
of SHRM and its measurability.
ii.i. Definition of SHRM
Strategic HRM practices are defined in a theory by Delery and Doty from 1996, which most of the
papers rely on, which says, that strategic HRM practices are practices, that are theoretically or empirically related to overall organizational performance (Akhtar, Ding, and Ge, 2008; Scully et al.,
2013; Wei et al., 2008; Harrison and Bazzy, 2017; Gannon, Doherty and Roper, 2012; Huselid and
Becker, 2010; Gurbuz and Mert, 2011; Bagga and Srivastava, 2014; Richard and Johnson, 2001;
Jiang, Takeuchi and Lepak, 2013; Lin and Shih, 2008; Ericksen and Dyer, 2007; Lepak and Shaw,
2008; Su, Wright, and Ulrich, 2015; Wright and McMahan, 1992; Evans and Davis, 2005; Harris
and Ogbonna, 2001; Boxall, 1996; Sheehan, 2005).
Bagga and Srivastava argue that: "SHRM can be defined as a deliberate attempt of HR deployment
to empower the organization to meet organizational goals, objectives and consistencies" (Bagga
and Srivastava, 2014). It is a basic assumption throughout the existing literature that SHRM has an
impact on firm performance, but it varies how it is measured e.g., if it is measured in terms of financial performance, market performance, operational performance, job satisfaction or turnover.
(Gurbuz and Mert, 2011; Akhtar, Ding, and Ge, 2008; Bagga and Srivastava, 2014; Richard and
Johnson, 2001; Akong'o Dimba, 2010; Wei, Liu, and Herndon, 2011; Martín-Alcázar, RomeroFernández, and Sánchez-Gardey, 2005; Mitchell, Obeidat and Bray, 2013; Wright and McMahan,
1992; Evans and Davis, 2005; Boxall, 1996; Sheehan, 2005).
ii.ii. Definition of SHRM Impact
There is a difference in how different articles describe the purpose and impact of SHRM. According
to Scully, Evans, and Davis, the purpose of applying SHRM is to implement practices that nurture a
context of knowledge sharing where tacit knowledge is turned into explicit knowledge, as is promotes innovative behaviours in an organization, but what does innovative behaviour mean and how
can SHRM enhance it? (Scully et al., 2013; Evans and Davis, 2005).
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The most widespread understanding of what impact SHRM has is the impact it has on the culture in
the organization, but there are variations in how the different studies define culture (Wei et al.,
2008; Harrison and Bazzy, 2017; Bagga and Srivastava, 2014; Wei, Liu, and Herndon, 2011; Collins and Smith, 2006; Su, Wright and Ulrich, 2015; Zhang and Albrecht, 2010; Evans and Davis,
2005; Harris and Ogbonna, 2001). Culture is described as a corporate culture, where the hierarchical positions of each group in the workforce are decisive for the behaviour of the given group
(Shen et al., 2009). According to Shen, culture is a mediator between SHRM and firm performance.
Other studies describe the relation between SHRM and firm performance as a Black Box, as the
relationship between the external- and internal social networks and the network-building HR practices are individual and situational, and those networks are what defines the culture (Collins and
Clark, 2003; Jiang, Takeuchi and Lepak, 2013; Ericksen and Dyer, 2007; Su, Wright and Ulrich,
2015; Luna-Arocas and Camps, 2007; Zhang and Albrecht, 2010). Dias, Zhu, and Samaratunge
argue how cultural diversity is depending on cultural exposure, intercultural sensitivity, and the
intercultural competencies, which impacts the recruitment and the employer development in the
organization (Dias, Zhu and Samaratunge, 2017). One thing is certain: culture plays a large role
when it comes to SHRM, and the research papers have different approaches on how to understand
and define culture and its manner.
ii.iii. Definition of Measurability
The primary emphasis of the collected articles is on organizational performance outcomes measured
in terms of corporate financial performance and managerial perceptions of organizational performance. (Lepak and Shaw, 2008) There are different approaches on how to measure organizational
performance outcomes, as some of the articles take a more general stance, and some of the articles
take stance in the role of the manager/leader. Organizational performance is also referred to as organizational effectiveness and strategic-tensions throughout the literature (Ericksen and Dyer, 2007;
Boxall, 1996). Organizational effectiveness can be measured in terms of five factors, which are;
Reliability-oriented employee behaviours (ROEBs), Reliability-enhancing human resource strategy
(REHRS), High-performance human resource strategy (HPHRS), high-reliability organizations
(HROs) and high-performance work systems (HPWSs) (Ericksen and Dyer, 2007). According to
Ericksen and Dyer ROEBs, REHRS, HPHRS, HRO, and HPWSs are essential to organizational
7 / 120

Anneline Hedam Oksbjerre
Olivia Hansen
effectiveness, and it allows leaders and managers to measure the effect of the applied SHRM strategies (Ericksen and Dyer, 2007). Strategic-tension refers to the manager’s ability to manage any strategic tension between the internal and external environment (Boxall, 1996). External environments
are characterized by risk, change, complexity, and ambiguity, where the internal environment is
more concerned about bounded rationality, endemic coordination problems, inertial tendencies and
political trade-offs (Boxall, 1996). The strategic-tension needs to be in balance, which is a task for
the given manager (Boxall, 1996).
The articles from the literature review have different perspectives on how to measure SHRM, which
is a consequence of what perspective they apply when using SHRM. The literature defines three
perspectives to SHRM, which are: the universalistic perspective, the contingency perspective, and
the configurational perspective. The three perspectives are explained later on in the section about
(v.) strategies associated with SHRM.
Based on the different definitions of the key concepts related to SHRM presented in the reviewed
literature, SHRM is generally perceived as:
•

Firm performance-enhancing

•

Contributing to an innovative culture

•

Including a high demand for knowledge sharing

•

Measurability depends on perspective: The Universalistic Perspective, The Contingency
Perspective or The Configurational Perspective

iii. Key Findings
The following section includes a short presentation of the reviewed literature in general, followed
by a presentation of the focus of the different papers, as they take stance in different research questions. Finally, the key findings from the existing literature on SHRM are presented, which are divided into three focus areas, which are (iii.i.) The complexity of SHRM (iii.ii.) Culture and (iii.iii.)
Leadership.
The reviewed literature includes articles from 1992-2017; hence the published work on SHRM
peaked during that period of time, according to the search results from the previously mentioned
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databases. It is of importance to mention that the studies vary in terms of the focus of the paper,
perspective on the topic, and whether the studies are directly or indirectly linked to SHRM, respectively.
The reviewed literature explore SHRM from different perspectives, such as: to understand how
SHRM practices promote innovative behaviour and enhance knowledge sharing (Scully et al.,
2013), to examine the role of corporate culture in the adoption and implementation process of
SHRM (Wei et al., 2008), to examine all factors that have impact on the organization’s SHRM implementation process (Harrison and Bazzy, 2017), to explore the challenges related to creating
competitive advantage through SHRM practices (Gannon, Doherty and Roper, 2012), to explore the
impact of the cultural exposure, the intercultural sensitivity and the intercultural competence in relation to the success of the SHRM practices (Dias, Zhu and Samaratunge, 2017), to understand the
role of cultural values as a human resource contributor to a firm’s strategic development (Zhang and
Albrecht, 2010), to explore the challenges and opportunities associated with integrating micro- and
macro domains in the planning of SHRM (Huselid and Becker, 2010), to examine the impact of
SHRM practices in terms of firm performance, job satisfaction and turnover (Gurbuz and Mert,
2011), to explore whether the effect of SHRM practices is context depending in terms of industry
(Akthar, Ding and Ge, 2008), to explore the relationships between a set of network-building SHRM
practices, the external and internal social networks of top management teams and firm performance
(Collins and Clark, 2003) and to explore the executive SHRM system as a source of competitive
advantage (Lin and Shih, 2008).
The following section presents the key findings from the existing literature on SHRM, which are
divided into three focus areas, which are (iii.i.) The complexity of SHRM (iii.ii.) Culture and (iii.iii.)
Leadership.
iii.i. Complexity of SHRM
Gurbuz and Mert did a study in 2011, examining the relationship between SHRM and HR practices
and firm performance (Gurbuz and Mert, 2011). The study revealed that SHRM has a positive effect on organizational performance indicators. The performance indicators throughout this study
were the perceived financial and market performance, the organizational performance, including
customer satisfaction, quality of product and company image, and job satisfaction (Gurbuz and
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Mert, 2011). However, the study reveals that SHRM does not have any direct impact on the turnover, which the existing theoretical literature on SHRM up until then had stated it would (Gurbuz
and Mert, 2011). The findings of the study also found empirical evidence, which indicated that it is
credible that SHRM can contribute to competitive advantage in terms of the other performance indicators (Gurbuz and Mert, 2011).
The findings, from a study done by Akhtar, Ding, and Ge, supports that SHRM contributes to competitive advantage in terms of both product/service performance and financial performance (Akhtar,
Ding, and Ge, 2008). SHRM practices, which enhance employment security and profit-sharing,
have a significant positive impact on product/service performance and financial performance (Akhtar, Ding, and Ge, 2008).
A study by Gannon, Doherty, and Roper from 2012 focuses on the way global organizations perceive SHRM, the associated HRM strategies and firm performance, which showed, that there is a
significant difference in how the global organizations pursue competitive advantage in an industry
(Gannon, Doherty and Roper, 2012). The significant difference was due to different firm performance ambitions, which had led to different SHRM strategies and practices depending on what industry the organization is in (Gannon, Doherty and Roper, 2012). The implementation and execution of SHRM are context-dependent, as organizations have different purposes with applying
SHRM.
Another study by Richard and Johnson reveals that the effectiveness of SHRM significantly reduces
employee turnover, and it increases the overall market performance assessment (Richard and Johnson, 2001). The conclusion of the study is that SHRM effectiveness and capital intensity must be
aligned, as it increases the productivity of the firm and return on equity. The percentage of employees who leave an organization and get replaced is directly linked to SHRM effectiveness effects
(Richard and Johnson, 2001).
In extension of this, Van Harten et al. argue that the role and the impact of the SHRM strategy and
policies are likely to be influenced by national economic circumstances e.g., one of the ambitions
when applying SHRM is to improve the job satisfaction and job security of the employees, but the
SHRM policies might depend on the levels of unemployment and the varying national policies to
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address employment and employment security (van Harten et al., 2017). These national economic
circumstances might have an impact on how organizations design the SHRM policies and on how
the individual employee perceives his/her given feeling of job satisfaction and job security (van
Harten et al., 2017).
In sum, the key findings of the literature review reveal that SHRM is a complex size. Both the intentions behind the policies and strategy and the results of the implementation of SHRM vary, as
they are depending on and influenced by contextual factors. SHRM is significantly influenced by
the internal and external circumstances, as well as it depend on the people involved, which show in
both the planning and the results of the SHRM initiatives. A key takeaway from the literature review is that SHRM practices do not necessarily equal improved turnover, but it is still considered
empirically evident that SHRM is a credible way to improve competitive advantage and overall
firm performance. SHRM is dynamic, and it is influenced by many sides, which is depending on the
specific situation of each organization, why it is important to take the complexity of SHRM into
account when planning and designing SHRM practices.
iii.ii. Culture
Research implies that group cultures and developmental cultures have a positive effect on the implementation of SHRM, while the relationship between the hierarchical culture and the implementation of SHRM did not have any significant correlation (Wei et al., 2008). Based on the findings of
the research the study concludes, that developmental cultures and group cultures facilitate the creation of SHRM, which has a subsequent positive effect on the overall firm performance (Wei et al.,
2008)
According to one of the research papers, knowledge sharing is enhanced in contexts that are characterized by SHRM practice (Scully et al., 2013). It also suggests that organizations can benefit from
unravelling the combinations and bundles of workplace practices, which enhances tacit knowledge
to become explicit knowledge, and as a consequence of that also creates a more innovative culture.
Based on the findings of the study, the authors argue how SHRM can provide the interactional
structural context in which the knowledge conversion processes can take place (Scully et al., 2013).
Another study reveals how diversity is managed differently in organizations, and that the organizations that include diversity management at strategic, tactical and operational levels, have more suc11 / 120
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cessful SHRM practices (Shen et al., 2009). Diversity management at a strategic level includes a
business and HR strategy that values diversity, formalized HR policies, and measuring and auditing
diversity (Shen et al., 2009). Diversity management at a tactical level includes recruitment, training,
and development that take its stance in the appraisal of diversity and the value of the differences in
culture and competencies (Shen et al., 2009). Diversity management at an operational level includes
educating the employees, establishing networking communities, and generating work-life balance
on the premises of the individual (Shen et al., 2009).
According to a study by Lin and Shih, a teamwork-oriented executive SHRM system, which builds
and integrates teams, is proactively shaping a culture of competitive actions, which enhances organizational competitive advantage (Lin and Shih, 2008).
A study by Wei, Liu, and Herndon confirmed that corporate culture and the firm structure are important contextual factors, which impact the relation between SHRM and product innovation (Wei,
Liu, and Herndon, 2011). A developmental culture influences SHRM and product innovation positively (Wei, Liu, and Herndon, 2011). Furthermore, the study shows that the combination of a developmental culture and a flat structure can further improve the effect of SHRM and product innovation and thereby enhance firm performance (Wei, Liu, and Herndon, 2011).
According to a study by Ericksen and Dyer, reliability-oriented employee behaviour mediates successful SHRM practices (Ericksen and Dyer, 2007). The study reveals how people contribute to
specific organizational goals and how a behavioural approach to SHRM can improve organizational
reliability and performance (Ericksen and Dyer, 2007). Reliability enhancing SHRM has to promote
contextual clarity, foster reconfigurability, and facilitate development in order to create a culture of
reliability-oriented employee behaviours (Ericksen and Dyer, 2007). A culture characterized by
diligence, facileness, fluidity, and generativeness contributes to organizational reliability, which
consists of repeated production of collective outcomes that either meet or exceed the minimum
quality expectations (Ericksen and Dyer, 2007). Thus, the success of the SHRM practices that are
implemented to foster reliability-oriented employee behaviours depends on the complexity, interdependence, and external volatility related to the SHRM practice (Ericksen and Dyer, 2007).
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Zhang and Albrecht attempt to figure out the role of the cultural values on a firm’s SHRM process
and development (Zhang and Albrecht, 2010). The study reveals that organizations, which have
defined the wanted norms and attitudes within the organization, have more success in the implementation and development of SHRM than organizations, which have not defined norms and attitudes (Zhang and Albrecht, 2010). The set of cultural values affected the behaviours and the success
of SHRM practices. The study shows how the cultural values within an organization are crucial
when it comes to firm performance (Zhang and Albrecht, 2010).
In sum, the key findings of the literature review reveal that the success of SHRM is highly related to
the culture within an organization. Group cultures and developmental cultures have a crucial impact
on whether the implementation of SHRM and the results of SHRM are successful. Organizations
must build and integrate teams to foster the wanted culture. The literature implies that organizations
must endeavour to create cultures with a high degree of knowledge sharing, which is done through
unravelling the existing bundles of workplace practices and through diversity management, as the
culture is directly derived from the behaviour of the individuals within it. According to the reviewed literature, the organizations, which apply diversity management at a strategic, tactical, and
operational level, have more successful SHRM practices. This underlines the impact and the importance of the individual and the culture, as it is crucial in relation to enhancing competitive advantage and improving the overall firm performance. Another important takeaway from the literature is the fact that innovative cultures alone cannot guarantee a successful SHRM process, as the
cultural behaviour also depends on the complexity, interdependence, and external volatility related
to the SHRM practices. Furthermore, the studies reveal how organizations with a flat organizational
structure had more success in both creating these innovative cultures and in achieving their SHRM
goals. Organizations are recommended to take these factors into account in the planning of SHRM,
as culture has a significant influence on the execution of SHRM practices and thereby also the results.
iii.iii. Leadership
Ekhsan Abang Othman found that the involvement of HR at board level had a positive effect on the
planning, implementation, and execution of SHRM (Ekhsan Abang Othman, 2009). The study also
indicates that other factors such as business credibility of the HR manager and the level of commitment and support from the CEO and the line managers are important determinants of the strate13 / 120
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gic integration of SHRM and SHRM practices (Ekhsan Abang Othman, 2009). The findings from
this study highlight the fact that the intentions of each individual have an impact on the success of
SHRM.
The results from a study by Collins and Clark showed that the relationship between the SHRM
practices and Firm performance depended on the mediating role of the top managers’ social networks (Collins and Clark, 2003). Specific and general formulated SHRM practices seem to affect
performance, as it builds and reinforces an employee-based capability, which enhances skills and
motivation (Collins and Clark, 2003). Thus, the study revealed that the social networks of the top
managers impact the success of the creation of the employee-based capability (Collins and Clark,
2003).
A study by Mitchell, Obeidat, and Bray from 2013, supports the argument that the mediating role of
managers is of importance in relation to the success of high-performance SHRM practices (Mitchell, Obeidat and Bray, 2013). Line management devolvement has a significant impact on the relation between SHRM and firm performance (Mitchell, Obeidat, and Bray, 2013). The results revealed that a higher degree of decentralization of management has a positive impact on the success
of the high-performance SHRM practices (Mitchell, Obeidat and Bray, 2013).
Zacharatos, Barling, and Iverson positively relate high-performance SHRM systems to occupational
safety, according to a study from 2005 (Zacharatos, Barling, and Iverson, 2005). Occupational safety is measured in terms of personal-safety, motivation, knowledge, and initiative (Zacharatos, Barling, and Iverson, 2005). The study revealed that the perceived safety climate and trust in management are closely related. Furthermore, it is considered to have a mediating role when it comes to the
relation between the SHRM practices and performance (Zacharatos, Barling, and Iverson, 2005).
The results highlight how trust in management has an impact on the outcome of SHRM practices.
According to Lin and Shih, it is statistically evident that the social integration and action aggressiveness of the top management teams mediate the relationship between the SHRM practices and
the overall firm performance (Lin and Shih, 2008). Top executives have to be alert in developing
team-focused executive SHRM practices, building an integrated team, which contributes to proactive competitive action, which enhances competitive advantage (Lin and Shih, 2008).
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In sum, the key findings of the literature review reveal that the managers behind the SHRM play a
significant role in facilitating the right circumstances for SHRM. According to the literature, it is
important to involve HR at board level, as it has shown to have a positive effect on the planning,
implementation, and execution process of SHRM. The integration of SHRM and SHRM practices is
mediated through the social network of managers. The SHRM strategy is situational and contextual,
why it is important that the SHRM process is facilitated as a dynamic and developing process instead of a linear process. The literature shows that line management devolvement has a positive
impact on both SHRM and firm performance, why organizations are recommended to decentralize
the power and responsibilities. Furthermore, the relationship between management and the employees needs to be characterized by trust to have successful SHRM practices and performance. Trust is
individual, why management needs to take into account how to accommodate the employee’s
needs. The literature implies that organizations, which apply diversity management, have a higher
success rate in achieving trust of their employees. The leadership of SHRM is complex, and there
are many internal and external factors that can come into play throughout the process, which is why
managers need to function as facilitators in order to configure the right fit between the specific organization and the context it operates in along the way.

iv. Research Philosophy and Methodology
The following section presents the research philosophy and methodology applied throughout the
reviewed articles. The literature review consists of 38 articles, where 14 of them are critical reviews
or journals on SHRM based on existing literature on the topic. These articles take stance in interpretivism and use a qualitative research design. The critical reviews and journals contribute with an
overview of the existing literature as well as helps identifying some of the gaps throughout the literature. (Harrison and Bazzy, 2017; Shen et al., 2009; van Harten et al., 2017; Huselid and Becker,
2010; Bagga and Srivastava, 2014; Jiang, Takeuchi and Lepak, 2013; Wright and McMahan, 1992;
Martín-Alcázar, Romero-Fernández and Sánchez-Gardey, 2005; van Donk and Esser, 1992; Evans
and Davis, 2005; Zacharatos, Barling and Iverson, 2005; Kaufman, 2010; Boxall, 1996; Elliot,
2011; Huselid, 1995)
13 of the collected articles are case-based academic articles, which take stance in a quantitative research design following the principles of the positivist research philosophy. All of these articles
include a questionnaire survey, which is conducted within specific organizations, aiming to confirm
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or to invalidate a set of hypotheses. 10 of the articles are conducting the questionnaires in multiple
organizations within the same industry. The purpose of the papers is to test a set of variables to see
if there is any significant correlation between the SHRM practices and firm performance. The variables vary from article to article but are predominantly focused on financial performance indicators.
(Wei et al., 2008; Dias, Zhu, and Samaratunge, 2017; Gurbuz and Mert, 2011; Akhtar, Ding, and
Ge, 2008; Collins and Clark, 2003; Lin and Shih, 2008; Wei, Liu, and Herndon, 2011; Su, Wright
and Ulrich, 2015; Mitchell, Obeidat and Bray, 2013; Wright and McMahan, 1992; Luna-Arocas and
Camps, 2007; Zacharatos, Barling and Iverson, 2005)
11 of the collected articles are using multi-method empirical approaches with a combined quantitative and qualitative research design. The studies are based on quantitative data in terms of questionnaire surveys and qualitative data in terms of semi-structured interviews with top-management, secondary data in terms of internal company documentation and/or existing literature on the topic. The
purpose of the multi-method approach is to gain greater insight into the relationship between the
results of the quantitative data and the context of the specific organization/organizations they were
conducted. (Scully et al., 2013; Gannon, Doherty and Roper, 2012; Ekshan, Abang Othman, 2009;
Richard and Johnson, 2001; Akong’o Dimba, 2010; Ericksen and Dyer, 2007; Lepak and Shaw,
2008; Collins and Smith, 2006; Zhang and Albrecht, 2010; Harris and Ogbonna, 2001; Molineux,
2013; Huselid, 1995)
Surprisingly, the literature review research only found one article, which is based on interviews
with people from different hierarchical layers of an organization. The purpose of the study was to
understand the process within SHRM and its proposed influences, as the existing literature showed
to have inconsistent results, depending on contextual factors. The study includes a qualitative research design and an interpretivist approach. The study contributes with a new perspective on
SHRM, as it explores the role of the individual in relation to the success of the SHRM practices and
thereby also the overall firm performance. (Sheehan, 2005)
There exist potential biases within all of the studies, as they originate from different contexts and
bases of understanding. It is important to take different contextual factors, e.g., demographic and
economic circumstances, into account when accessing the literature, as the generalizability of the
studies might vary accordingly. It is also important to be attentive to the purpose of the studies. Is
16 / 120

