HRM, Individual Behavior and Knowledge Processes: The Social Network Perspective

Proposal for a mini-workshop at the “HRM, Knowledge Processes and Organizational Performance:  In Search of (Micro)Foundations” conference, Copenhagen, September 2008
General idea and objective
The general theme of the conference is to understand the micro-foundations for the HRM-Knowledge- Performance link. This mini-workshop will suggest the social network perspective as the lens through which the linkage between individual behavior and organizational knowledge outputs can be better understood. This is a very useful way to understand these linkages because it does not try to scale individual behaviours up to organizational outputs. It gets to the heart of how individuals generate collective knowledge-based outputs by focusing on the network level of analysis. That is to say, it generates a view of what happens between individuals and how this generates performance. 

Social networks represent a very important phenomenon in the business world, as well as in management and organizational research (Kilduff & Tsai). As Parkhe et al. (2006, p. 560) observed: “Of the phenomena that have gripped the business world in recent years, few match the impact of social networks… The ubiquity of networks and networking, at the industry, firm, group, and individual levels has attracted significant research attention”. According to this perspective (Nohria, 1992, pp. 4-8): 1) all organizations are in important respects social networks and need to be addressed and analyzed as such, 2) an organization’s environment is properly seen as a network of other organizations, 3) the actions (along with attitudes and behaviors) of actors in organizations can be best explained in terms of their position in networks of relationships, 4) networks constrain actions of actors, and in turn are shaped by them, and finally 5) a comparative analysis of organizations must take into account their network characteristics.
The social network perspective cuts across traditional levels of analysis and can be adopted to study how organizational performance and knowledge-related outcomes emerge from individual behavior as a result of its embeddedness in knowledge/learning networks and their HRM underpinnings. The objective of the proposed mini-workshop is thus to introduce the social network perspective to HRM as an alternative avenue for studying microprocesses in the HRM-Knowledge-Performance link and facilitate future research agenda building on this perspective.
Workshop focus
In the workshop, we intend to generate discussion around the issues of using the social network perspective by focusing on one emergent aspect of this body of research, i.e. the composition and configuration of knowledge networks and the HRM activities that facilitate this inter-relationship. Since any social network can be defined as a finite set of actors (in our case individuals) and ties among them; the composition of the social network refers to the set of elements of which a social network is made and the configuration to the particular arrangement or pattern of these elements. This interrelationship between composition (members) and configuration (pattern) can of course exist at the structural, relational and cognitive levels (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) 
Workshop flow
After introducing the social network perspective and clarifying the composition and configuration of knowledge/learning networks (10-15 minutes) a short brainstorming session (10-15 minutes) will take place.  The participants of the workshop will be asked to list HR activities that are related to the composition and configuration of knowledge/learning networks and try to find links between them. Afterwards, the participants will be asked to engage in a facilitated discussion with the following key questions (about 30 minutes):
1. How does the social network perspective enable our understanding of the HRM-Knowledge-Performance link? Do we have to scale up or down or is the micro-foundations a case of ‘relational-embeddedness’? 
2. Are HRM activities more directly related to the composition or to the configuration of social networks? 

3. Are there inherent characteristics of this perspective which militate for or against particular research methodologies? 

4. Where should we look for the origins of an individual’s knowledge-related behaviour? Specifically, is that behaviour embedded in networks or does the individual shape the network as a free agent. 

5. What can we say about the desired directions of research in this research area?
Wrap-up

The outcome

A brief summary will be provided to participants of conclusions and future research agenda and this will made available to others on request or by bulletin board means. After the workshop the debate will move to an on-line forum for post-workshop insights and comments.

