Workshop II: Micro-Foundations in SHRM Research

General idea and objective

The general theme of the conference is the (micro)foundations HRM and the HRM-Knowledge-Performance link. This workshop will suggest that the HRM field – specifically given its concern with the identification (recruitment), development (training), deployment (staffing), and remuneration (rewards) of human capital (i.e., knowledge embodied in humans) – has the potential to speak directly to micro- individual-level issues relating to the governance and management of knowledge. This potential is, however, not being realized at the moment.

The purpose of this workshop is to initiate a research program into the micro-foundations of SHRM. We take the position that the explanation of firm-level (macro) phenomena in SHRM must ultimately be grounded in explanatory mechanisms that involve individual action and interaction (cf. Elster, 1989; Coleman, 1990). To see this illustrated in succinct fashion, consider the diagram in Figure 1 - often called the “Coleman bathtub” - that makes a distinction between the two levels, the macro-level and the micro-level.  As shown, there are links between macro-macro (Arrow 4) and macro-micro (Arrow 1), micro-micro (Arrow 2), and micro-macro (Arrow 3). 
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Adapting the Coleman’s “bathtub” to our needs, we could consider SHRM as a representation of “social facts” and firm performance as “social outcomes” (see Foss, 2007).  Note that the model in Figure 1 only portrays two levels of analysis (macro and micro). For the purposes of this workshop, we consider four levels: strategic (ultimate macro), organizational, unit, and individual (ultimate micro) (see Figure 2 below). 
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Presentations

Felin: The Microfoundations of Strategic Organization: The Inextricable Link between Human Capital and Organizational Capabilities

The central premise of this presentation is that our understanding of organizational capabilities in strategy is woefully incomplete without a tight link to human capital – the two are inextricably linked.  In the presentation I outline extant conceptualizations of organizational capabilities and note theoretical and empirical problems associated with the lack of microfoundations.  I provide specific foundations and emerging research questions for a program of research that systematically links human capital and organizational capabilities. I illustrate key issues at the nexus of several fields (e.g., SHRM, strategic organization) by discussing how organizational form implicates human capital and organizational capabilities. 

Alvarez & Molloy: Returning to Firm Emergence to Examine Micro Foundations.

The purpose of this presentation  is to examine the implications of the emerging-firm process on the later micro foundations of the firm.  Rather than focus on characteristics of the founder or firm, the focus is instead on the nature of entrepreneurial opportunities the firm was created to exploit. Then a contingency theory is offered which explicates the relationships among the nature of entrepreneurial opportunities, the human resource systems firms are likely to use to govern employees for each type of opportunity, and the short- and long-term implications of such governance systems for individual action and the individual-organization relationship. 

Nishii: Variability at multiple levels of analysis within SHRM research.

In order to progress to the next stage of SHRM knowledge, in which inconsistent research findings are explained through expanded theories and an examination of the boundary conditions that are relevant to the relationships of interest, I argue that it is critical for scholars to give fuller consideration to the sources of variability at multiple levels of analysis.  In my presentation I will examine some of the mediating processes that might occur in the HRM—performance relationship, and to try to make explicit their multilevel nature.  In particular, I will discuss the links between intended and actual HR practices, actual and perceived HR practices, perceived HR practices and employee reactions, and between employee reactions and performance at higher levels of analysis.

Foss & Minbaeva: Governing Knowledge: The SHRM Dimension. 
The presentation by Foss and Minbaeva will identify and theorize the relevant causal mechanisms and variables that are involved in arguments that HRM can cause knowledge performance (and overall firm performance). We  will provide a mapping of existing research in how SHRM connects to knowledge issues and offer such mapping as a diagnostic tool to help identifying some of the key but under-researched issues that future research in this important field must deal with.  

Beginning September 1, workshop description will be available online to all conference and workshop participants. To aid participants’ synthesis of emerging research, authors will be asked to include in a ten-minute presentation the following questions: 

1. What drew your attention to the need for (micro) foundations research in SHRM?  

2. What is the (micro)foundations of SHRM “gap” that your research addresses? How would you describe the essence of your paper?

Given that human capital and strategic HRM is studied from many disciplinary perspectives, each with its own terminology, a point of confusion can be how the terms “micro” and “macro” are used. To minimize confusion within our workshop, authors are asked, for purposes of their workshop presentations (not necessarily their papers), to use the following nomenclature. We realize there are many alternatives; we see this as a starting point.)

· Micro refers to individual level.

· Macro refers to firm level.

Workshop flow

After the introduction (5 minutes) and four presentations (10 minutes each), the chair (Dana Minbaeva) will summarize presentations and facilitate a group discussion focused on how to advance the (micro)foundations of SHRM research (about 45 minutes). 

The chair will share observations about how the presentations compared and contrasted. The primary focus of the follow up discussion will be on how to advance research on the (micro)foundations of SHRM. To facilitate the discussion, the following question will be posed:    

· To advance research on micro-foundations in SHRM, what issues (theoretical? construct definitional? methodological? empirical?) are you finding especially challenging and important to address in the future?
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Figure 2. Bridging Micro and Macro in SHRM research


