Anneline Hedam Oksbjerre
Olivia Hansen
the study aiming to find correlations or causality? The studies applying a universalistic approach to
SHRM are likely to confuse whether the results show correlative indicators or causal indicators.
(Wright and McMahan, 1992; Kaufman, 2010; Elliot, 2011)

v. Strategies associated with SHRM
The following section presents the 3 perspectives and strategies associated with SHRM throughout
the literature review. The different approaches are compared in a short summary at the end of this
section.
According to Kaufman, Wright and McMahan and Elliot, the different approaches on how to design
the different SHRM initiatives can be divided into three categories of SHRM: The universalistic
perspective, the contingency perspective and the configurational perspective (Kaufman, 2010;
Wright and McMahan, 1992; Elliot, 2011). The following section presents the basic assumptions
behind each of the SHRM perspectives, including the strategies associated, according to the reviewed literature.
Figure 1: SHRM perspectives

Source: Own Elaboration
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v.i. The Universalistic Perspective
The universalistic approach to SHRM focuses on a well-developed internal environment, and it sees
the following HRM practices as good influencers on performance: employment security, selective
recruitment, self-managed teams, pay-for-performance, training and education, reduced status differentials and extensive knowledge sharing (Kaufman, 2010).
Figure 2: The Universalistic Perspective

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above illustrates how organizations with a universalistic perspective believe they can
manage SHRM successfully. The green ring in the figure symbolizes the internal organization, and
the two icons symbolize an independent variable and a dependent variable and how they impact
each other. The Universalistic approach is considered as the simplest theoretical approach because
it implies that the relationship between an independent variable and a dependent variable is universal across all organizations, which results in a general SHRM strategy that fits all types of organizations in any given context (Wright and McMahan, 1992).
The studies applying a universalistic perspective are based on the assumption that there is a direct
link between HR practices and firm performance (Elliot, 2011). Theorists applying a universalistic
perspective on SHRM believe that some HR practices are always better than others. Furthermore,
these empirical studies suggest that all organizations can benefit from applying certain SHRM initi18 / 120
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atives, as they represent a universal best-practice figure, which is applicable in every type of organization and will always result in improved firm performance (Elliot, 2011). An example of an article
reviewed in the literature review, which applies the universalistic perspective, is a study by Mark
Huselid. According to Huselid, organizations can successfully reduce turnover, increase productivity and increase overall firm performance by investing in HR activities such as incentive compensation, selective staffing techniques, and employee participation, -skills, and -motivation. (Huselid,
1995)
6 of the articles from the literature review include a questionnaire survey, which is conducted within specific organizations, aiming to confirm or to invalidate a set of hypotheses based on internal
performance indicators. The purpose is to test a set of variables, to see if there are any significant
correlation between the SHRM practices and firm performance, without considering the impact of
the context the organization is in. These articles are applying a universalistic perspective, as they
exclude the impact of external factors and the social context. (Dias, Zhu, and Samaratunge, 2017,
Gurbuz and Mert, 2011; Akhtar, Ding, and Ge, 2008; Su, Wright and Ulrich, 2015; Wright and
McMahan, 1992; Luna-Arocas and Camps, 2007)
v.ii. The Contingency Perspective
The contingency approach to SHRM focuses on context and maintaining the relation between
SHRM practices and the organizational performance in balance, as it is constantly influenced by
various internal- and external contextual factors (Kaufman, 2010).
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Figure 3: The Contingency Perspective

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above illustrates how organizations with a contingency perspective believe they can
manage SHRM successfully. The green ring in the figure still symbolizes the internal organization,
and the external context is illustrated outside the ring, as the organization must consider the impact
of the context it appears in. The contingency approach is considered more complex than the universalistic approach, as it implies that one needs to consider the teams’ interactions with the SHRM
initiatives and sees the organization as a dynamic machine in a global context (Wright and
McMahan, 1992). The contingency strategy focuses on context and fit between SHRM practices
and performance. The perspective is characterized by SHRM practices, which are contextdependent and have a homogeneous view on team behaviour (Elliot, 2011).
10 of the reviewed articles are applying a contingency perspective in terms of SHRM practices,
which include the influence of internal and external factors and the impact of team behaviour. The
studies, using the contingency perspective, apply varying methods, and take stance in both quantitative and qualitative research designs. (Wei et al., 2008; Gannon, Doherty and Roper, 2012; Scully et
al., 2013; Lin and Shih, 2008; Wei, Liu and Herndon, 2011; Zhang and Albrecht, 2010; Ekhsan
Abang Othman, 2009; Collins and Clark, 2003; Mitchell, Obeidat and Bray, 2013; Zacharatos, Barling and Iverson, 2005)
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v.iii. The Configurational Perspective
The configurational approach to SHRM focuses on the role of the individual in the relationship between SHRM practices and organizational performance, as the behaviour of each individual impacts
the outcome. That is also the reason why the SHRM practices must be moderated continuously in
accordance with the interactions between the individual and the SHRM strategy (Kaufman, 2010).
Figure 4: The Configurational Perspective

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above illustrates how organizations with a configurational perspective believe they can
manage SHRM successfully. The green ring in the figure still symbolizes the internal organization,
and the external context is still illustrated outside the ring, as the organization must consider the
impact of the context it appears in. In addition to the contingency figure, the configurational figure
includes the importance of noticing the role of the individual, which is illustrated by the networks of
people both inside and outside the organization. The configurational perspective is considered the
most complex approach as it considers both the dynamic reality of the teams’ interactions with
SHRM and the role of the individual in relation to the SHRM practices (Wright and McMahan,
1992).
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3 of the reviewed articles are applying a configurational perspective in terms of SHRM practices,
which include the influence of internal and external factors and the role of the individual behaviour
and social relations. The complexity of the configurational perspective is high, and thus the studies
include the potential impact from a wide range of influencers throughout the SHRM process; it is
challenging to get generalizable results, as every situation and context varies from organization to
organization. The studies applying the configurational approach use a combined qualitative and
quantitative research design, as they seek to understand the underlying processes in relation to the
SHRM practices and process. (Shen et al., 2009; Ericksen and Dyer, 2007; van Harten et al., 2017)
In sum, the literature review includes different perspectives on SHRM, and the perspectives include
different associated strategies. The following section includes an overview of the differences and
similarities between the universalistic, the contingency, and the configurational perspective, according to the reviewed literature.
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Figure 5: The Universalistic, Contingency and Configurational Perspective

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above visualizes the difference of the three perspectives on SHRM, in terms of what they
focus on, what SHRM strategy they apply and what general characteristics they have, based on the
findings from the literature review. There are similarities in the strategy, but it increases in complexity from left to right, as it includes more intangible factors e.g., context, team behaviour and the
role of the individual. Both the universalistic perspective and the contingency perspective are criticized for not considering the complexity of the real world in relation to SHRM, as the strategies do
not include the impact of the individual behaviour amongst other potential, influential factors (Elliot, 2011).
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According to Hamish G.H. Elliot, SHRM and HR practices can potentially contribute to an organization's sustainable competitive advantage (Elliot, 2011). From a resource-based point of view,
however, it is worth noticing that the universalistic approach to HR practices cannot generate a sustainable competitive advantage, as it does not consider varying contexts and external factors that
may affect the relationship between the intended two variables (Elliot, 2011). Based on the key
findings from his study, Elliot concludes that the configurational approach to HR practices is more
theoretically valid, and thus a beneficial perspective to apply when organizations develop and convert their human resource capital pools into sustainable competitive advantage (Elliot, 2011). The
configurational perspective includes a customized set of HR practices to suit a specific organization’s competitive strategies, internal practices, policies, and resources. This way, SHRM can provide both a vertical and horizontal fit, which promotes competitive advantage (Elliot, 2011).

vi. Future Research
The following section presents suggestions for future research. The topics for future research are
derived from the reviewed literature. The topics include (vi.i.) Focus on unidentified influential factors in relation to, SHRM, (vi.ii.) Focus on people and diversity and (vi.iii.) Focus on qualitative
research designs.

vi.i. Focus on Unidentified Influential Factors in Relation to SHRM
One of the topics for future research that is mentioned a lot throughout the literature is the need for
identifying other potential, influential factors in relation to SHRM. In this regard, it is worth mentioning that SHRM contains both substantial theoretical and empirical specification errors and significant historical misspecification. The literature review casts considerable doubt on the robustness
and explanatory power of the SHRM model (Kaufman, 2010). One critical future research issue is
the basic assumption that organizational leaders have selected an appropriate strategy. The strategy
must be congruent with the culture within the organization. Future research must explore the relationship between the intended/implemented strategy and SHRM incongruence in terms of lacking
alignment between SHRM and the organizational culture (Harrison and Bazzy, 2017). Future re24 / 120
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search should include other organizational attributes that are related to SHRM practices and firm
performance, as there is a need for more accurate estimates of how to measure the full effect of
SHRM (Wright and McMahan, 1992), (Wei, Liu, and Herndon, 2011).
According to Ericksen and Dyer, there is a need for future research to uncover and define the HR
strategies that organizations use to develop new forms of organizing, as the SHRM strategies within
the existing literature vary significantly. (Ericksen and Dyer, 2007). Lepak and Shaw support the
argument that future research should focus on providing greater insight into how SHRM practices
and systems are related to firm performance (Lepak and Shaw, 2008). Collins and Smith furthermore argue that future research must include an exploration of the mediating firm capabilities to
fully understand the role of SHRM practices in relation to firm performance. (Collins and Smith,
2006)
In sum, the key issues related to unidentified influential factors in relation to SHRM are listed below. The reviewed literature suggests future research to examine what SHRM is influenced by and
how.

•

The SHRM model lacks explanatory power

•

Question the basic assumptions behind SHRM

•

Future research needs more accurate estimates of the effect of SHRM, which points to a
positivist researcher

vi.ii. Focus on People and Diversity
Another topic for future research, which is mentioned a lot throughout the literature, is the need for
research about the role and impact of the people planning, implementing, and executing SHRM.
Despite wide recognition of the significance of diversity management in relation to SHRM, it has
received surprisingly little attention in the existing literature. Future research should include examining diversity management from multiple perspectives in relation to SHRM. Earlier studies focus
on exploring the relation between HR diversity practices and firm performance, and as a result of
that, there is, so far, no studies examining the contribution of diversity management in SHRM to
firm performance from both financial and non-financial perspectives (Shen et al., 2009). Further-
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more, there is a lack of research regarding the conceptualization of organizational culture as a moderator between an organization’s strategy and SHRM (Harrison and Bazzy, 2017).
Future research should seek to identify a social context conceptualization, as it could contribute
with a new perspective in relation to other variables, such as organizational culture, climate, political considerations, and SHRM strategy (Richard and Johnson, 2001). Zhang and Albrecht argue
that future research must test the functionality of cultural value factors in SHRM and firm strategic
development (Zhang and Albrecht, 2010). That could e.g., be done in terms of a focus on the strategic groups within an organization, as it will enhance the theoretical understanding of SHRM and the
factors, which act to constrain the achievement of competitive advantage through HR (Gannon,
Doherty and Roper, 2012).
Future research should address the role and impact of employer policies and practices and the national context. Such research could contribute to elucidating whether employability and SHRM investments in employability are beneficial to the organization or if there are unintended outcomes of
these investments (van Harten et al., 2017). According to a study by Su, Wright, and Ulrich, there is
a significant correlation between firm performance and employee governance, which, until now, has
not been explored further, why it would be interesting for future research to investigate it, as it
might contribute with valuable knowledge in relation to the theoretical logic and basic assumptions
behind SHRM (Su, Wright and Ulrich, 2015).
Studies imply that human capital and social relationships may be a competitive advantage, but the
study does not explain the process in terms of why and how the human capital and the social relationships impact the SHRM practices. Future research should include the role of the individual in
relation to SHRM (Evans and Davis, 2005). An interpretivist perspective would potentially provide
greater insight into the process, in which job satisfaction and employee commitment mediate the
relationship between SHRM and turnover intentions (Luna-Arocas and Camps, 2007). According to
Harris and Ogbonna, those measures could include other performance indicators, such as employee
satisfaction and well-being (Harris and Ogbonna, 2001).
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In sum, the key issues related to people and diversity in relation to SHRM are listed below. The
reviewed literature suggests future research to examine how SHRM is influenced by social factors
such as the role of the individual behaviour.

•

There is a lack of studies addressing the effect of diversity management in relation to SHRM

•

There is no conceptualization of organizational culture in SHRM theory

•

There is a lack of studies regarding the impact of cultural value factors on SHRM within an
organization

•

Firm performance should include both financial and non-financial perspectives

•

There is a lack of studies including the impact of employer policies and practices and the national context

•

Future research should be process-oriented in terms of exploring why and how the human
capital and the social relationships impact the SHRM practices

•

Future research should include the role of the individual in relation to SHRM

vi.iii. Qualitative Research Design
A third topic for future research is the need to understand why and how the different factors influence each other over time. In this regard, 24 of the studies suggest a more qualitative research design as well as they recommend exploring SHRM through longitudinal research design, as it allows
the researcher to investigate the cultural development and the evolution of the SHRM practices
throughout the SHRM process.
13 of the reviewed articles are underpinned by positivist research philosophy, which is great for
quantification and generalization of a concept, but it does not provide one with an understanding of
why the SHRM process evolves as it does and how the corporate culture develops. There is a huge
potential for future research in terms of exploring SHRM from e.g., an interpretivist or critical realism perspective, as these approaches are able to challenge some of the basic assumptions and gaps
from the existing literature within the field of SHRM theory. (Wei et al., 2008; Dias, Zhu, and Samaratunge, 2017; Gurbuz and Mert, 2011; Akhtar, Ding, and Ge, 2008; Collins and Clark, 2003;
Lin and Shih, 2008; Wei, Liu, and Herndon, 2011; Su, Wright and Ulrich, 2015; Mitchell, Obeidat
and Bray, 2013; Wright and McMahan, 1992; Luna-Arocas and Camps, 2007; Zacharatos, Barling
and Iverson, 2005)
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The fact that the case-based studies are based on either a single organization or a certain selection of
organizations makes the results difficult to generalize, as the results may be context-dependent and
thereby biased. (Gurbuz and Mert, 2011) A study by Molineux from 2013 supports this argument
(Molineux, 2013). Sheehan argues that future research should draw from a larger sample to test the
proposed SHRM model (Sheehan, 2005). Mitchell, Obeidat, and Bray support the argument that the
existing studies could potentially be biased, as the sample size provides a restricted basis for generalizing the findings. (Mitchell, Obeidat and Bray, 2013)
The studies included in the literature review have different perceptions of time as an influential factor in relation to SHRM. The studies applying the universalistic perspective, believe that SHRM
follows a linear process, where the contingency and configurational perspective believe in a more
dynamic and complex SHRM process. Longitudinal methodology designs might help capture the
dynamic process of SHRM development and the evolution of the organizational culture together
with variables corresponding to the impact on innovation (Wei, Liu, and Herndon, 2011). In this
regard, an investigation of the dynamic process of cultural development and its impact on SHRM
would contribute with valuable knowledge (Wei et al., 2008). Dias, Zhu, and Samaratunge support
the argument that longitudinal studies are needed to understand the process of cultural development.
(Dias, Zhu and Samaratunge, 2017) According to Lin and Shih, the relationship between SHRM
and firm performance may depend on various contextual factors e.g., cultural boundaries, why future studies should examine the interrelationships among key constructs in relation to SHRM using
a longitudinal design to reassure the causal relation between SHRM and firm performance. (Lin and
Shih, 2008) Throughout the reviewed literature, there is agreement that a longitudinal research design could contribute with valuable knowledge about the SHRM process.
According to Huselid and Becker, a new focus on workforce differentiation could have significant
implications for both science and for the practice of SHRM. (Huselid and Becker, 2010) To explore
workforce differentiation, cross-disciplinary studies may be able to contribute to a greater understanding of the complexity of the relation between the workforce and SHRM e.g., in terms of applying perspectives from sociology, psychology, and economics. (Huselid and Becker, 2010) Future
research could explore the complexity of workforce relations, as it hitherto is a relatively unexplored field in relation to SHRM.
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In sum, the key issues related to how SHRM is perceived in terms of research design are listed below. The reviewed literature suggests future research to examine how the process of SHRM practices and corporate culture develops through longitudinal studies, using more qualitative research
methods.

•

The studies applying the SHRM model have a low degree of generalizability

•

There is a lack of studies considering the role of time/process

•

Longitudinal studies could provide valuable knowledge about cultural development
throughout the SHRM process

•

Cross-disciplinary studies may contribute to a greater understanding of the complexity of
the relationship between the workforce and SHRM.

•

An interpretivist approach to investigating the relationship between social behaviour and
SHRM practices could contribute with a more complex knowledge about the unidentified
influential factors in relation to SHRM.

vii. Conclusion on Literature Review
This literature review is aiming to synthesize theory and study papers on SHRM. The research field
is wide, but there is a scarce amount of studies, including accurate estimates on how to measure
social behaviour in relation to SHRM practices and how it affects the result of SHRM. The reviewed literature sheds light on the strategies associated with SHRM, and whether they are taking a
universalistic, contingency, or configurational stance, thus the existing literature reveals that SHRM
contains both substantial theoretical and empirical specification errors and significant historical
misspecification. The literature review casts considerable doubt on the robustness and explanatory
power of the SHRM model and demands future research to challenge some of the basic assumptions
throughout the literature. Most of the gathered literature apply similar methodologies, why most of
the articles have similar conclusions and biases. The overall purpose of this literature review is to
find gaps in the existing literature based on the SHRM model, which will shape the foundation of
the problem formulation of this master thesis.
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1. Problem statement
Based on the findings from the literature review, there are addressed gaps in the SHRM theory. The
articles predominantly use a positivist approach to measure the impact of various SHRM practices
in relation to firm performance. The literature shows that there is a lack of studies, including the
role of the individual and its behaviour in relation to the SHRM practices. Employees in an organization may have different behavioural patterns and motives, which necessarily make individuals
perceive and understand strategic initiatives differently and thus also act differently on the information issued.

1.1. Problem formulation
What is the theoretical relationship between the individual and SHRM seen from an interpretivist
perspective?

31 / 120

Anneline Hedam Oksbjerre
Olivia Hansen

Methodology
32 / 120

Anneline Hedam Oksbjerre
Olivia Hansen

2. Methodology
The following section presents the theoretical and methodological considerations of this master
thesis. The methodology includes (2.1.) theory of science, (2.2.) research design, (2.3.) methods,
(2.3.1.) applied theories, (2.3.2.) research trustworthiness, (2.4.) delimitations, and finally (2.5) the
theoretical framework of the applied theories.

2.1. Theory of Science
This project is a theoretical study that focuses on analyzing, discussing, and evaluating the theoretical positions presented in the literature, to bring various factors into play as well as to explore how
these can contribute to an overall understanding of the phenomenon (p .25 the good paper). The
master thesis follows the principles of interpretivism, as it focuses on interpreting the sense-making
done by individuals in diverse contexts (Bryman 2005). Based on the existing literature concerning
SHRM, it is attempted to gain knowledge about the social aspect of SHRM in theory.
By applying an interpretivist perspective on the phenomenon, it allows the researcher to interpret
the dynamics of the relationship between the individual and SHRM from a theoretical standpoint.
The existing literature on SHRM that applies a configurational perspective does not include
knowledge about the complexity of the role of the individual and its behavioural patterns. Each of
the 38 articles that appear in the literature review originates from different contexts and takes its
stance in various fields of study, which together can contribute to a greater eclectic understanding
of SHRM’s meaning and context from a theoretical perspective. The literature review forms the
basis for addressing gaps in the literature. By addressing these gaps with sociological theories and
methods, it allows the researcher to interpret the role of the individual from a theoretical point of
view. It thereby contributes with a more nuanced picture of the impact the role of the individual has
on the SHRM process as well as its complexity
The research process is iterative as the analysis and interpretation of the collected data is continuously repeated as the project takes shape to ensure an in-depth understanding of the relationship
between the role of the individual and the SHRM practices (Bryman 2005). The data collected consists of secondary literature in terms of academic articles and professional books, why the ontologi-
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cal point of view is subjective (Bryman 2005). The authors play an active role in the collection,
analysis, and interpretation of the literature throughout the execution of the thesis.
The project is a theoretical study that applies a qualitative research strategy. Initially, an in-depth
literature study is completed to identify gaps in the existing theories, whereafter, the thesis presents
a new suggestion on how to potentially address these gaps by challenging some of the underlying
assumptions of the existing theories with new theoretical perspectives in the analysis and discussion. The issues related to the existing literature on SHRM are addressed by elucidating the phenomenon from various theoretical perspectives, which include theories concerning organizational
structures and processes and the role of the individual in this regard. This study thus has an interpretivist epistemological orientation and a constructionist ontological orientation, which claims that
our knowledge of the world, including scientific knowledge, is shaped by social processes alone
(lexicon.org). The advantage of choosing an interpretivist approach is that it can contribute to a
more broad and detailed picture of how the individual is a key influential factor, which should be
included in the theoretical conceptualizations of SHRM. The new theory, which is based on the
findings of this study, can be drawn on by practitioners in their performance of SHRM.

