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Abstract

A black box can be defined as “an unclear mechanisms going on between the input and the
output of a relationship’ (Boselie et al, 2005). Wright and Gardner (2003) define it as ‘a stage
which is still a little mysterious’. HRM is a broad concept and is influenced by many factors
such as: the institutional context, sector/industry, organizational characteristics, individual
employees and their attitudes as well as their behaviors so we need to make a distinction
between different levels of analysis in order to incorporate all the different factors. In other
words, if we want to say something about the HRM and performance relationship and the
black box in between, we must distinguish different levels of analysis and probably different
black boxes. The micro level of HRM is closely related to Organizational Behavior and
Occupational Health psychology and is focused on the individual employee and its attitudes
and behaviors (Wright & Boswell, 2002). The meso level of HRM examines the impact of
HRM practices at the organizational level and the macro level of analysis is concerned with
issues outside the organization and the influence of its context. As we want to unravel the
black box between HRM and performance the following question arise: ‘Which theories are
available as possible candidates in analyzing and unraveling the black box between HRM and
performance?’

As indicated above HRM and performance does not manifest itself at one level of analysis, so
we assume that there is a possibility of more than one black box and that there are more
theories available/suited for answering this question.

This paper can be seen as a journey towards unraveling different black boxes and finding
theories most likely to be a candidate for explaining the specific black box, based on a
literature study. Review articles enable us to find the information and theories needed to
unravel the black boxes. Finally, theories are evaluated based on criteria from Goudsblom
(1974). Goudsblom (1974, 18) specifies four criteria as requirements to which all scientific
theories should adhere to. The first one is preciseness and fact finding, hereby he refers to the
observation of reality, is the theory accurate and does the degree of detail in observation meet
reality? Social research should not only be precise, but it should also have a certain scope,
which is the second criterion. This is all about whether the model covers all the aspects of the
society and also includes external validity of a study. The third criterion is derived from
both precision and the scope of a theory and is called *systematic rigor’. ldeas must be
verified, based on methodological reasoning. The last criterion is all about societal relevance,
is the theory relevant in the societal context?

Boselie et al (2005) were among the first to do a review study in the area of HRM and
Performance. With respect to the theories most used , they found that the AMO theory,
Resource Based View and Institutional theory dominate the HRM field. The AMO theory can
be seen as a theory operating at the individual as well as the organizational level of analysis.
The Resource Based View (Barney, 1991) is concerned with the organizational level while
the institutional theory mainly focuses on the macro level of analysis (Boselie, Paauwe,



Richardson, 2003). However, Boselie et al (2005) did not take into account the different levels
of analysis.

In this paper we want to highlight the importance of different levels of analysis in
determining which theory would be most suitable to solve a particular black box. To indicate
the different levels of analysis, the figure below is depicted.
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Figure 1. Different Levels of analysis

Based on: Peccei, R., Van de Voorde, K., Veldhoven, M. M. J. P. (2013) HRM, well-being
and performance: a theoretical and empirical review. In: Paauwe, J., Guest, D. E., Wright, P.
M. (2013) HRM & Performance: Achievements and Challenges. Wiley Press. Chapter 2, page
40, numbers to indicate different black boxes added by Blok-Paauwe

The results of this paper are aimed towards finding possible theories linked to a specific black
box linked to a specific level of analysis. Let’s start with unraveling the macro level of
analysis. Organizations have to deal with their context every day and it is important to be
aware of the changes in their organizational environment (Figure 1, number 1). Think about
changes in the market, labor market, trade unions and agreements between social partners.
HRM and strategy will be influenced by decision making at the organizational, industry and
national level (governmental decision) and this influences the shaping of HRM. In other
words, it is important to create an HRM strategy which is consistent with other aspects of the
organization in order to create a competitive advantage and improve your organizational
performance. Main theories that explain these processes and this way contribute to unraveling
the black box at this level of analysis are for example the organizational fit theory developed
by Porter (1985) and institutional theories. Porter was one of the first who came up with the
assumption that firms should analyze their competitive environment and should adequately
choose their strategy. He developed a five forces factor model that describes the attributes of
an attractive industry and states that if your industry relies on it, the opportunities will be
greater and threats will be less. More recently, Paauwe (2004), inspired by both strategic
management as well as institutional theory developed the Contextually Based Human
Resource Theory (Paauwe, 2004), which depicts different dimensions and forces (competitive
mechanisms and institutional mechanisms, administrative heritage and dominant coalition)
that can influence the shaping of HRM.

The black box at the organizational or meso level (Figure 1, number 2) is looking for theories
like Strategic Climate theory (Schneider, 1990) and Human Capital theory (Becker, 1964).
Following the logical order of the levels of analysis, it might seem obvious that the next level
of analysis to discuss here should be the meso level of analysis. But actually, the next level we
want to highlight are the levels making the connection between the macro level and the meso
level of the organization (Figure 1, number 3 and 5). Think in this respect of high impact



theories like the Resource Based View (Barney, 1991), AMO theory (Appelbaum, 2001).
These theories cannot be placed at one specific level but make the connection between these
two levels of analysis All of these theories are also able to explain a part of the HRM and
performance relationship.

If we now move on to the micro level of HRM, plenty of theories on the individual level can
be found in the literature (Figure 1, number 4). This level of analysis is particularly focused
on sending the right HRM signals towards your employees and this way affecting their
attitudes in such a way that they are willing to display “desired’ behavior and HR outcomes in
return. In particular, this means that if for example your HRM practices states that employees
can have flexible work arrangements (to safeguard work-life balance), and if they like it, their
attitude will be positively towards the HRM practices (as well as to the HR manager and
organization). These processes are all based on exchange related theories such as Reciprocity
theory (Gouldner, 1960), Leader-Member Exchange theory, Perceived Organizational
Support, Equity theory etc. Searching for an overarching theory explaining these processes
you will end up by the social exchange theory again. In the research of Peccei and his
colleagues (Peccei, Van de Voorde, Van Veldhoven, 2013) many processes are explained by
using the social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) as well. In the literature it is often assumed that
the attitude of the employee is the link between HRM and performance (Shore et al, 2004),
while there is no hard evidence for this, this assumption is also based on the social exchange
theory. To conclude this level of analysis, it seems that the exchange theory is salient in
examining the mechanisms between HR management and attitude, it is all about reciprocity
and exchange.

Summarizing, we argue that the black box between HRM and performance will
probably never be solved by focusing on one particular theory. Our discipline is based on
multiple levels of analysis and all the theories mentioned above explain a particular part of
the relationship between HRM and performance. At the macro level of analysis, the
environmental fit theory of Porter (1985) plays a crucial role, looking at the meso level of
analysis the Resource Based View and AMO theory are theories of high impact. At the
individual level of analysis, it seems to be that many theories explaining attitudes and
behavior of individuals in an organization are based on the norm of reciprocity, equity and
exchange which is the underlying principle of the social exchange theory. So, we did not
find one overarching theory explaining the process between HRM and performance. The
psychological, sociological and economic processes occurring in the field of HRM and
Performance are made more explicit and can be better explained by the above mentioned
theories (see also appendix for a full overview), which contribute towards explaining
different parts of the HRM and performance relationship at different levels of analysis.
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