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ABSTRACT

Although a contextual perspective in HRM research has
been strongly advocated, empirical evidence on how context shapes HRM is still lacking. This study explored HRM
philosophies and policies in Dutch semi-autonomous government agencies and how they are shaped. These agencies were given considerable autonomy by central
government with regard to their HRM philosophies and
policies in order to make more effective use of their human
capital. Based on our findings from thirty semi-structured
interviews with HRM managers, we identified that (a) facilitation philosophies are dominant, while accumulation philosophies are less present and utilization philosophies
nonexistent; (b) mixed philosophies are present in some
cases; (c) ability- and motivation-enhancing policies are
dominant, while opportunity-enhancing policies are less
present; (d) similarities in HRM are strongly shaped by
external factors; and that (e) differences in HRM are
strongly shaped by internal factors.
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Since the 1980s, scholars have argued that HRM is ‘inherently contextualized’
(Jackson, Schuler, & Jiang, 2014). Early HRM models acknowledged that it is
too simplistic to assume that choices regarding HRM are made in a vacuum
(Beer, Spector, Mills, & Walton, 1984; Fombrun, Tichy, & Devanna, 1984).
While scholars have advocated the adoption of contextual perspectives (Beer,
Boselie, & Brewster, 2015; Paauwe, 2004), studies testing universalistic
CONTACT Rutger Blom
r.blom@fm.ru.nl
Institute for Management Research, Radboud University,
Heyendaalseweg 141, 6525 AJ, Nijmegen, the Netherlands.
Supplemental data for this article can be accessed here.
ß 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercialNoDerivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed,
or built upon in any way.

2

R. BLOM ET AL.

predictions remain dominant in the HRM literature (Guest, 2011; Jackson
et al., 2014). Although there are a few studies that examined the influence of
context on HRM (e.g. Farndale and Paauwe, 2007), most studies have
‘ignored the embedded and contextualized nature of HRM’ (Jackson et al.,
2014, p. 31). In order to advance our knowledge of how context shapes
choices organizations make regarding HRM, additional studies are needed.
In this respect, studying the influence of context on an organization’s
HRM philosophies and policies is a useful approach to adopt in scholarly
work, as these concepts are more reflective of an organization’s choices
regarding HRM, as opposed to the often-researched HRM practices (Lepak,
Marrone, & Takeuchi, 2004). HRM philosophies and policies, defined as the
general guiding principles and specific programs of the management of personnel, have been positioned as essential and successive components of the
HRM architecture (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Kellner, Townsend, Wilkinson,
Greenfield, & Lawrence, 2016). As components reflecting organizational
choices, an organization’s HRM philosophy and policies are expected to be
shaped by the organization’s environment, distinguished by the external and
internal context. Therefore, to gain a better insight into which and when certain philosophies and policies are used, it is important to study a group of
organizations that vary in some respects, but that also share parts of their
organizational environment. This approach enables scholars to examine the
impact of both broad and organization-specific contextual factors, providing
a more complete picture of how HRM is shaped.
Against the background of the above-mentioned line of reasoning, a study
among semi-autonomous government agencies – hereafter called agencies –
provides an interesting case. On the one hand, agencies represent a specific
group of public organizations, since they are structurally disaggregated from
central government while remaining under the formal control of parent ministries (Verhoest, Van Thiel, Bouckaert, & Laegreid, 2012). Previous findings
on HRM autonomy in these agencies indicate that they are partly affected by
similar contextual factors, especially those relating to a political context
(Bach, 2014; Verhoest, Roness, Verschuere, Rubecksen, & MacCarthaigh,
2010). On the other hand, agencies vary substantially on various aspects,
such as organizational task, legal personality and parent ministry.
Furthermore, this variation is coupled with the fact that agencies are given
considerable formal autonomy, inspired by managerialism, to make individual choices regarding HRM philosophies and policies (James & Van Thiel,
2011; Rodwell & Teo, 2008; Truss, 2008). Thus, agencies partly share an
organizational environment but also vary on several aspects, which provides
a valuable case to examine how context shapes choices regarding HRM.
Following from the aforesaid, the aim of this study is to answer the following research question: What are the similarities and differences in HRM philosophies and policies among semi-autonomous agencies, and what are
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important external and internal factors? To answer this question, data have
been collected from 30 semi-structured interviews at 30 agencies in the
Netherlands, a country with a strong tradition of agencies (Yesilkagit & Van
Thiel, 2012). Building upon previous research (Van Thiel, 2012), we have
gathered data at the three types of agencies that have been identified based
on legal identity and managerial autonomy.
By answering our research question, this study contributes to HRM and public administration literature. First, although scholars have repeatedly argued
that HRM is contextualized (Beer et al., 2015; Jackson et al., 2014; Paauwe,
2004), empirical evidence is still lacking on how context shapes choices regarding HRM. In particular, this study examines how HRM is shaped and which
contextual factors play a role under which conditions. Second, this study is one
of the few that focuses on HRM philosophies as a separate component.
Although underrepresented in the literature, HRM philosophies play an essential role in how organizations manage their employees (Lepak et al., 2004).
Third, our focus on both philosophies and policies allows us to explore whether
both components are shaped similarly or differently. Although policies are
often represented as the logical outcomes of the HRM philosophy (Lepak, Liao,
Chung, & Harden, 2006), in many occasions the implementation process is not
perfect and discrepancies between components may be present (Wright and
Nishii, 2007). We note that discrepancies may not only reflect problems in the
implementation process itself but may also result into negative effects on
employees since mixed messages are perceived (Kellner et al., 2016). Finally,
this study contributes to the literature on HRM in agencies by focusing on their
actual choices. This focus on what HRM in agencies actually entails adds to the
public administration literature that almost exclusively examined HRM autonomy in these agencies (e.g. Bach, 2014; Verhoest, Peters, Bouckaert, &
Verschuere, 2004; Wynen, Verhoest, & Rubecksen, 2014).
The remainder of this article is structured as follows. First, the literature
regarding HRM philosophies and policies is discussed as well as theory on
how they are shaped by external and internal factors. Next, the conceptual
framework that is used to analyze the data is presented. This is followed by
an elaboration on our methodology and findings. Finally, we discuss the
implications of our findings for theory and practice, reflect on the limitations of our study and offer suggestions for future research.
Theory
HRM philosophies and policies
HRM philosophies