2.2. Research design
The master thesis has a qualitative research design, as this supports the exploratory purpose of the
problem formulation. Qualitative methods make it possible to identify and challenge some of the
theoretical issues and provide an in-depth understanding of the meaning formation, which is a dominating issue of the existing literature in the field (Bryman 2005). SHRM is a broad field of study
that many theorists have been dealing with over the years since the early 1990s. Despite this, there
is a lack of literature dealing with the role of the individual in that constellation (Literature Review,
vi.ii.). Since it is limited to how much literature examines this relationship specifically, the role of
the individual is either seen as an influential indirect factor in relation to the success of SHRM or as
an intangible factor to investigate seen from an universalistic perspective.
The essence of the qualitative research design is to recognize patterns and trajectories in the definitions and perceptions that underlie each study in order to build a meaningful picture of the sociological dynamics without compromising its many facets and complexities. The purpose of the master
thesis is to develop in-depth knowledge of the relationship between the individual and SHRM in
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theory, and based on the findings throughout the analysis and discussion to create a new theory with
suggestions to how to deal with the complexity of the individual's position in relation to the SHRM
process. This is an attempt to conceptualize the role of the individual in relation to SHRM, as it is a
known, thus undiscovered problem throughout the existing literature. The new theory is based on
the empirical data from the literature review and collected theories regarding the role and impact of
an actor in a network as well as literature concerning the sense-making and behaviour of the individual in terms of Habitus.

2.3. Methods
The master thesis is based on an in-depth literature review, which forms a fundamental building
block in the analytical design of this project. The methodological approach in the collection and
selection of theoretical literature is described in section (i.) Methodology of the Literature Review of
the literature review. The collected data is systematically decoded thematically and divided into
categories based on their different definitions and strategic approaches to SHRM, which is done to
understand the relationship between the individual and SHRM, as well as how to create the best
framework for successful SHRM processes. For a detailed overview, please see appendix 1.
Throughout the analytical process, there has been addressed gaps in the existing literature, in order
to obtain satisfactory theoretical saturation throughout the analysis and discussion, a further literature search is initiated to address the gap. The literature search includes theories taking its stance on
the role of the individual in organizational processes. This literature includes; A critical review of
how employment relationships are perceived throughout the literature, the Actor-Network Theory
(ANT) by Bruno Latour, and the Theory of Practice by Pierre Bourdieu. The newly collected data
follows a more theoretical and selective coding because the literature search is focusing on covering
the gap defined in the problem formulation at present. The process of data collection is iterative and
is characterized by the constant back and forth between the collected data and theories throughout
the report.
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Figure 6: Analytical process

Source: Own elaboration

This master thesis is aiming to investigate the theoretical relationship between the role of the individual and SHRM seen from an interpretivist perspective. The analysis includes a presentation of
different types of employment relationships based on the critical review regarding employment relationships, which underlines the complexity of the relationship between the employee and the employer, as it is perceived differently throughout the literature, depending on what paradigmatic
stance the literature take. The analysis of the complexity of the employment relationships seeks to
gain knowledge of what the relation between the individual and the employer might look like ac36 / 120
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cording to theory. In order to examine the complexity of the social relations within an employment
relationship, this project applies Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT) as a methodological
tool to investigate the role of the individual as an actor within a network of an organization, seen
from an objective perspective. Once the actors and their ties to each other within the network have
been mapped, Pierre Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice is applied to explore the behavioural patterns of
the individual. The theory of Practice is applied as a methodological tool to investigate the subjectivity of the individual actor within the network, to gain a greater understanding of the relationship
between the individual and SHRM seen from an interpretivist perspective. Finally, the master thesis
presents a new theory on how to examine this relationship and thereby contributes to a more nuanced approach to configurational SHRM relative to the existing literature on the topic.
The discussion attempts to identify some of the supplementing and contradictory arguments found
in the collected theories to shed light on its relevance in relation to interpreting the relationship between the individual and SHRM. The discussion is structured around three themes, which are based
on the findings from the literature review and analysis. The themes included in the discussion are:
Contextual Complexity, The Role of the Individual and SHRM, ANT, and Theory of Practice. Each
discussion section contributes to different perspectives on SHRM, seen in the light of ANT and the
Theory of Practice. The discussion contributes to the creation of a new theory that supports and
relates to the gap that has hitherto been dominant to the existing literature. The new theory brings a
new perspective on SHRM, which is based on the individual's role and behavioural patterns. It
thereby contributes to a more nuanced picture of SHRM planning and implementation as well as its
complexity.
2.3.1. Research Trustworthiness
The following section attempts to justify why this project should be perceived as a legitimate and
valuable contribution to the existing literature in the field. According to Lincoln and Guba, qualitative research can ensure trustworthiness through methodological arguments and techniques that
follow the following criteria: Credibility, Transferability, Dependability, and Confirmability.
(Nowell et al., 2017)
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Credibility
Credibility is when the readers of the study are confronted with an experience of recognition (Nowell et al., 2017). Credibility shows in terms of a “fit” between the empirical data and the researcher’s representation of it (Nowell et al., 2017). In order to ensure credibility and to make it clear to
the reader, this study applies methodological techniques such as prolonged engagement and persistent observation in terms of a research period of 4 months including an extensive literature review
and an iterative research process, where the analysis and interpretation of the empirical data are
continuously repeated, to ensure a deep understanding of the concept of SHRM. Further, the research process includes an examination of the referential adequacy in terms of peer debriefing by a
supervisor from Aalborg University, to check and compare the key findings and interpretations of
the researchers up against the raw empirical data.
Transferability
Transferability is when the examination of the empirical data is generalizable (Nowell et al., 2017).
The transferability shows in terms of the researcher's ability to provide thick descriptions of, for
instance, the different perspectives and approaches to SHRM, which influence what results the studies conclude. This is done to eliminate potential biases, which can interfere with the interpretation
of what actually can be known. To ensure the transferability of this study, the key concepts and definitions from all empirical data applied throughout the study are presented prior to its contribution
to the inquiry.
Dependability
Dependability refers to the researcher's ability to ensure a logical, traceable, and clearly documented research process, which shows in terms of audit trails, where the evidence of the interpretation
and decision-making throughout the study is explicit to the reader (Nowell et al., 2017). It attempts
to explicitly explain the theoretical and methodological considerations of the research clearly
throughout the thesis in terms of initiating paragraphs within each section of the study to include the
reader in the thoughts behind the progress of the inquiry. The research process includes keeping
records of the raw data and reflexive journals about the research development, which makes it easier for the authors to systemize, relate and cross-reference the data, as well as it helps to create a
clear audit trail for the reader to understand. The way this thesis attempts to demonstrate dependa-
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bility is to make it as easy as possible to audit the process and development of the research for the
reader.
Confirmability
Confirmability is also related to the audit trails, as it concerns the establishment of credibility, transferability, and dependability all together (Nowell et al., 2017). When the before mentioned are
achieved, the confirmability shows in terms of the point where it becomes explicit that the researchers’ interpretations and findings are derived from the empirical data. The researchers are required to
demonstrate how the conclusions and interpretations throughout the study have been reached
(Nowell et al., 2017). The initiating paragraphs with theoretical considerations, methodological
techniques, and analytical choices within each section of the thesis supports the confirmability of
the findings from the study.

2.4. Delimitation
As a consequence of the interpretivist approach applied throughout the study, the researcher plays
an active role in the data collection and in the interpretation of the collected data. The conclusion is
drawn on the basis of theories, which have different sociological, methodological, and theoretical
approaches to the role of the individual actor within a network, why the conclusions throughout the
thesis are eclectic.
Strategic Human Resource Management is referred to as SHRM throughout the report to support
the ease of the reading. The Actor-Network Theory by Bruno Latour is referred to as ANT throughout the report to help the comfort of the reading.
ANT and the Theory of Practice are applied as methodological tools to examine the relationship
between the individual and configurational SHRM.
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Theoretical Framework
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2.5. Theoretical Framework of the Applied Theories
The following section includes a presentation of the applied theoretical framework of this study as
well as methodological considerations of why the selected theories are relevant in relation to answering the problem formulation. In order to understand the relationship between the individual and
SHRM from an interpretivist perspective, the discussion includes the appliance of the ActorNetwork Theory by Bruno Latour (see section 2.5.1.) and the Theory of Practice by Pierre Bourdieu
(see section 2.5.2.) as theoretical, methodological tools to explore the complexity and impact of
social relations within an organization. The two theories are presented below.
2.5.1. Actor-Network Theory by Bruno Latour
ANT was officially developed around the mid-1980s by Bruno Latour, a philosopher in anthropologist and sociologist John Law sociologist and scientist in technology studies and professor of sociology Michel Callon. ANT is best known for its declaration on how both human and non-humans
exercise agency in our world and networks. (Wessells, 2007)
ANT is labelled as the “sociology of translation”, as “philosophical anthropology” and as “material semiotics”, which are all different concepts that try to provide a clear description of what ANT
originally is all about. Annemarie Mol, 2010, philosopher in anthropology and considerable protagonist in the development of ANT, states that there exists a lot of confusion and misunderstandings
when it comes to sincerely understanding the concept of ANT in its entirety. The confusion is primarily built on scholars trying to conceptualize the theory while making sense of the world. Mol
argues that ANT should not be viewed as a theory in the traditional sense, but rather as an aspect to
engage with the world. According to Latour, ANT is defined as an “infra-language” in the sense
that it does not attempt to assume that studies follow a specific logic opposite to the “metalanguage” that many other theories are using to describe the language between two actors. (Bueger,
2013) The “infra-language” is Latour’s own description of the unique language that occurs between two actors, and also a way of ensuring that the vocabulary of the actors is heard loud and
clear. (Latour, 2005, p.30)
ANT does not follow social theory to the same extent as traditional sociologists of social science.
ANT does not contribute to a logical structure of how society works; instead, it refers to a new per-

41 / 120

Anneline Hedam Oksbjerre
Olivia Hansen
spective on understanding the complexity of the world, and it is therefore chosen as a tool and a
method for this analysis.
Concept of ANT
ANT is focused on understanding networks of associations between organizations with no predetermined structure, building understanding through interactions between different actors. Latour
states that one may not know how and in which way the actors in an ANT study are to be connected, but that they are assumed to be associated in a way that undeniably will influence other actors to
act through converting their world. (Latour, 2005, p 107).

Latour argues how everything is developed through the relations between the different elements and
networks, furthermore how vital the actor’s transformation and actions are for those relations and
how that essentially is the fundamental ontological claim of the ANT approach (Law, 1992, p. 385).
The quote emphasizes how Latour stresses the need for examining the links between the mediating
actors, as these have a high impact on the dynamics and evolvement of the network of the organization. In relation to SHRM, this argument follows a rather configurational perspective, as it seeks to
investigate the underlying forces within the organization, which to a large extent, depends on the
individual and the context it operates in.
ANT is a branch of sociology, which development is profoundly affected and formed by the work
of John Law, Michel Callon and Bruno Latour (Law and Hassard 1999, p. 248). Latour introduces
ANT as a consistent, meaningful theoretical program and a distinctly sociological substitute to other
theories on the social concept. Latour defines the social concept as the following: “not as a special
domain, a specific realm, or a particular sort of thing, but only as a very peculiar movement of reassociation and reassembling” (Latour, 2005 s. 7). This is an alternative way of thinking, which
highly criticizes the more traditional established sociology of our world by making it clear that there
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exists an importance distinguish in “sociology of social” compared to “sociology of associations”
(Latour, 2005). The quote emphasizes the need to see the social dynamics from a holistic network
point of view, as the associated actors within the network are interconnected and thereby have a
significant impact on its related actors. The forces behind the movements of the network lie within
the ties between the actors.
Sociology is generally defined as the science of patterns of social relationships, society, organization, and the systematized study of the development of collective behaviour, structure, and the interaction in systematic groups of individuals. It is also the scientific investigation of social organization as a function and its relation to society in general (Definition of Sociology, 2020). The “sociology of social” and “sociology of associations” are two terms, which distinguish the difference in
how the traditional interpretation sociology sees the social relations within a network compared to
how the ANT perspectives see it.
“Sociology of social” sees the world from a pre-relativist world view, whereas “sociology of associations” is set to be fully relativist. Meaning that the “sociology of social” only includes a certain
amount of specific actors in a network, which sets a fixed frame of references, but as soon as the
actors within the fixed frame accelerate or entities are multiplied, the framework gets messed up, as
the actors generating data evolve. The “sociology of associations” is a relativistic solution to that
problem, as it can move between different frames of reference because every actor is interconnected, and its traces are traveling at very different speeds and acceleration. By taking such a considerable distance from the simpler traditional sociologists, Latour is aware that many scholars are naturally confused and do not understand the highly polemical division of the sociology of ANT.
(Latour, 2005)
Latour’s sociological theory is originally drawn and inspired by great sociologist scientists such as
Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Pierre Bourdieu, and Niklas Luhmann. So, in the attempt to illuminate the rationalization behind the understanding of “sociology of associations”, Latour draws attention to the significant French sociology discussion, where Durkheim and Gabriel Tarde, another
sociologist, attempted to account for sociology by dividing the social and society phenomena.
Durkheim considered sociology to be a method where the social and the society could help to explain different phenomenon in general, such as relationships and behaviour. Quite the contrary,
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Tarde’s view on sociology turned Durkheim’s interpretation entirely upside down by presenting a
“tracing of associations” concept, which initiated sociology to be understood as a method to investigate how the society and social itself are composed. (Latour, 2005) According to Latour, it is unfortunate that scholars have chosen to adopt Durkheim’s interpretation of sociology, which to a
great extent, seeks to explain, what is being observed, instead of studying how the social relation is
continuously formed and reformed by both non-human and human actors in society. Latour clarifies
that the ANT perspective is not a complete contradiction to the overall sociology; it is more an extension of Tarde’s earlier interpretation. (Latour, 2005)
There exist a high number of authors who have contributed to a broad range of definitions and interpretations of ANT. The following interpretation of ANT is mostly drawn from the acclaimed
book: “Reassembling the Social – An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory” by Bruno Latour
(Latour, 2005).
Latour acknowledges that there are many misunderstandings when it comes to describing and defining ANT in general. Latour argues that the name is a part of the problem behind the wrong interpretation of the methodological status of the approach. Latour clarifies that ANT is not a tool to explain society nor a theory of social norms, it is an unrefined method to learn and understand from
the different actors, without having had to impose some prior conceptualized definition of how the
world works, upon them (Latour, 1999, p. 20). ANT is a theoretical framework, which attempts to
describe a given situation rather than a theory that seeks to explain it. A fundamental element of
ANT is the urge to resist imposing theoretical constructions upon the actors in order to understand
the specific action and behaviour related to it.
In relation to SHRM, ANT is found to be a highly suitable method, for the reason, as it provides the
researchers with a methodological tool to analyze and describe the network and the actors within it.
Once the actors and their ties to the network are mapped, the researchers can interpret on the relations within the network and the dynamics of the network. As this thesis seeks to understand and
interpret what the relationship between the individual and SHRM is from an interpretivist approach,
ANT is considered to be a useful tool for investigating the influential contextual factors that are
associated with the individual employee and the complexity of the network of a given organization.
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Definition of elements in ANT
An actor is defined as an: “Element which bends space around itself, makes other elements depend
upon itself and translates their will into a language of its own” (Callon and Latour, 1981, p. 286).
This definition includes non-humans, which according to ANT, also should be considered an actor,
rather than just a passive symbolic projection, as it also influences the actions in a given situation
(Latour, 2005). ANT includes non-human and human actors in the same analytical aspect, unlike
many other traditional theories (Law, 1986, p. 258).
It is important to Latour to clarify how non-human actors, as well as human actors, contribute to the
creation of sociality and that it is also an element in which the network transforms and changes continuously. The network should not be viewed as a territory but instead as: “An expression to check
out how much energy, movement, and specificity our own reports are able to capture. Network is a
concept, not a thing out there. It is a tool to help describe something, not what is being described”
(Latour, 2005, p. 131).
ANT divides actors into two groups that produce social content differently. The two concepts are
conceptualized as the mediators and the intermediaries. The intermediaries are the actors, which are
considered to be the stables ones, meaning that they are the ones, where knowing the input is also
equal to knowing the output. Quite the contrary, the mediator actors are defined as actors, where the
input is not a solid presumption for the output, and for that reason, one should pay extra attention to
them. According to Latour, mediators often convert, adjust, and change the meaning they are expected to carry. (Latour, 2005, p.39) A normally functioning laptop could e.g., be a complicated
intermediary, whereas a simple conversation between two parties quickly could transform into a
dynamic chain of mediators. However, if the laptop suddenly does not work as it is supposed to, it
may turn into an unpredictable mediator, as well as a predictable academic discussion panel might
become an unexciting intermediary. (Latour, 2005, p.39)
The role of the intermediary and the mediator symbolize a constant uncertainty, there exists in the
human as well as non-human actors. Further, it emphasizes the ANT perspective that sees an actor
as either a ‘constructed’ or ‘reproduced’ entity, which is expressed through a variety of different
‘tools’ and ‘means’. The overall difference in the exploration of the two groups becomes clear when
the ‘tools’ and ‘means’ are handled as mediators and not as intermediaries, as the mediator actors
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have more influence on the dynamics of the network (Latour, 2005, p.39). Any of the actors within
a given network is either a mediator or an intermediary, and they can change categories, depending
on the dynamics within the network and the role they choose to play (Latour, 2005, p.42).
One of the central qualities of an actor is the fact that it acts in practice. This results in many different transformations, and these transformations may, at some point, result in an action. During the
act of transformation between mediators, the mediators reinterpret and thereby redefine the world
by influencing the actions of both each other and other actors (Callon,1986, p.217). Action is a clear
result of the influence the different actors have on each other in the continuous networks of mediation. The concepts of intermediary and mediator actors are used as a method to trace the associations between the actors and the many different networks within the network.

In order to understand the ANT perspective, one must acknowledge the complexity of the method
by also being able to recognize and sense how closely specific actions are connected to the networks. The associations between those networks and the influence the associations have on certain
actions are eventually fundamental in terms of understanding what is being studied when using the
ANT method.
In the light of the role the actor has in relation to the interactions with the network, the ontology is
assumed to be in a continuous reorganization and change process. (Callon, 1998, p. 253) The justification behind the actions should not be simply reduced to a single isolated choice of action, but
rather be seen as a larger part of a chain of associations (Nimmo, 2011, p. 109). The ANT perspective can contribute to the researcher's ability to obtain a more complex and sensitive understanding
of the many multiple realities there exists from an interpretivist point of view.
In relation to gaining knowledge about the relationship between the individual and SHRM, the ANT
perspective may contribute to a better understanding of the role of the individual in terms of a hu46 / 120
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man actor within a dynamic network. The individual plays a role as an actor who can impact the
evolvement of the network. The role of the actors in the network is complicated and might change
continuously through the process. Furthermore, it is transparent, as the network of associations may
influence the individual actor's behaviour and thereby also its role within the network of the organization. The researcher applying ANT as a methodological tool must focus on the actions between
the actors within the network, as they are key to understanding the complexity of the individual
actor, the dynamic relations between the actors and thereby also the dynamics of the network of the
organization. In order to better understand the relationship between the individual and SHRM, ANT
is considered to be a useful tool for mapping the associations within the network of an organization,
which allows the researcher to analyze and interpret on the movements of the network and thereby
gain insight to the contextual complexity of SHRM seen from an interpretivist perspective.
ANT processes
Networks and the actors within them are always in a movement of transforming, creation, stabilizing, and dissolution. It is of importance to examine the process, which needs to be done in the first
steps of creating new connections (Porsander, 2005, p.17). Actor-Network author, Lena Porsander,
states that the associations are much more visible in the creation process. According to Porsander:
“It is by means of studying the construction of the connections between the actions that the process
of organizing can be grasped” (Porsander, 2005, p.18). Therefore, this particular perspective of
ANT is very beneficial, e.g., when researching and investigating areas such as project management
and management in general. Management and the establishment of a new project often involve the
inclusion and creation of a lot of new visible connections, which is an ongoing process, which the
ANT perspective is a highly appropriate descriptive tool for.
In present-day society, organizations and the leaders within the organizations are behaving both
unrealistic and decidedly irresponsible, according to Latour. The social and the society aspect are
often taken for granted, as the social and behavioural inconsistency often includes a communication
glitch founded in the human actors. The social and the society aspects are regrettably often assumed
to be explaining factors of social phenomenon within the organizations. According to ANT, organizations must disregard the traditional concept of society and instead focus on investigating how the
social concept is constructed within a specific network. (Latour, 2005)
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Latour accentuates the importance of understanding the network of the associations that exist between the actors, and how those interactions mainly provide the stabilization and institutionalization
of the networks within the organization. ANT conceptualizes the actors, their relations, and the behavioural pattern related to this. It is of importance to avoid generalizing the behaviour of the actor
as an attempt to explain the specific action, as the behaviour of the actor depends on the movements
within the network. (Pollack, Costello and Sankaran, 2012)
In sum, the ANT perspective provides a theoretical framework for investigating the actors and their
ties to other actors within a network. ANT is a method that does not distinguish between human and
non-human actors, which makes it possible to simultaneously consider how the elements can contribute to the behaviour of the individual within an organization. It is clarified that it is essential to
consider the influence of many different and relevant actors when analyzing the relation between
the individual and SHRM from an interpretivist perspective.
ANT illuminates how the implementation of SHRM and particular SHRM practices might work in
one organization and may vary in another and lead to different results in another organization. The
complexity behind the individual actor’s relations should, therefore, be acknowledged as key to
interpret and understand the behaviour of the individual, when comparing one organization applying SHRM to another. The ANT method describes the dynamics of the actor-network. It is a useful
tool for an analyst to interpret on how the actors are organized and reorganized during changes,
such as during an implementation process. ANT might help shed light on why some SHRM practices end up unsuccessful in some context and successful in others seen from an interpretivist perspective.
2.5.2. Theory of Practice by Pierre Bourdieu
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu is, to this day, a leading reference when it comes to the sociological literature on theories of human action as practices (Swartz, 2002). Bourdieu is best known
for his sociological concerns towards understanding the empirical logic of everyday life, such as
generating reflective sociology and understanding the relations of power (Swartz, 2002). Bourdieu’s
ontological stance assumes that each reality of the individual exists independently to their consciousness. It is, therefore, essential to Bourdieu that researchers explore the social reality by using
the subjective conception as an analytic method, to understand the social phenomena. Bourdieu
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strongly believes that there exists a coherence between the mental and social structures of the individual, why the purpose of the Theory of Practice is to blend empiricism and theory. (Bourdieu,
2006)
The main theoretical tools Bourdieu uses to explore sociological studies are the three concepts;
Habitus, field, and capital. The key to understanding each theoretical mechanism lies primarily in
understanding the habitus concept, which is the most central element of Bourdieu’s theoretical
framework (Power, 1999). The following section identifies mostly features that relate to Bourdieu’s
sociology of Habitus. (Swartz, 2002)
Habitus
The name Habitus originates from the Latin verb habere, which is defined as "to have" or "to hold
(Swartz, 2002 p. 61). The concept has the purpose of trying to explain and understand the different
precisions of behaviour, as they are correlated with the social structures the individual appears within, e.g., ethnicity, gender, and class. (Power, 1999, p. 48 ) With the concept Habitus, Bourdieu tries
to address important questions such as: “how does human action follow regular statistical patterns
without being the product of obedience to some external structure, such as income or cultural
norms, or to some subjective, conscious intention, such as rational calculation” (Swartz, 2002, p
61), and “how is human action regulated?” (Swartz, 2002, p. 61).
The concept of Habitus is a way of understanding and explaining the history of each individual, as
well as describing the expression of social structures. As a framework, Habitus contributes to illuminating how the individual human being acts, as well as it observes how the individual perceives
society and the world around it. (Power, 1999) According to Bourdieu, all human beings have Habitus. Habitus should be understood as a complete set of different experiences that each individual
eventually has assembled through their life. The theory is built on the idea that the past experiences
of the individual designs and constructs the starting point of new choices and actions
(paedagogik.systime.dk). The concept of Habitus is therefore integrated into the theory of practice,
why the theory is considered to be highly relevant as a methodological tool to explore the relationship between the individual and SHRM from an interpretivist perspective (Swartz, 2002, p. 61).
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An example of Bourdieu’s concept of Habitus is, for instance, if one is raised in a household, where
art is cultivated in everyday life, the Habitus of that individual is formed in a way, that makes them
intimate with art in general as it comes naturally to the individual. Habitus is, in that way, a concept
that operates unconsciously through language, meaning that human beings rarely act and make conscious decisions, why Habitus should be understood more as habits, and not deliberate choices.
(Huang, 2019, p. 45) Bourdieu defines Habitus as:

This quote emphasizes Bourdieu’s way of thinking, as Habitus should be perceived as an embodied
part of the actions of the individual. The motivation behind one’s actions is rarely deliberate, as the
motivation is attached to the individual as a bodily experience that continuously shapes and guides
the individual towards familiar activities and actions. The Habitus concept is a tool to investigate
the actions of the individual, who repeatedly tries to discard new experiences that might make one
question past behaviour. The Habitus of the individual will attempt to protect itself from changes in
order to preserve status quo and its own constancy. (Huang, 2019, p. 45)
Field
The social room is considered to be an ongoing structured multidimensional space, which Bourdieu
defines as a field. The concept field is an analytic tool to understand the constellation of various
objective relations in many different positions (Swartz, 2002). A field is explained as a phenomenon that is immediately constructed, through the inactions of more than one individual. It is established in the second that ground rules for actions and behaviour are constituted among the individuals. According to Bourdieu, these fields are established and created on the grounds of social values.
They should, therefore, be considered as a socially historical phenomenon, which essentials are
deeply rooted in the capital and power that each individual within the field has gained through time.
The positions that each individual absorbs within the fields are therefore decided in advance, based
on existing past experiences. (Power, 1999)
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Bourdieu considers society to be an overall complex organization of various fields, e.g., the legal
field, the artistic field, the political field, and the religious field. The different areas of fields are
seen as competitive domains of struggle over the many types of capital, and the Theory of Practice
is considered a tool for interpreting on the linked fields and capital. According to Bourdieu, these
fields are social structured places, where the actors compete with each other for resources and the
power relations of the many different positions in the field. (Swartz, 2002, p. 65-66)
It is difficult to truly define a field, for the reason that it continually changes and transforms over
time. The actions and relations of the individual are seen as a significant, influential part of the field
that impacts the rules that are constructed within the field. The individual’s own behaviour and actions are therefore affected and constructed as a consequence of the influence of the field. (Bourdieu, 2006)
In the competition of different positions and power relations among the individuals, the social structures within the field are constantly changing, why the boundaries of the field are often pushed. The
social dynamics and structures within the field make it almost impossible to maintain a specific
description of the character of the field. (Bourdieu, 2006) The concept of the field contributes to a
greater understanding of the contextual complexity of SHRM in terms of how the role of the individual is influenced by the ground rules of the fields it functions within and the nature of the dynamics within the network.
Capital
According to Bourdieu’s sociological studies, the concept of Habitus transforms over time. The
individual is regularly exposed to changes, as it is associated and defined by the people and the environment it interacts in. The social environment the individual chooses to be in often tends to be
similar to the one they are already familiar with. The individual is, therefore, more likely to grow
Habitus, which is similar to the people they surround themselves with. Bourdieu assumes that there
is a homology between the social space of the individual and the space of their way of living life.
(Huang, 2019, p. 45) The preferences, desires, and actions of human beings are all a part of the
structure that shapes the basis of the individual’s own understanding of the social space (Bourdieu
1984). In order to gain a deeper understanding of the position of the individual within the social
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order, Bourdieu has developed the three capital concepts: Economic Capital, Cultural Capital, and
Social Capital. (Huang, 2019, p. 46)
The capital concepts play a central role in relation to the interpretation of Habitus. The concepts are
easily misunderstood and are being accused of being correlated with financial matters alone. Still,
in relation to the Theory of Practice, the concepts of capital should be approached in a much broader sense. A capital can also be understood as being rich in human resources, such as having a variety of important social relations and an influential large network. However, Bourdieu’s theory consists of three primary theoretical forms of capital, which relate to how Bourdieu perceives the position of the individual in social space. (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1996).
The interaction with the different forms of capital plays an influential part in how each capital is
perceived and used. The relation between the three types of capital, is therefore transformational
and non-replaceable. For instance, this means that the social capital concept can be viewed as transferable to the economic capital concept, whereas the relation between the economic capital and social capital is not stable (Bourdieu, 2005). e.g., one could argue that having a social relationship
with a doctor does not make up for a material object. However, a wealthy individual could easily
gain valuable experience that could be viewed as a type of cultural capital, which potentially can
lead to a job opportunity. This is an example of how cultural capital can be converted into economic
capital.
Further, the job provides a chance to build up a social network within the organization, and by that,
expand into the social capital. (Huang, 2019, p. 46) This example explains how the transformational
relationship among the three capitals forms can transform, and more importantly, how they independently exist with their own context and logic (Bourdieu, 1993).
Economic Capital

The economic capital concept relates to material assets and financial resources that are mostly converted into money directly. The economic capital also refers to all types of resources, such as property ownership, land, and financial resources in general. (Bourdieu 1986, p 242). However, economic capital is not enough in today's society alone, and one must, therefore, possess the right so-
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cial capital as well. It is possible to convert economic capital into cultural or social capital, but both
processes take a lot of energy and time. (Bourdieu, 2005)
Economic capital also contains a great deal of economic exchange among the individuals within the
networks, in which one might have to pretend to be part of a trade for purely altruistic reasons, why
economic capital is rooted in both the cultural capital as well as the social capital of the individual.
(Bourdieu, 2005)
Cultural Capital

Bourdieu refers to the term ‘cultural field’ as a way to describe the underlying forces of the cultural
capital concept. The taste in food, wine, and clothing of the individual is identified and described as
one’s social status and background (Bourdieu, 1989). An individual from a lower class might
choose a more reasonably priced commodity, whereas one from an upper-class society prefers to
buy specific prestigious brands. Bourdieu assumes that taste is something that is cultivated from the
individual’s early years in life. One’s education, family and upbringing are therefore considered to
be a way to show the rest of the society, how one might understand and interpret the world differently compared to others with a different social background. (Huang, 2019, p. 46)
The cultural capital concept is gathered through the individual’s learning, in which it is constantly
unconsciously affected and influenced by its surroundings (Bourdieu, 2002). Taste is not generated
through personal self-guided improvements; instead, it is embedded in one’s cultural path, mostly in
terms of one's educational, artistic background, and family (Bourdieu, 1989). The same goes when
building relations, as individuals primarily build relationships with those who they share a similar
economic and social background with. The cultural capital of the individual is demonstrated in
one’s taste, skills, knowledge, and behaviour. (Huang, 2019, p. 46)
Bourdieu distinguishes between three perspectives of cultural capital, such as the embodied state,
the institutionalized state, and the objectified cultural capital. The embodied state relates to the individual's own dispositions of the body and the mind, such as behavioural patterns, reactions, skills,
knowledge, manners, values, and styles of presentation. The embodied state is focused on the style
of the individual and how one fits into society. The institutionalized state is concerned with educational qualifications, such as the validation and approval from illustrious institutions. The institu53 / 120
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tionalized state tries to account for biological embodied limitations by transforming the embodied
state into an objective measurement tool. It is also considered to be the transformation of the economic capital into the cultural capital. The objectified cultural capital refers to the property of the
cultural goods, such as machines, houses, music, instruments, books, artworks, furniture, and clothing (Claussen and Osborne, 2012). The objectified cultural capital is closely related to the embodied
state, as it contributes to the entire development of the objectified cultural capital. (Bourdieu, 1986)
It is the state that develops the cultural capital and cultural objects, why it goes together with cultural knowledge (Claussen and Osborne, 2012).
Social Capital

The concept of social capital has received a significant consignment of attention in the past three
decades (Swartz, 2002, p. 65). Scholars have specifically shown an interest in the interpretation and
the value of the social capital concept in society. Bourdieu defines the social capital as the following:

The quote illuminates Bourdieu’s interpretation of the social capital as an underlying heartening
network of social relations and connections. Social capital concerns how networks work as links
between individuals or groups. It is a structured system of exchanges of status of power between
individuals who might identify themselves with one another. Social capital takes structural, institutional forms, but can also show as spontaneous and non-instituted structures. (Claridge, 2020)
The social networks can consist of, e.g., family, former cooperation partners, friends, which can
provide the individual with influential power and the ability to collect information, which is beneficial to both the individual and the group. The social capital includes all relations, meaning that the
more connections one is privileged with, the greater is the social capital of the individual. Social
capital is also called a network-based relationship, as the links in the network are the glue that ties
everything together and facilitates innovation, collaboration, and knowledge exchange across the
given network. The individuals within the group provide one another with benefits that maximize
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the entire group's social capital, and the networks are deeply rooted in self-interest and status.
(Claridge, 2020)
Bourdieu also uses the social capital concept, to draw attention to the social inequalities that exist
within our society. The term is strongly associated with class and other forms of stratification,
which represents a much gloomier side of reality, where the differences in what you know and who
you know is essential. The social capital is built on the grounds that social exchanges and interactions do not have to be entirely self-interested (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241). The expression of social
capital is based on the theories of symbolic power and social reproduction, which highlights the
unequal rights to essential governmental resources across sex, race, and gender. Bourdieu’s approach to social capital is, therefore, an important reminder of how social capital can join groups
together, as well as it can be exclusionary. (Huang, 2019)
The social capital is a belonging of the individual, as it provides one with the opportunity to exert
influence and power on the people who organize the resources. Social capital is available to all
members of society who are willing to do what is acquired to obtain a dominant status and position
(Bourdieu, 1986). Social capital is a result of the investments of the individual, in which the individual actor represents a resource in compliance with, e.g., the economic capital. (Huang, 2019)
In sum, the three concepts of capital can help shed light on the power of the individual in relation to
the context it operates within. In relation to SHRM, the role of the individual depends on the human
capital of the individual as well as it depends on its relations to the other actors within the organization, in terms of capital exchange and power. The concept of capital may help shed light on the relationship between the individual and SHRM, as the actions of the individual are highly related to its
possession of capital.
The Collective Dimension of Habits
According to Bourdieu, habits have a unifying force. There is a unity of habits, which is underlying
various kinds of human activity. These activities can either be cognitive, emotional, attitudinal, or
corporal. Bourdieu argues how the physical and mental dispositions of the individual are integrally
related, as they are just an effect of deeper master dispositions. It is important not to think of Habitus as a simple cluster of dispositions, as it is rather an array of systematically connected and dis55 / 120

Anneline Hedam Oksbjerre
Olivia Hansen
tinct capacities. According to Bourdieu, one must think of Habitus as an integrated whole, where
dispositions compose the living presence in terms of both the actual living presence and the potential of the living presence. The constellation of capacities works as a dynamic unity, as the habits
are distinct fragments of a person's overall behaviour and manner of existence. It is important to
grasp this dynamic unity from a holistic point of view to understand the Habitus of the individual
and the collective dimension of habit. (Swartz, 2002)
Habitus is not a possession of the individual. Habitus can have both an individual style and a unitary style. The unitary style relates to the social processes, also called “internalization”, which are
collective and relate to collective habits, e.g., in relation to family, class, status group, and gender.
Bourdieu states that it is of importance not to artificially restrict their attention to the habits of the
individual and encourage researchers to investigate the individual habits. Which have some sort of
collective dimension, especially the collective habits which are related to social hierarchies, such as
class or status groups. (Swartz, 2002)
The social hierarchies, within the dynamic unity of capacities, bring a powerful dimension to the
discussion of habit. Habitus allows one to investigate the unconscious dispositions of the individual,
which can say something about what is possible, impossible, and probable for a given individual at
a certain place in the social order. According to Bourdieu, habit suggests an individual style or way
of living, which reflects the constellations of capacity that carry out particular kinds of actions in
specific settings. Habit-behaviour is closely related to power, as Habitus unconsciously generates
strategies of what is possible, impossible, and probable for people of a certain standing in the social
hierarchy. (Swartz, 2002)
The behaviour derived from habit tends to sustain and reproduce the social order, as the Habitus
then produces and reproduces actions consistent with the previous experience of each individual in
the social order. Habitus and actions generate a practice, which is impacted by the previous experiences and expected behaviours within the social order, more than it generates actions, which are
fitting the possibilities and limitations of the actual situation and context it operates in. To understand the social life of the individual, it is of importance to understand the past and the present of
the habits related to it, as the habits provide some sort of continuous Habitus and patterns of behaviour based on previous experiences. (Huang, 2019)
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Subjectivism and Objectivism
According to social science, the concept subjectivity recognizes and considers the importance of the
personal identity of both the researcher and the subject that is being researched. Subjectivity is often
viewed as being subservient to objectivity, in which it is mostly avoided in scientific relations.
Whereas objectivity more often is historically associated with being the main characteristic of scientific research, in which it is defined as an unbiased and more achievable orientation to investigate.
(Hammersley, 2020) The subjectivity concept mostly takes its stance in research, where the theory
considers elements such as emotions, relations, and values, hence subjectivity often is sat up in a
dialectical relation to objectivity. The objectivity concept chooses to focus on theory, which more
or less denies the fact that values and reasons can be viewed as being a credible and valid argument
for research. The two philosophical approaches are distinguished in most social science, as they are
mainly considered to be two independent and very different approaches to viewing the individual
and how society works. (Persson, 2020)
One of the overall purposes behind the work of Bourdieu has been to question and challenge the
duplexity that exists between the two philosophical concepts of subjectivism and objectivism within
social science. The concept of Habitus was, therefore, initially created as an attempt to overcome
the impasse of subjectivism and objectivism (King, 2000). Bourdieu completely disagrees with the
common understanding of the belief that one has to divide the subjectivism and objectivism way of
thinking, in contemplation of getting purely scientific and theoretical research and results. Bourdieu
has developed the concept of Habitus to take an epistemological break from the pronounced paradox between the concepts of subjectivism and objectivism within the world of social science. One
of the central aims was to unify and strengthen the social phenomenology together with structuralism, in which Habitus and field were created as a way to reconceptualize the philosophical assumptions of the concepts. (Bourdieu, 1990)
Bourdieu’s ontological perspective is mostly drawn from realism, the reason being that society is
consistent and includes concrete historical practices. The epistemological perspective draws on social constructivism, as it strongly believes in trying to comprehend how the individual understands
and constructs the world around them. (Jespersen, 2004, p.145) The sociological reflexivity aspect
symbolizes a praxeological theory of science, which, apart from being derived from a dominant
discourse, is constructed on social practice. According to Bourdieu, Sociology should not only be
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considered from an objective physical perspective, nor either exclusively from a phenomenological
aspect, but on the contrary, one should instead embrace both perspectives as a united world view.
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1996, p 19)
According to Bourdieu, people develop dispositions, as a reaction to the objective environment they
are surrounded by. This means that the individual is presented to objective social structures that
unconsciously will turn into subjective experiences. These objective social structures are the
“Field,” whereas the subjective mental experiences are the “Habitus.” The field often requires a
particular social structure and behaviour from the individuals within the field. The consumed objective social structure will thereby quickly become an essential part of the individual's somatic and
cognitive position within the field, in which the subjective structures of the individual's behaviour
and action will be tied together with the objective structures. As a consequence of the merge between the objective and subjective structures, a doxic relationship arises between the two. (Bourdieu, 1990)
Doxa
Bourdieu refers to Doxa as the essential, unconscious set of beliefs and values within the fields that
the individuals are non-reflexed and unconscious about (Bourdieu, 1990). As a result of this, each
field has its own doxa, which is a declaration of how the actors unconsciously behave and act in
relation to each other within the field. These elements involve common sense factors, such as the
differences between wrong and right. Bourdieu defines a Doxa as factors that “go without saying
because it comes without saying.” (Bourdieu, 1977, p 167)
Doxa is the overall invisible framework of how an actor within a field is expected to behave, communicate, and act (Bourdieu, 1977, p 167). These regulations are a permanent, fundamental characteristic of how the Field is constructed. These invisible sets of house rules are, among the actors
within the field, understood as the common overall belief. These beliefs especially become operative and exerted in times of recruitment of new actors within the field (Järvinen, 2007, p 359). Doxa
is tacit knowledge, as it contributes to the development of the mental structures of each individual.
It furthermore shapes the categorization processes of the individual, that according to Bourdieu,
continuously are reproduced through the life experiences of the individual within the different
fields. (Mik-Meyer and Villadsen, 2007, p 77).
58 / 120

Anneline Hedam Oksbjerre
Olivia Hansen
The collective dimension of Habitus and doxa might help shed light on the role of the individual in
relation to SHRM, as the individual is profoundly impacted by the unconscious set of beliefs and
values there exist within the field of an organization. The role of the organization and its core values influence the Habitus of the actors within its field, and thereby also the individual. According to
the Theory of Practice, the anticipated behaviour and doxa within the social order are anchored
within the unconsciousness of the individual, as well as it impacts its Habitus and actions.
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3. Analysis
To understand, what the relationship between the individual and SHRM looks like, it is necessary to
take a closer look at how the relationship between the employee and the employer is perceived
throughout the existing literature on employments relationships. The following analysis includes a
presentation of how the employment relationship is defined and what it is influenced by, where after, the analysis provides a categorization of different approaches to employment relationships. The
fundamental differences between an employee and an employer are presented, as well as the contextual factors that might possibly influence the dynamics of the relationship between an employee
and employer. The different perspectives on employment relationships shown in the analysis are
mostly drawn from academic journals, assessing the concept of employment relationships based on
the existing literature within the field, and books by a variety of scientists within the field of sociology and organizational behaviour & human resources. The selected literature contributes to an understanding of what the employment relationship looks like from a theoretical perspective. The
analysis is done to gain knowledge about the contextual complexity of social relations within an
organization, which can help shed light on to what the relationship between the individual and
SHRM is seen from an interpretivist perspective.