HRM philosophies – also referred to as guiding principles (Becker &
Gerhart, 1996; Wright, 1998) – are considered the highest level in the
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HRM architecture (Kellner et al., 2016). These terms refer to a general
overarching philosophy that guides the design of HRM policies and is
developed and shared by management (Lepak et al., 2004; Posthuma,
Campion, Masimova, & Campion, 2013). In this respect, Kellner et al.
(2016, p. 1244) argued that ‘the HRM philosophy provides an important
framework for [.] the HRM system’. Although research on HRM philosophies is scarce, findings from studies so far indicate the pivotal role of
HRM philosophies in the shaping of HRM policies (e.g. Bin Othman,
1996; Kelliher & Perrett, 2001; Monks et al., 2013).
Schuler (1989) classified three types of philosophies that reflect the
way an organization treats and manages its people: accumulation, utilization and facilitation. An accumulation philosophy emphasizes maximum
involvement and focuses on attracting people with great potential and
developing them over time, consistent with the organization’s needs.
Organizations with a utilization philosophy seek to achieve high efficiency for HRs by mainly focusing on technical skills. People are mostly
employed on a short-term basis and matched with the organization’s
short-term needs. Finally, a facilitation philosophy reflects a focus on the
generation of knowledge and facilitating knowledge creation. Emphasis is
put on self-motivated employees, who are encouraged to develop those
abilities and skills that they deem to be important. The focus that is put
on employee responsibility illustrates the role of the organization as a
facilitator, which is much more the case than in an accumulation or utilization philosophy.
HRM policies