3.1. Strategic Human Resource Management
According to Associate Professor Dr. Clare Kelliher, professor of management Catherine Truss, and
Dr. David Mankin, there exist two fundamental questions, which need to be asked when talking
SHRM theory and its associated concepts. Firstly, what is strategic HRM? Secondly, what are the
key issues that must be contemplated when developing, embedding, and creating a strategic perspective on managing employees? These essential questions are asked and tackled by many HR
professionals throughout the existing literature on SHRM and are till this day still not fully accounted for (Kelliher, Truss, and Mankin, 2012). The literature on SHRM is broad and full of different
understandings and interpretations of the concept. One must acknowledge that SHRM probably
never will be fully accounted for from a theoretical perspective. For that to happen, one might have
to take on a functionalist approach, which assumes that there only exists one solution which fits all
organizations and furthermore that the world stops evolving, which is all very unlikely. (Kelliher,
Truss, and Mankin, 2012)
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In the book “Strategic Human Resource Management”, Kelliher, Truss, and Mankin state that when
it comes to SHRM, it is important to necessarily differentiate the concepts of SHRM, in terms of
how SHRM is perceived and how it is defined when it is linked to strategy. One employment relationship perspective claims that SHRM is concerned with the management of employees with the
overall purpose of achieving profit. Another employment relationship perspective states that SHRM
is an overall approach that connects the groupings of individuals within an organization in terms of
management, which has an impact on the work environment of the entire organization in a broad
and strategic sense. (Kelliher, Truss, and Mankin, 2012)
SHRM is an organizing activity within an organization, which concerns the long-term strategic
needs of the individual employee, opposite general day-to-day HRM practices and policies. The
strategic feature of the SHRM concept emphasizes how the management of each of the individual
employees is linked to the performances and overall success of the organization (Kelliher, Truss
and Mankin, 2012). So, in order to examine what the relationship between the individual and
SHRM is, one must take a closer look on the employment relationship between the employer and
the employee, as it is assumed that the management of each employee is directly linked to firm performance and thereby the success of SHRM.
3.1.1. Employment Relationship
The heart of SHRM is founded in the relationship between the employee and the employer. Employment relationships are defined as the relationship between the employee, the employer, and the
study of the regulation of those two. (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 3)
John W. Budd, professor of Work & Organizations at the University of Minnesota, and Devashish
P. Bhave, associate professor of organizational behaviour & human resources, argue, that before
one can understand the foundation of the employment relationship in general, one needs to embrace
the different definitions and conceptualizations of the employment relationship. The literature on
employment relationships seeks to clarify and explain who precisely the “employee” is and who the
“employer” is. The definition of the “employment relationship” continually changes throughout the
literature, as well as the definitions of the role of the employee and the employer.
The general definitions of the employee and the employer throughout the existing literature follow a
rather positivist approach to understanding the employment relationship, as the relationship is re62 / 120
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duced to a transaction between two actors, and it does not include the complexity of transformational social relations.
Generally, an employer is defined as someone who sells their labor, whereas an employee more
frequently is perceived as a behavioural or economic being, which according to Budd and Bhave
could be conceptualized as “homo economics” (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 4). “Homo economics”
are defined as theoretical individuals, who before acting on any decision, tend to rationally consider
and calculate all benefits and costs that the giving situation includes (Collins English Dictionary,
2020). However, the literature also introduces a perspective in which the individual employee is
seen as a complex human being with both economic and social goals, which the employer must
accommodate in their job offers.
In relation to understanding what the relationship between the individual and SHRM is seen from
an interpretivist perspective, these definitions of the role of the employer and the employee might
help shed light on to how the dynamics and complexity of the social relations within an organization is.
3.1.2. Definitions of Employee and Employer
The Employer
According to Budd and Bhave, there exist different perspectives on what an employer is (Budd and
Bhave, 2010, p 4). One of the perspectives perceives the employer as someone who is a purchaser
of labor, a unit that is more or less modelled as someone that seeks to maximize profit or as someone who optimizes objective capacity for non-profit and governmental employers (Manning, 2003;
Wachter, 2004). Another perspective defines the employer as all stakeholders, who are affected by
corporate factors and the corporate decision making e.g., suppliers, owners, customers, small local
communities. A third perspective sees the employer as a more complex and social institution, which
has its own individual implicit culture, bureaucracies, and norms (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 4).
The Employee
An employee is, on the contrary, more commonly conceptualized as an economic or a behavioural
being (Kaufman, 1999). The concept “homo economics” is described as a rational person who has
self-interest in making utility-maximizing decisions by consciously choosing the solution that max63 / 120
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imizes its chances for increased opportunities and income. This conceptualization of the employee
assumes that there exists some labor-leisure balance between how much effort the employees are
willing to put into the work and the extent of the produced income it generates. This perspective
perceives the employees as economic instruments, which need to be distributed by the employer in
the most favourably way, in order to maximize the profit of the organization. (Budd and Bhave,
2010, p 3)
The economic perspective on the employee, which only includes the self-interest and the rationality
of homo economics, is not sufficient enough when attempting to investigate and interpret what the
employment relationship is influenced by (Kaufman, 1999; March and Simon, 1958). The employment relationship is much more complicated, according to Budd and Bhave, and there is a need for
a socio-behavioural alternative to the “homo economics” perception of the employee (Budd and
Bhave, 2010, p 3).
The literature also introduces an alternative perspective on how to perceive the employee, which is
called the socio-behavioural perspective. The socio-behavioural perspective seeks to explicate and
clarify how individuals should be seen as human beings who try to procreate decisions that generate
job satisfaction. Job satisfaction includes a variety of underlying and social goals that goes beyond
profit-seeking desires for income and leisure, as social goals concerns factors such as dignity, purposefulness, justice, identity, self-realization and social exchanges (Folger and Cropanzano, 1998;
Emerson, 1976; Kirchler et al., 1996). Although one would assume that all of the social goals above
are related to the self-interest of the employee, the conceptualization of self-interest is perceived as
a set of purely economic goals according to the homo economics perspective. (Budd and Bhave,
2010, p. 3).
The Employment Relationship
According to Kelliher, Truss, and Mankin, the employment relationship is generally seen as an economic transaction, where the organization acquires skills and time from the individual employee,
who gets a pre-agreed payment in return (Kelliher, Truss and Mankin, 2012). The transactional employment relationship is focused on financial measures alone, and it does not consider the role of
the individual as more than an economic instrument to achieve financial goals. Seen from an interpretivist perspective, this perception of the employment relationship is scarce, as it does not consider the complexity of the individual in terms of e.g., motivation, intentionality, beliefs, and behav64 / 120
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iour, etc., as well as it excludes the complexity of the social relation between the employer and the
employee (Positivism and Interpretivism in Social Research, 2020).
According to Kelliher, Truss, and Mankin, the social exchange element is of importance, since this
is where engagement, obligations, and commitment are generated through a series of complex episodes and transactions between the employee and the employer (Emerson, 1976, Kelliher, Truss
and Mankin, 2012). The social commitment and the employment relationship between the employer
and the employee are developed over time, and it is not shaped by the contractually transactional
agreement between the two parts, as the economic perspective claims.
Budd and Bhave argue that employees are behavioural entities rather than economic instruments,
which involves seeing employment relationships as more than just a transactional relation (Budd
and Bhave, 2010). The employees are complex humans’ beings, whose motivation originates from
social concerns, and intrinsic rewards (Budd and Bhave, 2010). According to Kelliher, Truss, and
Mankin, the employment relationship is a dynamic and complex concept. The relation is characterized by a continuous process, where the goals of each of the parties are likely to transform and
change through time, why these changes must be seen in the light of both the internal- and external
contexts as well as the social context (Kelliher, Truss and Mankin, 2012). Seen from an interpretivist perspective, one must consider the impact of time when examining the social aspect of the
employment relationships, as it has a dynamic and self-perpetuating nature.
In present-day organizations, employers are likely to seek more than just the time and skills of an
employee. Organizations seek employees, who are flexible, loyal, and committed in the way, which
demands the employee to be willing to go the extra mile for the greater good of the organization,
which sets new demands to the employment relationship (Kelliher, Truss and Mankin, 2012). On
the other hand, employees are likely to seek meaning, job satisfaction, the opportunity for personal
development, and flexibility to balance work and other aspects of their lives in addition to the expected factors such as income security and a solid base (Kelliher, Truss and Mankin, 2012). When
implementing SHRM, it is of importance to master balancing the desires of both the employer representing the organization and the individual employee.
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3.1.3. Third influence on the Employment Relationship
There is a third member in the employment relationship, whose existence, according to Budd and
Bhave, should not be forgotten, as it plays a significant role in the constellation of the entire relationship. The third member is called “The State”. The state plays an extensive role in the employment relationship, as it is the enforcer and creator of different regulations, which both the employer
and the employee are influenced by. The state plays a regulative role, as it regulates universal labor
laws e.g., laws that govern the unions, employees, work councils, employees, and the associations
as they interact with each other collectively (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 3). Furthermore, the state
determines the entire nature of the employment relationship, as it establishes the socio-politicoeconomic system and norms. The employment relationship is influenced by the state's political
point of departure e.g., if the state has a somewhat socialist economic approach or if it has a marketbased capitalist approach. (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 3)
Another force that has a significant influence on the employment relationship is the market, as it
continuously establishes guidelines and restrictions regarding work conditions and compensation,
which continually sustains the employment relationship. The market might be perfectly competitive
and generates advantageous outcomes that possibly maximize welfare and distributes resources to
the right places in the organization (Manning, 2003). On the other hand, the market can also be imperfectly competitive, which may have the outcome that it does not produce any optimal social outcomes, which influence the organization, and thereby also the employment relationship. (Budd and
Bhave, 2010, p 4)
Both the contingency perspective and the configurational perspective to SHRM consider the impact
of contextual factors, such as the state, when analyzing the success of SHRM. Seen from an interpretivist perspective, the contextual complexity of a given organization is key when trying to understand and interpret the relationship between the individual and SHRM, as many sides impact the
employment relationship. The state plays an influential role in terms of the socio-politico-economic
system and norms, which directly affects the employment relationship between the employer and
the employee, and thereby also the relationship between the individual and SHRM.
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3.1.4. Expectations and Trust
According to Budd and Bhave, the terms and conditions regarding an employee’s work labor are
often captured in a written document, such as a contract, which must be considered, when trying to
understand the underlying dynamic of the employment relationship. The contract is often incomplete, as it does not include specified tasks the employee is responsible for and what performance
expectations the employer has to the employee. The employment relationship is, therefore, often
controlled by implicit terms and conditions such as informal and legally unenforceable agreements
that are social, psychological, and economical. (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 4)
From a psychological point of view, it is of importance to examine how the implicit contract impacts the behaviour of the individual employee within an organization. This is often labelled as a
psychological contract, and it is mostly seen from the employee’s perspective, as it regards the employee’s perception of what is expected from them and what the mutual commitments and obligations in the relationship are. When an employee believes that the implicit expectations are fulfilled,
it often generates greater confidence and assurance in the employment relationship, which generally
leads to positive work results as well as a higher job satisfaction rate. On the contrary, a violation of
the implicit expectations in the psychological contract may cause a negative work behaviour and
thereby maybe harm the organizational performance. (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 4)
Both the conceptualized economic and psychological perspective on the employment relationship,
acknowledge the importance of both a tacit agreement and clear communication between the employer and the employee, as the employment relationship is profoundly impacted by the perceived
terms and conditions of implicit contract (Bertrand, 2004). The implicit contract seen from an economic perspective regards expectations concerning the economical transactions, whereas the psychological contracts focus on how the perception of the mutual obligations are fulfilled (Greenberg,
1990; Robinson and Rousseau, 1994). An example of a psychological factor within the implicit
contract could be the extent of fairness the employee experiences, in terms of how the employee is
treated and whether or not they are being respected as individuals in the organization (Budd and
Bhave, 2010, p 5).
In sum, the analysis reveals that there exist different perspectives on the employment relationships,
as well as different definitions of the role of the employer and the employee depending on which
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paradigm the respective perspectives take stance in. From an interpretivist point of view, it is of
importance to explore the complexity and underlying forces within the employment relationship to
fully understand the relationship between the individual and SHRM.
The relationship between the individual and SHRM is reduced to a transactional relationship according to the economic perspective, which relates to the universalistic approach to SHRM, as it
focuses on financial goals alone. The economic perspective on the employment relationship is rather functionalistic, and it applies a positivist approach to examining the success of the employment
relationship, much like the universalistic perspective on SHRM. In relation to the key findings from
the literature review, this approach does not consider the complexity of the behaviour of the individual as well as it does not include the impact of contextual factors, why the economic perspective
on employment relationships is considered to be inadequate in relation to understanding the relationship between the individual and SHRM seen from an interpretivist perspective.
Seen from a combined economic and psychological perspective, the employment relationship is
much more complicated, as the behaviour of the individual is tied to intrinsic motivation, which is
derived from the fulfilment of the psychological and social needs of the individual. The psychological and social factors influence the behaviour of the individual, and thereby also the social exchange
between the employee and the employer. The combined economic and psychological perspective is
similar to the configurational perspective on SHRM, as it acknowledges the complexity of the employment relationships, as it is highly impacted by the behaviour of the individual.
The analysis reveals how the employment relationship is highly impacted by the state and the market, which are complex contextual factors. In order to investigate the relationship between the individual and SHRM, one must examine the socio-politico-economic system and norms, as well as the
market the employment relationships are derived from.
According to the analysis, the employment relationship is influenced by the mutual trust and expectations between the employer and the employee, as it impacts the confidence of the employee and
the job assurance in either a positive or a negative way. In order to enhance trust and expectation
alignment within the employment relationships, organizations are encouraged to make tacit agreements between the employer and the employee, as well as clear communication in terms of contin68 / 120
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uous evaluation of the expectations the two parties have towards each other. Trust and expectations
are a part of the psychological contract between the employer and the employee, which underlines
the complexity of the relation between the two. In regard to SHRM, it is of importance to examine
the complexity of social relations, as it influences the confidence and the job assurance of the individual, which the reviewed literature claims have a direct effect on the organizational performance.

3.2. Four types of Employment Relationships
The following section includes a presentation of four different types of employment relationships,
which are conceptualized by Budd and Bhave. The analysis above revealed that there exist different
types of contracts within an the employment relationship, which can be either psychological, implicit, explicit, economic, or social (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 6). Furthermore, there are different
conceptualizations of the employees, the employers, the state, the market, and the contracts
throughout the literature. The different perspectives and concepts are categorized and transformed
into four main perspectives, which describe how employment relationships are perceived throughout the literature. The four models are: the egoist employment relationship, the unitarist employment relationship, the pluralist relationship, and the critical employment relationship (Budd and
Bhave, 2010, p 6). The four perspectives contribute to a greater understanding of how the relationship between the individual and SHRM is perceived. It may also help to explain why the SHRM
theory lacks explanatory power, as it is derived from studies that have different perceptions of the
importance and impact of the employment relationship.
3.2.1. The Egoist Employment Relationship Perspective
The egoist employment relationship pursues rational, individualistic agendas, and it focuses on the
central role of self-interest in the economic market. This perspective is mostly associated with the
neoclassical economic way of thinking (Boyer and Smith). The ambitions of the employee are generally focused on leisure and income, and the employer is focused on profit maximization. Labor is
viewed as a product, which does not differ from any other resource within the organization. According to the egoist employment relationship perspective, the role of the state is perceived to be administrative towards protecting property rights and preserving contracts in order to generate free economic transactions.
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Furthermore, the market is characterized as perfectly competitive and, as a result of this, works as
the controlling force of the entire employment relationship. The key element in the employment
relationship, e.g., the terms of employment and wages, are not settled by the employer or employee,
it rather depends on the market. The egoist employment relationship is basically a relationship
where employers and employees engage in a common and beneficial transaction to sell and buy
products based on the current productivity of the market. (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 6)

Compared to the SHRM perspectives addressed in the literature review, the egoist employment relationship is an approach, which is similar to the universalistic perspective to SHRM in terms of
how transactions determine the relationship and how both the employer and the employee are reduced to a function or a product. The Egoist Employment Relationship perspective is most likely
not a useful perspective to apply in relation to gaining knowledge of what the relationship between
the individual and SHRM looks like from an interpretivist perspective, as it is only concerned with
economic measures.

3.2.2. The Unitarist Employment Relationship Perspective
The unitarist employment relationship perspective perceives the employees as psychological beings,
rather than strictly economic units. This perspective is more commonly associated with scholars
from faculties such as human resource management and psychology (Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2004;
Roehling et al., 2000; Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 8). The unitarist employment relationship is characterized by decision-making, which is derived from behavioural elements, such as social pressure,
fairness, and justice. The market is considered to be imperfectly competitive, and the employers and
employees are assumed to share a mutual consensus when it comes to their common interests (Budd
and Bhave, 2010, p 8).
The relationship between the employee and employer is perceived as a long-term partnership,
where the organizational performance is closely related to job satisfaction and the job assurance of
the individual, as well as other underlying psychological and social wishes. The unitarist employment relationship perspective focuses on establishing policies, which are beneficial to both the individual employee and the employer (Pfeffer, 1998; Ulric and Brockbank, 2005; Budd and Bhave,
2010, p 8). This perspective assumes that conflicts and the exercise of power are an expression of
controversies, which are insignificant in relation to the employment relationship because the em70 / 120
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ployee and the employer are assumed to have mutually shared interests. Any practice that reduces
the conflict between the employee and the employer are perceived as a waste of human resource
practices. (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 8)

The unitarist employment relationship perceives the employees as psychological beings motivated
by intrinsic rewards, which follows the same principles as the configurational perspective on
SHRM, in terms of the role of the individual in relation to organizational performance. Furthermore, the unitarist perspective considers the impact of time, as the employment relationship is seen
as a long-term partnership, which evolves in time. However, the perspective perceives the power
relations and conflicts between the employee and the employer as insignificant to the employment
relationship. This conflicts with the argument that the mutual trust and expectations between the
employer and the employee have a high impact on the overall organizational performance, as it impacts the confidence of the employee and the job assurance in either a positive or a negative way.
Seen from an interpretivist perspective, the power relations and conflicts within the employment
relationship are very likely to have a significant impact on the relation between the employee and
the employer, as the individual has economic, psychological, and social needs.
3.2.3. The Pluralist Employment Relationship Perspective
The pluralist perspective on employment relationships sees employees as complicated psychosocial
and economic agents, who are entitled to intrinsic and constitutional rights such as having a voice,
equality, and fairness (Budd, 2004; Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 8). The pluralist perspective dismisses
and discredits the two previously mentioned perspectives, as the egoist perspective sees employees
only as commodities and the unitarist perspective on interests, in terms of believing that there coexist a plurality and a variety of mutual interests and common conflicts among the two parties (Clegg,
1975; Fox, 1974; Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 8). According to the pluralist perspective, both the employee and the employer are interested in the relationship, which concerns creating productive labor, a profitable organization, security as well as flexibility and finally a workplace, where conflicts
are seen as an unavoidable part of the practices in the relationship (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 8).
Finally, the pluralist perspective on employment relationship claims that the labor market is imperfect and that this perspective to employment relationships is mostly exercised in industrial relations.
(Budd et al., 2004; Kaufman, 2004; Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 8)
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The pluralist perspective on employment relationships is characterized by negotiation, exchange,
and power relations. The employer and the employee’s interests and negotiating power are highly
influenced by environmental and contextual dynamics. (Budd et al., 2004). In contrast to the unitarist perspective, conflicts are now presumed to be a healthy and natural part of the employment
relationship. Instead of trying to hide and diminish the issues of the conflicts, it is managed through
negotiation. However, there is an imbalance in the negotiating power of the employer and the employee, which is assumed to influence the general dynamics of the employment relationship. (Budd
and Bhave, 2010, p 9)

In relation to SHRM, the pluralist perspective on employment relationships follows the same principles as the configurational perspective on SHRM, as it considers the role of the individual of importance in relation to having successful SHRM practices and thereby enhances firm performance.
Seen from an interpretivist perspective, the pluralist perspectives provides a nuanced conceptualization of the dynamics of an employment relationship, as it considers intangible factors such as power
relations and negotiating power between the two parties as well as how the relationship is highly
impacted by the context it is derived from. The pluralist perspective on employment relationships
might help shed light on the dynamics of the relationship between the employer and employee and
how it changes over time. The pluralist perspective fits the configurational perspective to SHRM to
the extent that it considers the role of the individual as an important, influential factor within an
organization. However, it still does not clarify the complexity of the social relation between the
employees and the employer.
3.2.4. The Critical Employment Relationship Perspective
The critical employment relationship perspective is the fourth perspective on employment relationships, and it is referred to as the one, which is the most correlated to the radical industrial relations
(Bowles and Gintis, 1990; Edwards, 1986; Kelly 1998; Thompson and Newsome, 2004; Budd and
Bhave, 2010, p 9). As well as the unitarist and the pluralist perspective, the critical employment
relationship perspective sees labor as more than just a commodity, and it assumes the market to be
imperfectly competitive (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 9). However, the critical perspective is different
in the way that it highlights the unequal dynamics of power and conflicts of interests. The critical
employment relationship is characterized by power and conflicts being the most important influential factor in relation to the employment relationship. In other words, the critical perspective is con72 / 120
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ceptualized as the clash between the different competing groups over control and power. (Edwards,
1986; Gall, 2003; Hyman, 1975; 2006; Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 9).
Keywords such as gender, class, and race are all assumed to be inseparable from culture and markets. Because of that, the conflict between the employee and the employer is much more comprehensive in the critical employment relationship than it is in the previous perspectives, which mostly
characterize conflicts within the employment relationship, as issues of an economic character
(Amott and Matthaei, 1996; Delgado and Stefancic, 2001; Gottfried, 2006; Greene, 2003; Lustig,
2004; Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 9). The critical perspective calls attention to the socialembeddedness of conflicts and power differentials in the employment relationship. The perspective
demands structural changes, diversity, and equality across class, gender, and race. These elements
are, therefore, not only viewed as sources of oppression and conflict but also of mobilization and
identity. The critical perspective believes these conflicts to be important in order to foster the necessary changes in cases such as the social history, the working-class consciousness, labor feminism,
and many other vital issues. (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 9)

The critical perspective on employment relationships sees conflicts as the primus motor behind
change and development, which adds an extra dimension to the employment relationship. According to the SHRM perspectives, this perspective is similar to the configurational perspective, as the
relationship between the employer and the employee is considered to be the driving force behind
change and development. Seen from an interpretivist perspective, there seems to be an impactful
force in the intersection between the employer and the employee, which is an underlying force,
which impacts the dynamics of the organization, which would be interesting to investigate and interpret from a theoretical point of view.
3.2.5. Implication for understanding SHRM and Employment Relationships
The analysis of the four types of employment relationships showed that the employment relationship could be seen as either (1) an advantageous transaction in the free market, (2) a long-term partnership characterized by mutual interest between the employer and the employee, (3) a negotiation
between competing stakeholders or, finally, as (4) an unequal power relation rooted in a complex
and compound socio-politico-economic system of injustices. However, it is of importance to mention that the four different perspectives on the employment relationship naturally are more complex
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and nuanced than what has been portrayed and outlined in this analysis. The four approaches also
differ in their paradigmatic stances, which contribute with different constitutional aspects of human
resource management and the practices that it contains, such as labor unions, diversity and equality,
globalization, and the labor-related policies. Which all should be considered when trying to understand and interpret the employment relationship from an interpretivist perspective. (Budd and
Bhave, 2010, p 10)
The four different perspectives on the employment relationship are illustrated in short and precise
examples in the table on next page. The purpose of the table is to give an overview of the definitions and conceptualization of the employment relationship, depending on which paradigm the respective perspectives are derived from. The perspectives vary in their definition of the employees,
the employer, the market, and the employment relationship in general.
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Table: 1: Four perspectives on the employment relationship

Source: Own elaboration, adapted from Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 7

The four perspectives are, to some extent, rivals, in the way that they compete with each other. The
different perspectives force the interpretivist researcher to evaluate the paradigmatic aspects of the
perspectives, in order to understand and interpret the complexity of the employment relationship
and thereby the relationship between the individual and SHRM. On the other hand, the four perspectives also complement each other by contributing to explaining the different aspects of subjects
such as power, economic enticement, intuitional interventions, and human resource management
practices. No matter if the four perspectives on employment relationships work as substitutes or
complements, they all contribute to some of the most important ideologies and references according
to practitioners within the school of human resource management and the field related to the subject
(Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 7).
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The four different perspectives on the employment relationship are frames of ideologies and references, which practitioners apply when analyzing the actions and issues related to the employment
relationship. The paradigmatic stance of the ideologies of each of the perspectives is often implicit
in the literature, why it is crucial to identify the paradigmatic position prior to the application of a
given perspective. This is of importance for one to understand and interpret the employment relationship from an interpretivist perspective, as the interpretivist researcher seeks to investigate the
underlying dynamic forces that influence the relationship, as well as it seeks to interpret how complex contextual factors impact the relationship between the individual an SHRM. The question is
now, whether these four perspectives on employment relationships can complement each other, and
thereby help shed light on the complexity of the employment relationship and the complexity of the
context it appears in, seen from an interpretivist perspective.
The analysis underlines how the employment relationship plays an essential role in relation to firm
performance, as well as it contributes to an understanding of how the position, behaviour, relations,
and actions of the individual are influenced by its relation to the employer, which is interesting in
relation to investigating what the relationship between the individual and SHRM is seen from an
interpretivist perspective. Furthermore, it is evident that the employment relationship is both dynamic and complex in its nature, meaning that it does not only consist of a legally bound contract
between two parties but instead it is composed of an entire network of different influential factors
that all contribute to the relationship in either a positive or negative way.
According to the analysis of the four perspectives on employment relationships, the relationship
between the individual and SHRM might include both an economic and a psychological contract.
The psychological contract concerns self-interest, commitment, and motivation, which are highly
critical for the employee's relations within the organization. To better understand the role of the
individual and the complexity of social relation within an organization from a theoretical point of
view, one might benefit from taking a closer look on the underlying forces within the individual
e.g., in terms of psychological and sociological theories exploring the behaviour and decision making of the individual.
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In sum, it is of importance to consider a more broad focus in relation to understanding the complexity of the employment relationship and the dynamics of the social relations. Seen from an interpretivist perspective, one must consider the dynamics of the organization, by addressing the actions of
the individuals within it, as the individuals continuously influence each other and thereby also the
development and dynamics of the organization. One must examine both the contextual factors and
the role of the individual to fully understand the nature of the social relations within an organization.
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4. Discussion
The discussion examines some of the primary topics for future research found in the literature review and the analysis. The literature review revealed that there is a limited amount of literature,
which applies the configurational perspective to SHRM, as well as it does not explore the complexity of the social relations of the individual. The existing literature within SHRM is accused of having
both substantial theoretical and empirical specification errors and significant historical misspecification. The literature review casts considerable doubt on the robustness and explanatory power of
the SHRM model, as the results of applying SHRM vary from organization to organization.
The analysis showed that there exist four different perspectives on the employment relationship,
depending on which paradigmatic stance one takes. The employment relationship between the employer and the employee can either be seen as an economic transaction relationship or as a longterm partnership based on both an economical and a psychological contract. Seen from an interpretivist perspective, it is of importance to investigate the social relation between the employer and the
employee, and what it is impacted by, in order to gain knowledge about the actions of the individual, as the literature review reveals, that the actions of the individual highly impact the success of
SHRM.
In order to understand the underlying processes of the relationship between the individual and
SHRM and what might impact the dynamics of it, this discussion includes a discussion of the influence of the behaviour of the individual in relation to SHRM seen from a theoretical point of view.
The purpose of the discussion is to help answer what the theoretical relationship between the individual and SHRM is, seen from an interpretivist perspective. The discussion applies methodological
tools by Bruno Latour and Pierre Bourdieu, which form the foundation of the discussion and the
interpretation of the relationship between the individual and SHRM. Read more about the theoretical framework of the two theories by Latour and Bourdieu in section (2.5.). The topics presented in
the discussion are: 4.1. The Contextual Complexity of SHRM, 4.2. The Role of the Individual and
4.3. SHRM, ANT, and Theory of Practice.
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4.1. The Contextual complexity of SHRM
The following section includes a discussion of the contextual complexity of SHRM. According to
the analysis of employment relationships, the relation between the employer and the employee is
profoundly impacted by the state and the market the relationship appears in. The state plays a regulative role, as it establishes the socio-politico-economic system and norms, and the labor market
continuously establishes the guidelines and restrictions in relation to work conditions and compensation. The market can either be perfectly competitive or imperfectly competitive, which influences
the opportunities, outcome, and resources of the organization in either a positive or negative way,
and a natural consequence of that is that it affects the employment relationship between the employer and the employee. The influential contextual factors that impact the employment relationship
in this example seem to be generated far away from the actual relation between the employer and
employee, which underlines the complexity of the influential contextual factors. The question is,
how can one identify the contextual conditions that have an impact on a specific employment relationship?
ANT is applied as a methodological tool to help address the influential factors in relation to SHRM
seen from an interpretivist perspective. The organizational actor-network is discussed up against
Bourdieu’s concept of the field, as the two conceptualizations of the dynamics of a network are
considered supplementary seen from an interpretivist perspective, as they contribute with methodological tools, which allow the researcher to explore and interpret the relations and actions within an
organization. The discussion focuses on gaining insight into the contextual complexity of SHRM,
as well as it seeks to understand the impact of the actors within the network of the organization. The
SHRM model lacks explanatory power, but it is still considered empirically evident that SHRM is a
credible way to improve competitive advantage and overall firm performance, why this study applies ANT to draw a holistic picture of the dynamics of SHRM.
SHRM is dynamic, and it is influenced by many sides, which is depending on the specific situation
of each organization, why it is important to take the complexity of SHRM into account when planning and designing SHRM practices. According to the literature review, the intentions behind the
policies and the associated strategies and the results of the implementation of SHRM vary, as they
are depending on and influenced by contextual factors. SHRM is significantly influenced by the
internal and external circumstances, as well as it depend on the people involved, which show in
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both the planning and the results of the SHRM initiatives. However, the studies from the literature
review include potential impact from a wide range of influencers throughout the SHRM process; it
has been challenging to get generalizable results, as every situation and context vary from organization to organization. Read more about the contextual issues related to SHRM in the literature review
in section (vi.i.) Focus on unidentified influential factors in relation to SHRM.
The following sections include a discussion of how organizations should approach analyzing the
contextual complexity of the network and its dynamics seen from a theoretical ANT perspective.
4.1.1. The Network of SHRM
According to Bruno Latour, one cannot examine the complexity of any given situation, by setting a
fixed framework of references prior to an analysis of the relations between actors within a network.
This principle follows the “sociology of the social”, which does not provide a holistic picture of the
nature of the dynamics of a network. Latour argues that the only way to seize the complexity of
SHRM, one must take a “sociology of associations” point of view. The “sociology of associations”
perceives the world as an interconnected, multidimensional network consisting of actors, and the
actions between the actors are where the development of the network takes place. (Latour, 2005 p
9)
The configurational perspective on SHRM focuses on the context and the role of the individual, as
they are correlated factors when it comes to the relationship between SHRM practices and organizational performance. The question is, how can an organization address and interpret these interactions and the context they derive from? According to Latour, the actor-network includes actors,
which are either intermediaries or mediators. So when examining the relationship between the individual and SHRM, it is important to identify the related actors and to determine whether the actors
are intermediary, transporting meaning or forces without transforming, or if the actors are mediators, which are transforming, translating, distorting and modifying the meaning or the elements they
are supposed to carry. (Latour, 2005 p 37)
The configurational perspective mentions the impact of the context and the individual in relation to
SHRM, but according to the existing literature on the topic, there are yet no studies examining what
actually impacts neither the context nor the individual. According to ANT and the “sociology of
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associations”, it is a mistake to exclude the impact of the individual, as the transformations of the
actors in the network are related to the mediators surrounding them. Relating to one group in a network or another is a continuous process made up of uncertain, fragile, and ever-shifting ties, which
at some point in the network are linked to any other group within the network (Latour, 2005 p 27).
One of the sources of uncertainty, according to Latour, is the misunderstanding that groups actually
exist. Groups are a social construction, which describes the formation process of actors (Latour,
2005 p 27). This approach may be able to explain why the influential factors and results of the existing studies of SHRM vary and underlines the complexity of the context, as the dynamics of the
network cannot be isolated in groups and generalized to other contexts as the network is continuously changing.
ANT is a methodological tool, which is applied to examine the nature of a network. In order to examine a network, one has to take a stance in one actor and unfold the network from there by identifying the intermediary and mediators related to each actor within the network. This way, the analyst
is able to map what contextual influential factors impact the employment relationship at a specific
time. It is of importance to notice that ANT does not explain why or how a network takes shape; it is
rather a tool to explore the relational ties within a network (Latour, 2005 p 9). One could argue that
the network is infinite and holistic, why it is up to the strategic applying it, to determine when the
network is adequate enough for one to examine the relations between the actors, knowing that there
still exists a certain amount of uncertainty. Once the network, including the individual and SHRM,
has been mapped, the actions and the dynamics of the network are to be interpreted on.
According to the reviewed literature, there are certain SHRM indicators, which can clarify whether
the SHRM strategy is successful or not. The indicators can be e.g. financial and market performance, the organizational performance, including customer satisfaction, quality of product and
company image, and job satisfaction (Gurbuz and Mert, 2011). But at the same time, these indicators vary from study to study in the literature review, as others point to external circumstances such
as industry and national politics and economy to be influential, which ANT might be able to help us
interpret why.
These indicators are actors within a network, and they can be influenced from many sites, as they
are all interconnected and have references to many other actors, which may or may not have influ82 / 120
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ential powers on the specific actor. All actors, whether they are human or non-human, are on the
same level. The human actors represent the social world, and the non-human actors can be e.g. objects, ideas, and processes. These actors are seen as just as necessary as the human actors when it
comes to creating social situations as humans (Latour, 2005, p 64). The actions and the transformations lie within the ties between the actors. The social forces between the actors do not exist in
themselves, as they are all impacted by each other somehow, which is why ANT is a useful tool for
analyzing and describing the complexity of SHRM. Still, it cannot explain why or how the network
has the continually shifting relationships between the actors it has - that is up to the analyst to interpret.
Figure 7: Pre-assumption based and Actor-Network based method

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above illustrates two different approaches and methods of exploring the actors within a
network. The illustration on the left, visualizes the pre-assumption based approach to exploring
SHRM, in terms of a fixed set of indicators, which are determined prior to the implementation of
SHRM and it is assumed and expected, that the impact of SHRM will eventually show via these
certain indicators. The pre-assumption based approach does not consider the impact of other references than the fixed set of actors, which are decided prior to the implementation. Furthermore, it
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does not consider the impact of time and changing relationships between the actors, as it assumes
that these are the correct indicators of the impact of SHRM.
The illustration on the right shows the Actor-Network based approach to investigating the impact of
SHRM, by taking stance in one specific actor, and then unfold the network from there. Furthermore,
the Actor-Network based approach considers the impact of time, as the network continuously
evolves, which may result in changing relationships between the actors within the network in terms
of transformation, new ties to new actors, or even cessation of some. The impact of time provides
the analyst with the opportunity to find patterns and to further investigate the actors, which seem to
be mediators, as they transform, translate, distort and modify the meaning or the elements they are
supposed to carry within the network.
In relation to SHRM, the identified influential indicators throughout the literature are, first of all,
situational, and second of all, a present picture of the now the study is conducted in. The relationships between the actors in the network constantly shift, which might explain why no study seems
to be able to get the same results when applying the same or similar influential indicators throughout the literature (Latour, 2005 p 42). This underlines the importance of having a basic understanding of the continuously shifting networks of relationships the social and the natural world exists in
when designing, implementing, and facilitating SHRM, as the network it is applied in is complex
and dynamic. It is not possible to predict the future by applying the ANT meted, but by observing
the movements and dynamics of the network, some patterns might show, which may help the analyst to identify and address the right influential factors – also called mediators - at the specific time,
in the specific context, instead of deciding these indicators prior to the implementation of SHRM,
which is a rather universalistic approach.
4.1.2. The Field of the Organization
ANT contributes with a complex description of the network as well as it describes the impact of
contextual factors and group formations of both human and non-human actors, but in order to understand what the relationship between the individual and SHRM is, it is necessary to take a closer
look at the impact and dynamics of the complex contextual factors, seen in the light of the actions
derived from human-actors.
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According to Bourdieu, the context of the organization is a field of fields. The fields are seen as
competitive domains, which foster actions derived from power relations within that specific field
(Swartz, 2002). ANT scholars argue that the formation of groups or agencies are never fully isolated from the rest of the network, where Bourdieu claims that the network consists of many fields,
which are all interconnected somehow (Latour, 2005; Swartz, 2002). Both Latour and Bourdieu
agree that the fields or groups are formations of actors, which are interconnected. However, does
ANT sees the role of the individual to be on the same level, like any other actor within a specific
network, where Bourdieu focuses on the behaviour and actions of the individual, as they are affected and constructed as a consequence of the influence of the field.
The concept of the field of fields might help shed light on, how the role of the individual is impacted by the different contexts it appears in, as well as it contributes with a methodological tool for
analyzing and interpreting the sociology of the field, and thereby gain knowledge of how and why
the role of the individual might change over time as a consequence of the dynamics within the fields
it operates within. The context of the individual may consist of many fields, which affect the employment relationship, why it is necessary to take a closer look on the what different fields the individual has ties to at a given time, to understand which contextual factors are of influence when interpreting what the relationship between the individual and SHRM is influenced by.
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Figure 8: Fields within an Organization

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above illustrates an example of the fields of the individual. The dotted line indicates the
reference framework of a given organization. The reference framework of the organization is one
field, but a field is never fully isolated, why the field may have different fields within its field, as
well as the fields within the field may go beyond the boundaries of the network of the organization.
Here is an example to describe the complexity of the field of any given organization: The black dot
illustrates the role of the individual within a certain field. Each of the associated actors the individual is related to illustrates other fields the individual is impacted by. Let us say that this is an international organization with departments across national borders. All of the dots represent the field of
the whole organization, which the individual actor is tied to. The green dots represent co-workers,
which the actor has never personally met. The orange and red dots represent the local department in
which the actor works and has its daily practice in.
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Further, the red dots also represents the colleagues in the local department working within the same
field as the actor e.g. marketing. The blue dots represent actors of the same gender, where the light
blue colour also represents actors, which the actors have private relationships with. The individual
actor is a part of the field of the organization, but to understand its ties within the field, one must
take a closer look upon the fields within the field, which the individual is part of. Every field within
a field fosters a certain behaviour and language, which impacts the habitus of the individual, and
thereby also its movements in the intersection between the fields. It is of importance to underline
that this is a simplified illustration of the fields within the a field, as this network does not include
that the fields are multidimensional and the fact that each of the actors can be a member of many
different fields simultaneously, which would lead each of the dots in the illustration to have multiple colours.
In sum, the contextual complexity seems to be closely related to the social relations within the network, as many of the contextual factors are influenced by the movements within the fields of the
network, too. SHRM needs to include a social context conceptualization, as it could contribute with
a new perspective on the role of the individual in relation to other variables, such as the human interactions with the organizational culture, climate, political considerations, and SHRM strategy. A
combination of applying ANT as a methodological tool to describe the present network of an organization together with Bourdieu’s tools for investigating the habitus of the human actors within the
network might help shed light on the specific social context and thereby provide the researcher with
a conceptualization of its dynamic nature in terms of its fields. By investigating the fields the individual acts within, the researcher may be able to identify how sense-making and power relations are
constructed within these fields and how they impact the actions of the individual. The following
section takes a closer look on to how the fields of the individual actor impact its actions in relation
to SHRM, seen from an interpretivist perspective.

4.2. The Role of the Individual
The following section includes a discussion of the role of the individual. According to the analysis
of employment relationships, the employee is perceived as both homo economics and sociobehavioural beings, depending on whether one takes an economic or socio-behavioural perspective.
Seen from an interpretivist perspective, the complexity of the role of the individual can only be clarified by understanding how the individual tries to procreate job satisfaction, which includes a varie87 / 120
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ty of underlying social goals that goes beyond profit-seeking goals. The social goals include factors
such as dignity, purposefulness, justice, identity, self-realization, and social exchanges (Folger and
Cropanzano, 1998; Emerson, 1976; Kirchler et al., 1996). The question is, how one can identify and
interpret the underlying social goals of the individual, as well as how it influences the relationship
between the individual employee and SHRM.
The configurational perspective on SHRM argues that the success of the SHRM practices is highly
impacted by the behaviour of the individual employee. Still, it does not describe how to examine
this behaviour. Furthermore, ANT is criticized for its inability to explore the intentions of the individual, as it is more a theoretical method for describing the network, more than it consists of explanatory powers in relation to why and how the actions between the actors in the network take
place. Once the relationship between the individual and SHRM is mapped in accordance with ANT,
the discussion applies Pierre Bourdieu’s acknowledged theories within habitus and practice, to gain
further knowledge about the complexity of the sense-making and actions of the individual and its
reference framework seen from an interpretivist perspective.
4.2.1. The Behaviour of the Individual
According to the findings from the literature review, organizations with developmental cultures and
diversity management have more success with SHRM. Furthermore, the findings from the literature
review also indicate that the developmental cultures are highly impacted by the behaviour and actions of the individual (Wei et al., 2008; Scully et al., 2013; Shen et al., 2009). In order to better
understand the behaviour and actions of the individual, one must look at the habitus in the intersection between the individual and SHRM. Seen from a theory of practice perspective, the actions of
the employee depend on the previous experiences and habits of the individual. When analyzing the
network of the organization in which the employment relationship appears, one must take point of
departure in the individual employee and unfold the network from there. This is of importance for
one to be able to interpret the action of the individual, as it depends on its ties to other actors, previous experiences, and its development over time. According to Bourdieu, the previous experiences
of the individual shapes habits, which become mediators of action (Swartz, 2002, p. 61).
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Figure: 9 - Habitus

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above illustrates how the relationship between the actor and SHRM is impacted by how
the actor perceives and acts upon SHRM practices based on previous experiences. The process is
dynamic, as the habitus of the actor can change over time, as new experiences are anchored and
thereby change the habitus of the individual actor. In order to understand how SHRM and the associated SHRM practices are perceived by the individual human actor, one must take a point of departure in the habitus of the actor.
The black dot represents the individual actor, and the green dot represents SHRM. The arrows between the black and the green dot represent the relationship between the individual and SHRM,
which is expressed through their actions, respectively. The individual actor is provided with certain
SHRM practices, which is perceived and acted upon based on the previous experiences of the individual, why the output of the perceived SHRM practices is expressed through habitus, which is a
combination of the habits, fields, and capital of the individual actor. The relationship and actions
between the two actors are continuously changing, depending on the dynamics of the network the
relationship appears in. The figure underlines the complexity of the dynamics of the relationship
between the two, as it evolves over time. It takes time to foster the wanted behaviour, once an organization implements a change of practice, as the new experience needs to anchor before it turns
into knowledge, which the individual can drag on and thereby also acts upon.
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Configurational SHRM is considered the most complex approach to SHRM as it considers both the
dynamic reality of the teams’ interactions with SHRM and the role of the individual in relation to
the SHRM practices. Still, it does not provide the analyst with any tools to investigate this relationship. According to Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice, it is of importance to both consider the past experiences of the individual and the dynamic evolvement of the network it appears in to understand the
habits and actions of the individual. If the implemented SHRM practices vary from the previous
practices experienced by the individual, the subconscious actions of the individual may be to discard all new experiences, which question their past behaviour and habits and thereby lead them to
stick to their habits. In order to understand the habitus of the individual actor, one must also take a
closer look at the capital possession of the individual as the capital of the individual is expressed
through their actions.
4.2.2. Human Capital and Power Relations
The following section includes a discussion of how the actions of the individual are impacted by its
possession of capital. The more capital the individual is in possession of, the stronger the individual
stands in the social order. According to the analysis of employment relationships, there are four
different perspectives on how to characterize the relationship between the employer and the employee, which are (1) an advantageous transaction in the free market, (2) a long-term partnership
characterized by mutual interest between the employer and the employee, (3) a negotiation between
competing stakeholders or, finally, as (4) an unequal power relation rooted in a complex and compound socio-politico-economic system of injustices. Both the third and the fourth perspective consider the individual to be in possession of negotiation power, as well as the power relations within
the organization is considered to be influential in relation to interpreting the relationship between
the individual and SHRM. The question is, how can one analyze and interpret the power position of
the individual, and how it impacts the success of SHRM and thereby the overall organizational performance?
Latour describes the power relations to be depending on whether an actor is an intermediary or a
mediator. The actors, which are mediators, have the ability to convert, adjust, and change the meaning they are expected to carry, whereas the intermediaries are considered stable (Latour, 2005,
p.39). Furthermore, ANT does not distinguish between human and non-human actors, where Bourdieu is focusing on the social network and the human actors within it alone. The Theory of Practice
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and its concepts of habitus, field, and capital, is a methodological tool, which can supplement ANT
in describing the dynamics and power relations within a given network from a reflexive sociological point of view. In order to examine the relationship between the individual and SHRM and the
power relations associated with it, Bourdieu argues that one must consider the economic-, culturaland social capital of the individual actor.
Figure: 10 - Power of Capital

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above is an attempt to compare Latour’s intermediary and mediator actors with Bourdieu's concept of capital, as the concepts supplement each other, seen from an interpretivist perspective. Since Bourdieu only includes the sociological aspect of the network, this comparison takes its
stance in human actors. The comparison is made to better be able to discuss and interpret the complexity of the role of the individual in relation to SHRM.
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According to ANT, an intermediary human actor is characterized by being stable. When the intermediary human actor is provided with a given input, one can always know what output it will give
in advance. The intermediary human actors are considered less influential on the movements of the
network compared to the mediating human actors. According to Bourdieu’s concept of capital, the
relations between the human actors in a network is determined by power, which is derived from the
individual actors’ possession of capital. The more, either, economic, cultural or social capital one
has, the more influence and power in the social order of the network (Huang, 2019, p. 46). One
could argue that an intermediary human actor must necessarily have a low degree of capital, as its
influential powers on the dynamics within the network is equal to none.
On the other hand, the mediating human actor, on the right side in the figure, is considered more
impactful, as it is able to convert, adjust and change the meaning they are expected to carry. This is
illustrated with the many green arrows in the figure, as the input suddenly changes direction and
form, which influence the dynamics of the network. According to Bourdieu, human actors with influential powers usually have a high degree of capital. The capital is both convertible and selfperpetuating, why the power relations within a network continuously change (Huang, 2019, p. 46).
The interaction with the different forms of capital within a network or field plays an influential part
in how each capital is perceived and used by the actors within it (Huang, 2019, p. 46). By applying
Bourdieu’s concept of capital as a methodological tool to interpret the power relations within the
network, one can shed light on the power of the individual actor. The figure above is a simplified
elective comparison of ANT’s intermediary and mediator concepts and the concept of capital by
Bourdieu, which contributes to a greater understanding of why the role of the individual in a network depends highly on its possession of economic, cultural and social capital.
Capital and SHRM
The following section includes some of the key findings from the literature review regarding the
role of the individual in relation to human capital and power relations, which are discussed from a
theoretical point of view, by seeing it in the light of Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice.
Complexity of social relations
According to the literature review on SHRM, the relation between SHRM and firm performance is
a Black Box, as the relationship between the external- and internal social networks and the network92 / 120
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building HR practices are individual and situational, and those networks are what defines the culture (Collins and Clark, 2003; Jiang, Takeuchi and Lepak, 2013; Ericksen and Dyer, 2007; Su,
Wright and Ulrich, 2015; Luna-Arocas and Camps, 2007; Zhang and Albrecht, 2010). Culture plays
a large role when it comes to SHRM, and the research papers have different approaches on how to
understand and define culture and its manner. According to Bourdieu’s perspective on sociology,
the social networks of each individual within an organization depends on the field and the capital
their Habitus is derived from, as it defines the social space and thereby also the power relations of
the network of the individual (Huang, 2019, p. 46).
Competitive advantage
Evans and Davis imply that human capital and social relationships are a competitive advantage, but
the study does not explain how the human capital and the social relationships impact the SHRM
practices (Evans and Davis, 2005). According to the Theory of Practice, this may be caused by the
capital and capital conversions of the individuals within the organization, as their social networks
provide them with a certain capital, which with the right investments can be converted into economic capital (Huang, 2019, p. 46). Thus, it is important to mention the interdependence that lies within
a social network, as it as well as it can provide new opportunities, it can also set boundaries or create challenges if it is not handled wisely. In relation to SHRM, it is of importance to identify the
needs of the individual employee, as an investment in the cultural capital, in terms of education,
may be beneficial in relation to the relationship between the individual and SHRM.
Employee-based capability
Specific and general formulated SHRM practices seem to affect performance, as it builds and reinforces an employee-based capability, which enhances skills and motivation (Collins and Clark,
2003). In order to foster the wanted behaviour within an organization, it is of importance to simplify
the process in which the individual drags on previous experience, as this process is what the actions
of the individual are derived from. The so-called employee-based capability is caused by the organization's ability to provide the individual with the right cultural capital in terms of institutionalized
educational qualifications. By investing in the capital of the individual, the individual becomes able
to convert these investments into other forms of capital (Huang, 2019, p. 46). The employee-based
capabilities become self-perpetuating and enhance firm performance, which underlines the value of
addressing the impact of the Habitus of the individual in relation to the specific SHRM practices.
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Furthermore, the social networks of the top managers impact the success of the creation of the employee-based capability (Collins and Clark, 2003). According to Bourdieu, this can be explained in
terms of the top managers' social capital (Huang, 2019, p. 46). The social capital provides top managers with the opportunity to exert influence and power on the people who organizes the resources,
but if the social network of the top managers is weak, e.g., if the top management is not present in
the same field as the employees, the influence and power of the top management will be negatively
accommodated by the employees. (Bourdieu, 1986)
Organizational structure
A combination of a developmental culture and a flat organizational structure can improve the effect
of SHRM and thereby enhance firm performance according to a study from the literature review
(Wei, Liu, and Herndon, 2011). This is a good example of how the power relations within an organizational field impacts the Habitus and actions of the individuals within it. Flat organization structures foster independence amongst the employees, as the field is characterized by less power distance. From an ANT perspective, this could be described as a group formation, where the human
actors within it are mediators, and thereby have a significant impact on the development of the dynamic network. Organizations characterized by hierarchical structures and a low degree of independence amongst the employees would tend to have group formations with only a few mediating
human actors and a lot of intermediary human actors, as the power relations within the group or
field would be very unequal. In relation to this, Bourdieu argues how the economic, cultural, and
social capital of the individual plays an important role in relation to the social order (Huang, 2019,
p. 46).
In sum, Bourdieu’s concepts of habits, fields, and capitals contribute to a deeper understanding of
the performance, actions, and behaviour of the individual in general. The three concepts can only be
fully understood in their relation to each other, as the capital concept is a product of the field of the
individuals’ Habitus, and its position is defined by the capital (Swartz, 2002, p. 67). According to
Bourdieu, the actions and behaviour of the individual must be viewed as an interaction between the
actors, which is derived from previous experiences and the field and together equals the social reality and context of the individual actor. The habitus and field concept is, therefore, important methodological tools, which can contribute to a greater understanding of the individual’s ability to develop a strong position within the given field and thereby gain power within the given network.
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However, it is of importance to mention that Bourdieu, through history, has been criticized for the
complexity and structure of his theories. Bourdieu argues that the social reality is complex and that
one should not expect to understand it easily. The complexity of the theories should, therefore, be
considered a strength as well as an opportunity for promoting a healthy discussion about the contemporary world and its practices. (Claridge, 2020)
4.2.3. Culture
The following section includes some of the key findings from the literature review regarding the
role of the individual in relation to the culture and subcultures within the field it operates within,
which are discussed from a theoretical point of view, by seeing it in the light of Bourdieu’s Theory
of Practice. According to the analysis of the employment relationship, the employer is seen as a
complex social institution, which has its own implicit culture and norms, but it does not include the
influence the subcultures within the organization have on the individual, and how it impacts the
relationship between the employer and the employee (Budd and Bhave, 2010, p 4). In order to understand and interpret the relationship between the individual and SHRM, one must consider the
complexity of the different social relations within the network of the individual, as this affects the
actions and behaviour of the employee.
Collective habits and SHRM
There is a lack of research regarding the conceptualization of organizational culture as a moderator
between an organization’s strategy and SHRM (Harrison and Bazzy, 2017). According to the conducted literature review, there are different definitions of what culture is, and what role it plays in
relation to SHRM. Bourdieu’s concepts of Habitus and the collective dimension of habit contribute
with a methodological tool on how to understand the culture from a theoretical point of view.
Innovative Culture
According to one of the research papers in the literature review, organizations can benefit from unravelling the combinations and bundles of workplace practices, and as a consequence of that also
creates a more innovative culture. Based on the findings of the study, the authors argue how SHRM
can provide the interactional structural context in which the knowledge conversion processes, which
enhances tacit knowledge to become explicit knowledge, can take place (Scully et al., 2013). But
how can one unravel work practices, if they are interdependent on the existing workplace culture?
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According to Bourdieu, one must, to be able to do so, take a point of departure in the collective dimension of habits, meaning searching for collective patterns in between the given actors. Once the
collective habits are identified, HR professionals must enhance a relatively long period of practical
training to internalize certain dispositions and thereby foster the wanted behaviour and workplace
culture. Undesirable behaviour is derived from the intersection between the habits and the situations
in which they appear, why the HR professional must include the Habitus and the social order in the
analysis of the existing culture to create a developmental culture and successful SHRM practices.
Defined Norms and Attitudes
According to Zhang and Albrecht, organizations, which have defined the wanted norms and attitudes within the organization, have more success in the implementation and development of SHRM,
than organizations, which have not defined norms and attitudes (Zhang and Albrecht, 2010). The set
of cultural values affected the behaviours and the success of the SHRM practices. The fact that organizations with defined norms and attitudes have more successful SHRM practices might relate to
the unitary style of the Habitus, which is the internalization of collective habits within the organization. By having defined the wanted norms and attitudes within the field, it is assumed that most actors within the organization will attempt to follow these norms. The behaviour derived from habit
tends to sustain and reproduce the social order, as the Habitus then produces and reproduces actions
consistent with the previous experience of each individual in the social order. One could argue that
time is a key influential factor in relation to the success of implementing defined norms and attitudes, as the Habitus of the actors within the network is derived from their previous experiences.
Once the wanted norms and attitudes have been defined by the organization, the field of the organization changes form, and the new ground rules for actions and behaviour are constituted among the
individuals. This way, the behaviour and actions of the individual actor are affected and constructed
as a consequence of the influence of the changed ground rules of the field.
In sum, the collective dimension of habits and the complexity of social relations are considered a
Black Box within the literature regarding SHRM and employment relationships. Innovative cultures
are characterized by knowledge sharing and unravelled work practice bundles, as these seem to
generate subcultures, which differ from the defined norms and attitudes within the organizational
culture. In order to understand the creation and the dynamics within a subculture, one must examine
how the fields within the field of the organization are tied to each other, as well as one must take a
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closer look on to the power relations within the given field in terms of identifying the capital possession of the individual.

4.3. SHRM, ANT and Theory of Practice
The findings from the analysis of employment relationships revealed that there is a need for a
broader focus in relation to understanding the complexity of the relationship between the employer
and the employee. In order to examine the complex dynamics of the relationship, one must address
the actions of the individual, as the individuals within the organization influence each other, and
thereby the development of the organizational network. The relationship is impacted by contextual
factors as well as social relations, why one must seek to illuminate the role of the individual in relation to SHRM in the light of its social relations as well as the situational context.
The following section includes a comparison and discussion of the applied theories. The section
includes a discussion of the applicability of ANT and the Theory of Practice as theoreticalmethodological tools in relation to interpreting the relationship between the individual and SHRM.
The two theories are similar and very different at the same time, as they take stance in two different
approaches to investigating the role of the individual, which are respectively the sociology of associations and the reflexive sociology. The discussion includes critique points and delimitations of
each of the applied theories in relation to SHRM, to clarify the limitations of the applied theories.
One of the significant differences between Bourdieu’s view on Habitus and ANT is that ANT tries
to define the social reality through the way in which the actors in the network indigenously organize
and assess the rationality of their supposed activities. Bourdieu would say that the idea of the logic
of practice makes sense; thus, one must keep in mind that the actors depend on their position in the
social world, in terms of Habitus, field, and capital. So, in order to understand the actions of the
individual better, one must take a stance in their social history, as the sense-making of the individual is based on prior experiences anchored in the subconscious. (Inghilleri, 2005)
According to ANT, an actor within a network’s actions, depend on the impact of the actors it is tied
to. An actor can be linked to both intermediary actors and mediating actors. Bourdieu argues that
the behaviour and sense-making of the individual always depend on its Habitus, field, and capital,
which in the sense of ANT means that Habitus, field, and capital are fixed mediators within the
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network of the individual. So when investigating the relationship between the individual and
SHRM, one must take notice of the complexity and importance of the Habitus of the individual in
order to interpret the dynamics of the network. This way, the human actors are distinguished from
the non-human actors, as the human actors include habitus references within their network. (Inghilleri, 2005)
Table 2: The interface between SHRM, ANT, and Habitus

Source: Own elaboration

The table above illustrates the interface between SHRM, ANT, and Theory of Practice, as the theories apply different terminologies and definitions of concepts. The table is an overview of the similarities and contradictory elements of the respective theories, to contribute to a better understanding
of the applicability and relevance of the different approaches in relation to investigating the relationship between the individual and SHRM from an interpretivist point of view. SHRM does not
examine the influential powers of the individual in relation to organizational culture and firm performance, which, according to both ANT and the Theory of Practice, have a considerable impact on
the employment relationship.
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ANT is considered a great methodological tool for investigating the network of the organization.
The theory allows one to describe what actors are tied to each other within the network. Further, it
distinguishes between if actors are intermediary or mediating, and thereby have more or less impact
on the development of the network of the organization. ANT is an objective methodological tool, as
it does not consider the emotions, relations, and values of the human actors and the impact it has on
its actions and thereby also to the success of the SHRM. However, one could question the objectivity of ANT, as the researcher always plays an active role in the unfolding and interpretation of the
network.
The Theory of Practice is a methodological tool, which allows one to examine the subjective element of Habitus in the objective element of the field, which is very similar to Latour’s concept of
group formations. The Theory of Practice may help shed light on how to better understand and examine the role of the individual in relation to SHRM, as it takes stance in the previous experiences
and human capital of the individual. The concept of Habitus is relatively complex, as everything is
interconnected and ever-changing, which makes it a difficult task to master, as one must balance the
past, present and future experiences of the individual, in order to interpret on the development of
the organizational network (Swartz, 2002, p. 61).
Researchers are encouraged to enhance a relatively long period of practical training to internalize
certain dispositions, as a rationalistic model or strategy is very difficult for people to employ as active dispositions in their individual and collective habits. According to Bourdieu’s perspective on
Habitus, this is the best approach to a successful modification of the behaviour within a given social
order. (Swartz, 2002 p. 65)
To search out the behavioural patterns, one must look for underlying patterns of habits, where previous literature on agency focus on limited domains on a macro level. One must investigate the micro behaviours within the social orders, and unfold these into a macro perspective – to address the
macro in the micro. This way, the researcher is able to apply a more holistic approach to the study
of habit, which is where all generated actions across a variety of dimensions are derived from. Successful strategies include a coordinated approach that first of all seeks to understand how undesirable behaviour is derived from the intersection between the habits and the situations in which they
appear, thereafter the researcher must devise a coordinated strategy of altering both. Basically,
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Bourdieu argues that it is not possible to have successful strategies trying to change certain behaviours, if both the habits of the social order and the environmental circumstances are not included in
the considerations behind it. (Swartz, 2002 p.65)
In sum, ANT and the Theory of Practice is considered to be relevant and supplementing methodological tools in relation to interpret what the relationship between the individual and SHRM is, as
the relationship between the two is considered to have a great impact on the dynamics within an
organization, and thereby also the success of SHRM. The following section includes a discussion of
different critique points of both ANT and the Theory of Practice, which researchers must take into
consideration before applying the two methodological perspectives as analytical tools for examining
the relationship between the individual and SHRM.
4.3.1. Critique of ANT
ANT is criticized for the fact that it claims that all actors are on the same level no matter if they are
human or non-human. The critique raises doubt to the argument that non-human actors can participate in a network or a system the same way as human actors can, as humans have intentionality and
moral beliefs (Latour, 2005). ANT scholars argue that the formation of groups or agencies does not
depend on intentionality, why the human and non-human actors are on the same level in terms of
their role in the network. This means that ANT assumes that the actors included in a group or agency can be both human and non-human actors, which are associated with each other (Latour, 2005).
It is important to underline the fact that ANT is a methodological tool to describe a network, in
which these group formations appear, but a group or agency will never be fully isolated from the
rest of the network (Latour, 2005). In relation to SHRM, the ANT is not able to come with qualified
answers to, what the relationship between the individual and SHRM really is by itself, as it does not
include the complex role of the individual in the network in terms of the impact of e.g., psychological, cultural, political and power relations of the individual, but it still contributes with a good tool
for mapping the relations within the network. When applying ANT on a network to investigate
SHRM, one must spend time on getting to know the role and the behaviour of the individual better
and what influences it, why the Theory of Practice is considered a good supplement to ANT.
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Another critique of ANT is when applying ANT as a methodological tool to describe any given
situation; the researcher always has a purpose or intention behind his/her study (Latour, 1999). On
the basis of this, it is important to be aware of the biases related to the interpretation of the network,
as it is easy to find what one is looking for. Pre-assumptions about the network may exclude the
possibility of identifying unknown influential actors within the investigated network (Latour, 2005).
So the question is if it is even possible to investigate an SHRM network without some sort of intentionality or subjectivity, which probably impacts the outcome of the research?
ANT is criticized for claiming to move beyond some of the more deterministic models in relation to
investigating structures and organizational phenomena (Latour, 1999). Thereby, ANT excludes the
power of the individuals and social structures, as it seeks to find complex causalities and patterns
rooted in the ties between the actors in the network. In 1999 Bruno Latour published “On recalling
ANT”, which is a paper that explores some of the critique points and issues related to ANT (Latour,
1999). Latour answers the critique with the argument that ANT is not seeking to find causality, but
it is more a descriptive tool for researchers to use prior to their own interpretation of the causal relations in the network at a given time. Furthermore, ANT is criticized for not considering the limits of
knowledge and the fact that it does not challenge the dominating structures, where the behaviour of
the actors consistently shows to be closely correlated or even causal. This underlines the importance
of keeping in mind the complexity of the contextual impact when investigating the dynamics of an
organization applying SHRM. There might be pre-existing structures within the network such as
power relations and historically rooted assumptions, which are dominating for the evolvement of
the network, which ANT does not consider, as it takes its stance in drawing a descriptive picture of
the present now of the network, and thereby do not include the historical perspective of the dominating structures within the network (Latour, 2005).
In sum, it is up to the researcher to apply ANT and unfold the network to the extent that provides
the researcher with enough descriptive knowledge about the actors within the network, for the researcher to explore the relations between the actors further. ANT is a useful tool for mapping the
actors within a network without taking stance in subjective pre-assumptions about what actors are
expected to impact each other, which positivist research on SHRM tends to do. The complexity of
the contextual factors in relation to understanding the relationship between the individual and
SHRM is crucial, why it is of importance to take the contextual factors of the specific organization
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into consideration when investigating the role of the individual in that context. According to the
configurational perspective on SHRM, the process of SHRM, the associated practices, and the success of it, depends highly on the context it is derived from. One can ask oneself how ANT can help
organizations understand the complexity of the individual employee and its impact on SHRM?
Maybe ANT cannot help determine the causal relations within the network, why it is necessary to
look further into the behaviour of the individual and the impact of power relations within a network
from another theoretical perspective to gain knowledge of the relationship between the individual
and SHRM.
4.3.2. Critique of Theory of Practice
Bourdieu’s theory is criticized for not being successful, as the structuralist features of the theory are
considered to be more enhanced and developed than the constructivist approach. (Järvinen, 2001, p
80) Additionally, scholars question how the objective social structures, that potentially should form
the individuals, are composed, as well as, how they can change, if everything exists external to the
human consciousness and intention. (Järvinen, 2007, p 363). The theory is accused of being deterministic, when dealing with the subject in terms of the individual’s chances to actually impact the
structures, in order to develop changes and new prospects for action. Nevertheless, Bourdieu is criticized for not fulfilling the Habitus concept potential, in which the concept mainly comprehends the
research of social fields. Hence it, therefore, fails to interpret and understand the socialpsychological dynamics that go into the decision making of the individual, as well as the complexities of the individuality of the actor (Chandler, 2013).
Bourdieu argues that there are significant differences in the epistemology of the observer/observed
relationship, depending on which sociological approach one chooses to apply. One of the main reasons, why Bourdieu argues that one should take stance in his reflexive sociology of translation is to
be found in Bourdieu’s insistence on the idea that (1) intersubjectivity is always marked by and
through Habitus, (2) the conceptualization of fields and their impact on the distribution of certain
forms of capital, which together shapes the foundation of all intersubjective understanding, (3) illusio, which refers to keeping social actors invested in specific social practices and thereby inform the
conditions of the actor’s own understanding. Bourdieu hereby distances his reflexive sociology
from the hermeneutic approaches to actors and Habitus. (Inghilleri, 2005)
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In sum, Bourdieu’s concepts of Habitus, field, and capital are considered good methodological tools
for examining the relationship between the individual and the SHRM practices. ANT and the Theory of Practice are considered able to help address the gaps in the literature on SHRM from a theoretical point of view. ANT takes its stance in the sociology of associations, and the Theory of Practice
applies a more reflexive sociology, which allows one to interpret the complexity and dynamics of
the relationship between the individual and SHRM. It is important to overcome the impasse of subjectivism and objectivism within social science, as well as it is of importance to recognize that one
must investigate the objective in order to gain a deeper understanding of the subjective aspect of the
individual. However, it is of importance that researchers do not define the influential actors within
the network prior to the analysis, as the analysis must take point of departure in a certain actor, as
the study is biased by the pre-assumptions made by the researcher otherwise. Furthermore, the theories do not include the social-psychological dynamics of the individual and its social relations,
which can be crucial in relation to the findings, when investigating and interpreting the decisionmaking and complexity of the individual, based on ANT and the Theory of Practice.
Finally, it is interesting to ask, whether a combination of the two philosophical approaches may
help shed light on the gaps of the existing literature on SHRM, from a theoretical perspective,
knowing that both ANT and the Theory of Practice have different approaches to assessing the relation between the objective and the subjective. The following section provides a conceptualization of
the relationship between the individual and SHRM, as well as it includes a new theory on how to
analyze and modify the dynamics of the relationship, seen from an interpretivist perspective.
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5. New Theory: The Relationship between the Individual and SHRM
This section includes a new theory that conceptualizes the role of the individual in relation to
SHRM. The new theory provides a theoretical framework of how to examine and interpret the relationship between the individual and SHRM from an interpretivist perspective. The theory is based
on the essential findings from the literature review, the analysis of employment relationships and
the theoretical discussion of SHRM seen in the light of Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory and
Pierre Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice. The new theory contributes to a broader understanding of the
complexity of SHRM, as it includes seeing the individual as a crucial factor in relation to the success of SHRM, and thereby also the overall firm performance. The new theory takes point of departure in interpretivism, as it seeks to understand and interpret the complexity and impact of the underlying forces, which are tied to the perception and behaviour of the individual seen from a theoretical perspective. The following sections present the reader to an introduction to the definitions of
the concepts of the new theory, how to assess and examine these concepts in order to interpret on
the dynamics of the relationship between the individual and SHRM and, finally, guidelines on how
to regulate and modify the dynamics of SHRM in relation to the actions of the individual from a
facilitative point of view.
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5.1. Conceptualization of the relationship between the individual and SHRM
This section introduces the definitions of the concepts of the new theory. The table below includes
the main aspects of the theory, in terms of a definition of the concepts, a description of what the
concepts mean and how they are characterized, respectively.
Table 3: Conceptualization of the Relationship between the Individual and SHRM

Source: Own Elaboration

5.1.1. The Context
The context of the relationship between the individual and SHRM is crucial for the success of
SHRM. The context is seen as a network of associations, which includes both human actors and
non-human actors. The holistic network includes every single actor in the world as we know it, and
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thereby embrace both the internal and external environment of any given organization. The holistic
network is characterized by many fields of group formations that are interconnected, which are
when a group of actors has similar agencies and behavioural patterns. The relationship between the
individual actor and SHRM is highly impacted by the complex context it is derived from, why it is
important to pay attention to the collective movements within the dynamic network. Examples of
influential movements within the holistic network that might have an impact on the relationship
between the individual and SHRM could be e.g., the market, macro economic tendencies on a global plan, the technological development, or regulations decided by the government within the specific country. There are many external influential factors, which in some cases, are relevant to pay
attention to, but in other cases, they might seem to be without any influential powers. E.g., the overall performance of an organization within the ice cream truck industry might be highly influenced
by the weather, which might be a contextual factor without much influence on firm performance in
other industries.
5.1.2. The Organization
The organization is a certain network within the holistic network and is, therefore, also a part of the
context. The context consists of many fields and group formations, whereas the organization is one
of them, as it is a field within the holistic network, which fosters a certain agency and behavioural
patterns. The organization aims to define and enhance a certain behaviour, which has a positive
impact on the overall firm performance. Still, it is important to consider the role of the individual in
this context, as the promotion of the wanted behaviour from an organizational perspective, does not
necessarily foster the wanted behaviour, as individuals may perceive the message differently or they
might even have different intentions than the organization. This is why it is crucial to understand
what the relationship between the individual and SHRM is and what it is influenced by.
When trying to examine the organization, researchers are encouraged to pay attention to whether
the individual has ties to certain organizational factors, as literature has shown them to have a high
impact on the dynamics of the network of the organization and thereby also the relationship between the individual and SHRM. These factors include e.g., the organizational structure and the
position of the individual within it, what SHRM perspective the organization applies, how the employment relationship is perceived by the organization in general, the cultural values and norms set
by the organization as well as the extent of expectation alignment between the organization and the
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individual employee. These areas are assumed to be influential in terms of how the individual acts
within the framework of the organization.
5.1.3. The Culture
The culture of the organization is defined as collective actions, which are derived from the cultural
norms and values decided by the organization, as well as it includes subcultures in terms of group
formations within the organization, which have a certain collective behaviours. The concept of culture is complex, as the subcultures are most often expressed in terms of collective intentionality of a
group of actors within the organization, which may conflict with the desired work culture. The subcultures can appear both explicit and implicit to the organization, as the social relations and the collective behaviour within these cultures are not necessarily aligned with the intentions of the organization.
Work practice bundles within an organization might foster subcultures, as the performance indicators of each of the work practices vary, which may foster undesirable competition between the different work departments within an organization. It is of importance to pay attention to the movements within the bundles of work practices, as the knowledge within each of the departments is
valuable for the organization to be in order to align the overall SHRM goals of the organization.
Sometimes it is necessary to unravel these work practices for the knowledge within them to become
tacit and to align the activities within the given work department with the rest of the organization.
The culture and the subcultures are characterized by certain ground rules for language and behaviour, which often occurs when having bundles of workplace practices, as these foster a certain perception of what is right and wrong. The organizational culture is characterized by a certain social
order and power relations, e.g., in terms of the organizational structure and the extent of selfmanaged teams. Both the overall culture of the organization and each of the subcultures within the
organization have their own social order, and the individual actors within the given culture compete
to position themselves better in the social order. Furthermore, each of the individual actors within
the culture of the organization can be a member of multiple subcultures, depending on their social
relations and position in the social order of both the network of the organization, but also in relation
to the holistic network, as the network of the subcultures can reach beyond the network of the organization.
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It is crucial to pay attention to the movements within each of the subcultures that exist within the
network of the organization, as the behaviour within the subcultures is self-perpetuating, and the
individuals within the subcultures easily and unconsciously adapt the given behaviour. In order to
examine the relationship between the individual and SHRM, it is of importance to illuminate the
impact and complexity of the social relations within the organization, as if they are not aligned with
the SHRM goals of the organization, these subcultures can foster actions and behaviours, which
have a negative impact on the SHRM performance.
5.1.4. The Individual
The individual employee is a human actor within the network of the organization, within the holistic network. Furthermore, the individual can also be a part of an unknown number of subcultures,
which are group formations within the network of the organization. The individual actor competes
over power within its fields, which means that the behaviour of the individual actor is highly influenced by the power relations within both the social order of the organization, but also the social
orders of the subcultures it is a part of. Furthermore, the actions of the individual are also derived
from their cultural heritage, which is a cultural network that goes beyond the network of the organization.
The position of the individual within the social order is highly related to its possession of human
capital. Economic, cultural, and social capital equals power within the social order, why the amount
of human capital of the individual is of interest when trying to understand the role of the individual.
Furthermore, the power position and intentionality of the individual is of importance, as if the individual is perceived powerful, but its intentions are not aligned with the overall goals of SHRM, then
the individual may become a source of undesired behaviour. When powerful individuals act undesirably, other individuals within the same social order may start adapting their behaviour unconsciously, which creates a loss of direction.
When trying to examine the behaviour and actions of the individual actor, one must focus on what
previous experiences are anchored within the individual, as these experiences shape their actions
and behaviour within the organization. SHRM executors must make sure to create positive experiences with a given new strategy and new SHRM practices, as these experiences need to anchor be109 / 120
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fore the individual adapts to the desired behaviour and thereby unconsciously start acting the way
the organization desires it to.
When examining the individual and its relation to SHRM, it is of importance that the organization
perceives the individual as complicated psychosocial and economic agents. The individual employees are entitled to intrinsic and constitutional rights such as having a voice, equality, and fairness, as
well as it is someone who posses capital, morals, beliefs, and intentionality. The economic aspect of
the individual includes its ability to add value to the organization, and the psychological contract
includes the expectations and trust between the employer and the employee, which must be aligned
in order to create healthy employment relationships. The success of the alignment of the expectations and the creation of trust highly depends of the social relationship between the employer and
the employee. The trust and alignment of expectation is crucial, as it impacts the relationship between the individual and SHRM, both in terms of misunderstandings but also in terms of undesired
unaligned behaviour.
5.1.5. The Process
The process of designing, implementing, executing, and evaluating SHRM and the SHRM practices
are continuous. Once SHRM is initiated within the network of the organization, changes occur in
the movements of the network. The evolvement of the network takes place in the intersection between the actors. This means that the success of the SHRM initiatives depends on its ties to the rest
of the network of the organization. Furthermore, the process of SHRM is highly influenced by the
context as well as the social order within the organization. Therefore it is of importance to constantly evaluate the design, the implementation, and the execution of SHRM, as it needs to be anchored
and shaped by the dynamics of the network.
In order to create good SHRM processes, the processes must be facilitated and evaluated on, as they
need to be aligned with the complex context it appears in, the overall organizational goals, the
ground rules of the culture, and the sense-making and behaviour of the individual. Depending on
the size of the organization, new SHRM practices have long-run adaptability. It can be a good idea
to integrate the SHRM practices within the ground rules of each of the identified subcultures, as the
actions and behaviour within these subcultures are collective and self-perpetuating, which influ-
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ences the actions and behaviour of the individual without the individual necessarily being aware of
it.
5.1.6. The Facilitator
The role of the facilitator is crucial for the success of the SHRM process, as the facilitator plays a
mediating role between the strategic goals of the organization and the people within it. It is important to formulate HR policies and practices, which are clear and make sense to the employees,
but the most important source to successful SHRM practices is how they are implemented. From a
facilitative perspective, organizations are encouraged to practice employee-oriented activities in
terms of e.g., defining the roles of the individual employees in relation to the new SHRM initiatives, evaluation of performance, feedback, and coaching and identification of learning and development needs of the individual. The facilitator needs to have a trustworthy and likable profile, as
the social relation between the facilitator and the individual is crucial in relation to the success of
the SHRM practices.
The facilitator has to focus on identifying collective habits and behavioural patterns within the selfmanaged teams to examine the subcultures in which the actions of the team are derived from. This
is important, as it is the facilitator, who must examine the social order within the subcultures and to
implement the SHRM practices in the ground rules of the specific subculture. The sense-making of
each individual depends on their previous experiences, their possession of human capital and the
context they appear in, why it can be beneficial for the facilitator to identify the learning & development needs of the individual. When investing in the cultural capital of the individual employee in
terms of training and education, it can foster the desired behaviour in relation to the overall goals of
the organization.
It is the facilitator’s job to identify and smoothen alignments as an attempt to stabilize the present.
Therefore the role of the facilitator includes mastering to balance the past, the present, and the future in the performance of their job, as the actions and behaviour of the individual are derived from
their respective anchored previous experiences. The tasks of the facilitator are complex, and it is
important to have an in-depth knowledge of the individual to interpret on its relation to the SHRM
practices, as well as it is of importance to examine what other actors influence the actions and behaviour of the individual.
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5.2.The Relationship between the Individual and SHRM
The definitions of the concepts, the context, the organization, the culture, the individual, the process, and the facilitator have now been presented, which shapes the fundamental understanding of
the conceptualization of the relationship between the individual and SHRM. The following section
includes an overview of how the individual is impacted from many sides and how that influences
the actions and behaviour of the individual.
Figure 11: The Dynamics of the Relationship between the Individual and SHRM

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above illustrates the dynamics of the relationship between the individual and the SHRM
practices. The black dot represents the individual employee. Each of the colored circles represents
influential factors, which have an impact on the individual. The input from influential factors is
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illustrated with the black arrows. The input or experiences the individual gets from the influential
factors are anchored in the unconsciousness of the individual. The input and new experiences that
reach the unconsciousness of the individual are marked with the blue arrow, and the textbox in the
top left corner of the figure illustrates the basis of the sense-making of the individual. Once the new
experiences are anchored, they shape a new foundation for sense-making and decision-making, together with the previous experiences of the individual. The actions of the individual are naturally
derived from their previous experiences, which is illustrated with the green arrows. The figure illustrates the dynamics of the role of the individual to visualize how it is impacted from many sides,
which underlines the complexity of the relationship between the individual employee and the
SHRM practices seen from an interpretivist perspective.

5.3. Facilitation Guidelines
The question is now, how does the facilitator facilitate SHRM in a way that accommodates the
complexity of the role of the individual in relation to the success of the SHRM practices? The following sections present a suggestion on how the facilitator should approach the analysis of the dynamics of the organizational network in order to design desirable SHRM practices, which enhance
the overall firm performance.
Figure 12: Three Analytical Steps

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above illustrates three analytical steps for how to examine the present situation of the
network of the organization. First of all, the facilitator must examine the relationship between the
individual and SHRM by taking stance in the individual actor and unfold the network from there.
Secondly, the influential factors associated with the actions and behaviour of the individual must be
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identified by illuminating the position of the individual within the social order, keeping in mind,
that the individual may be a part of numerous group formations within the organization, as well as
beyond the boundaries of the organization. Furthermore, the facilitator needs to investigate whether
the individual employee is in possession of the right capital in order to impact the dynamics of each
of the group formations it is part of. Third of all, the facilitator must examine the complex context
the individual operates in, as it has an impact on its relation to the SHRM practices, as well as the
overall firm performance.
It is of importance to mention that the dynamics and the social order within the organization follows
a continuous change process, why it may be relevant to observe the dynamics of the network at different times, as it contributes to a greater understanding of the past, present, and future of the organizational development and the actions related to it. But how does one identify the actions in the intersection between the associated influential actors and the individual? The following section includes guidelines regarding what to look for when examining the dynamics of the network of influential factors tied to the individual.
5.3.1. What to look for?
One must investigate the micro behaviours within the social orders, and unfold these into a macro
perspective. This way, the facilitator is able to address the macro in the micro, which follows the
principles of the reflexive sociology, as it seeks to investigate the subjective within the objective.
By applying this approach to examining the actions in the intersection between the actors, the researcher is able to get a more holistic picture of the dynamics of the network, as well as of the role
of the individual in relation to SHRM.
To examine the relationship between the individual and SHRM, the facilitator must search out the
behavioural patterns in the intersection between the given actors. One must look for underlying patterns of habits, which are derived either from previous experiences or from the impact of the group
formation the individual is part of. Time provides the facilitator with the opportunity to find patterns and to further investigate what actors seem to transform, translate, distort, and modify the
meaning of the elements they are supposed to carry within the network.
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The facilitator must ask oneself three questions when analyzing the network tied to the individual,
which are: (1) What is the individual actor assumed to create ties to? (2) What major influential
factors characterize the process of creating ties to new actors? and (3) What can be assumed to be
the nature of creating new ties or even the cessation of ties?
The role of the facilitator in the analysis process is to pay attention to the dynamics of the network
the individual appears in, as well as it is to evaluate the findings from the analysis in dialogue with
the involved actors. This way, undesired behavioural patterns are addressed instantly, which contributes to a more beneficial development of a specific issue or opportunity.
Successful strategies include a coordinated approach that, first of all, seeks to understand how undesirable behaviour is derived from the combination of the previous experiences of the individual
and the contextual situation in which they appear. It is important that the facilitator devises a coordinated strategy of altering both the behaviour of the individual and the contextual complexity.
Once these two factors have been examined by the facilitator, it is time to align the organizational
situation and the SHRM practices, seen in the light of the complexity of the actions of the individual.
5.3.2. What to do?
The facilitator must pay attention to the dynamics of the network of the individual throughout the
analysis process, as well as they must focus on enabling the individual to think and act more independently and innovatively, by unraveling the bundles of work practices. Facilitators are encouraged to enhance a relatively long period of practical training to internalize certain dispositions within the network of the organization, as this is the best approach to a successful modification of the
behaviour within a given social order.
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Figure 13: Alignment between the Organizational Situation and SHRM

Source: Own Elaboration

The figure above illustrates the analysis of the present organizational situation and the influential
factors related to it on the left side, and how to align these influential factors with the overall SHRM
goals by regulating the SHRM design seen from a facilitative perspective on the right side.
The organizational situation is examined by following the facilitation guidelines concerning the
identification of the underlying forces in relation to the individual and its perception of the SHRM
practices. The perception of the individual is derived from the context, the organizational design,
the culture, and subcultures together with the previous experiences of the individual. The organizational situation can only say something about the current situation of the given organization, as the
network is dynamic and follows a continuous change process. It is the facilitator’s job to balance
between the past, the present, and the future.
Once undesirable actions and behaviours within the network of the organization have been identified, the facilitator has a line of regulative tools one can apply to modify the design of SHRM, by
constructing a fit between the organizational situation and the SHRM process the SHRM practices.
The regulative tools of the facilitator consist of e.g.:
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•

Adjustment of the SHRM goals to fit the organizational situation

•

Configuration of the organizational structure to enhance independence and trust

•

Regulation of the general formalities in terms of rules, procedures and the extent of control

•

Regulation of the extent of communication and type of communication

•

Investments in learning and development goals of the individual to support them on their
path to becoming more self-managed and foster innovative behaviour

By applying the regulative tools of the facilitator and thereby align the design of SHRM and the
organizational situation, the facilitator is able to support the individuals within the organization
throughout the SHRM process, as well as it enables the facilitator to detect undesired behaviours
within the network instantly. The sooner the undesired actions within the network are detected and
smoothened out, the better, as the actions often become self-perpetuating, once they have been
adapted in the ground rules of a group formation. The facilitator must take its stance in a processoriented analysis approach, as the network never stops evolving, why it is the most important task
of the facilitator to pay attention to the movement in the intersections between the actors all of the
time.
This conceptualization of the dynamic relationship between the individual and SHRM contributes
to a greater understanding of the underlying forces, which impact the relationship, as well as it underlines the complexity and the continuous evolvement of the individual. The new theory is a supplement to the existing literature on configurational SHRM, as it focuses on the behaviour of the
individual and the complexity of the context it operates within.
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6. Conclusion
The relationship between the individual and SHRM is complex. The actions and behaviour of the
individual are influenced from many sides, as well as it depends on the individual's possession of
human capital and its position in the social order of the organization. This theoretical study casts a
more broad focus in relation to understanding the complexity and dynamics of social relations, seen
from an interpretivist perspective. A combination of the sociology of associations and the reflexive
sociology allows facilitators to examine the relationship between the individual and SHRM, as it
will enable one to analyze the subjective in the objective.
One must examine the dynamics of the network of the organization, by addressing the actions of the
individuals within it, as the individuals continuously influence each other and thereby also the development and dynamics of the organization. Facilitators must examine both the contextual factors
and the role of the individual to fully understand the nature of the social relations within an organization.
The conceptualization of the new theory contributes to a greater understanding of the underlying
forces that impact the employment relationship. The findings from the analysis and the discussion
underline the complexity and the continuous evolvement of the individual, seen from a theoretical
interpretivist perspective. The new theory is a valuable supplement to the existing literature on configurational SHRM. The new theory provides a methodological tool on how to analyze the organizational situation and the individual within it, as well as it contributes with a toolbox facilitators can
apply to modify the design of SHRM and thereby align the people with the SHRM goals.

119 / 120

Anneline Hedam Oksbjerre
Olivia Hansen

6.1. Perspectives
The following section includes new perspectives to point out the relevance of this study in relation
to the HR professionals applying strategic human resource management today. The perspectives
include suggestions for future research to further explore the relationship between the individual
and the SHRM.
6.1.1. Theory in Practice
Facilitators are encouraged to apply a combined transactional and transformational approach to
measuring and evaluating the SHRM practices and processes, in terms of following the guidelines
from the new theory as a supplement to configurational SHRM. By evaluating the performance indicators seen in the light of the development and dynamics of the network, the facilitator has a better chance of identifying both the correlated and causal factors behind the given desired or undesired behaviour. The undesired behaviours can be modified through dialogue and configuration of
the SHRM design, which is a part of the facilitator's regulative toolbox. Future research is encouraged to apply the new theory in a longitudinal study as a supplement to their configurational SHRM
strategies. The purpose of applying the new theory is to explore how the combined transactional
and transformational approach to SHRM contributes to a better understanding of the relationship
between the individual and SHRM, as well as its impact on the overall firm performance.
6.1.2. The Psychological Aspect
Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice is accused of being deterministic, as well as it does not fulfil the
Habitus concept’s potential (Chandler, 2013). Future research is encouraged to explore the socialpsychological aspect of the decision-making of the individual, as this study and the new theory take
stance in the social field of reflexive sociology. A cross-disciplinary study could contribute with
further knowledge of the complexity of the individual, which might be valuable in relation to understanding the relationship between the individual and SHRM even better.
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