In contrast to HRM philosophies, HRM policies have gained more attention in the literature (Jackson et al., 2014). As noted by Lepak et al.
(2006, p. 211), HRM policies ‘reflect an employee-focused program that
influences the choice of HRM practices’. HRM policies are presented as
specific components representing the organization’s HRM architecture
and should, in a well-aligned HRM architecture, follow the principles of
the HRM philosophy (Posthuma et al., 2013).
In line with the Ability-Motivation-Opportunity (AMO) model introduced by Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, and Kalleberg (2000), many studies
have classified HRM policies into three distinct HRM policy domains
based on their goal to increase the abilities, motivation, or opportunities
of employees to perform (e.g. Boselie, 2010; Jiang et al., 2012; Lepak
et al., 2006; Subramony, 2009). In this respect, policies that aim to
increase the knowledge, skills and abilities of personnel, such as training,
recruitment and selection, are classified into the abilities domain. Policies
that aim to increase the motivation of employees, such as performance
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management and incentives, are classified into the motivation domain.
Finally, policies that aim to provide employees opportunities to contribute, such as direct participation and teamwork, are classified in the
opportunities domain.
Scholars have argued that a focus on HRM policies provides advantages over a focus on HRM practices – defined as ‘specific organizational
actions designed to achieve specific outcomes’ (p. 221) – when trying to
distinguish between organizations with regard to HRM (Lepak et al.,
2004). More specifically, concepts of equifinality and multifinality make
it difficult to compare organizations based on their HRM practices. After
all, to realize a certain HRM policy, a multitude of HRM practices can
be used. For example, an organization that promotes employee development can apply HRM practices such as job-specific training, interpersonal training, or team building. In a similar vein, selection policies can
be implemented through realistic job interviews, internal promotion, or
ability tests. So far, this is not different from multiple specific HRM policies realizing a particular HRM domain. However, the same HRM practices can also be used for different HRM policies. In other words, a single
HRM policy can include multiple HRM practices and a single HRM
practice can be included in multiple HRM policies. For example, job-specific training can be used for employee development as well as for workplace safety.

Contextualized HRM philosophies and policies

As previously noted by scholars, decisions concerning HRM are strongly
influenced by an organization’s context (Jackson et al., 2014; Verhoest
et al., 2010). In this respect, the Contextually-Based HR Theory
(CBHRT) states that context influences the adoption of HRM philosophies and policies across organizations in a specific population (Paauwe,
2004). More specifically, it builds on new institutionalism (DiMaggio &
Powell, 1983) and the Resource-Based View (RBV; Barney, 1991) to provide a framework explaining the influence of external and internal factors on organizational decisions regarding HRM. In particular, the
CBHRT states that external factors from a Social, Cultural, and Legal
(SCL) dimension and a Product, Market, and Technology (PMT) dimension create a need to achieve legitimacy within organizations, leading to
the adoption of similar philosophies and policies. In contrast, internal
factors associated with the configuration of the organization, such as
structure and staff composition, and strategic choices made by top management result into differentiation among organizations.
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As mentioned before, we argue that agencies belong to one specific
population. Agencies are often viewed as more ‘private’ than central government and more ‘public’ than businesses. The freedom to make
choices regarding HRM makes agencies distinctive from departments in
central government (Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow, & Tinkler, 2005).
Furthermore, they are often single-purpose organizations that are less
hierarchically organized and face less political influence on their operations than central government. However, agencies are also distinctive
from private organizations because their funding is often separately
assigned from their tasks, and they are bound by stricter legislature and
are influenced by their parent ministry (Kickert, 2001). For example, the
social benefits agency in the Netherlands deals with a considerable
amount of government regulation, but is funded by taxes and premiums.
Thus, given the arguments that agencies are distinctive from central government and businesses, it can be expected that they are influenced by a
particular context. However, up till now, it is unclear how this context
affects decisions of HRM philosophies and policies.
On the one hand, based on new institutionalism, it can be expected that
external institutional and competitive pressures – which the CBHRT refers
to as factors from the SCL and PMT dimensions (Paauwe, 2004) — result in
similar philosophies and policies across agencies (DiMaggio & Powell,
1983). Institutional pressures, differentiated between coercive, normative
and mimetic pressures, are related to an organization’s need to achieve legitimacy within its environment. These pressures may stem from external factors such as legislation, government, labor unions, but also from social and
cultural norms and values (Paauwe & Boselie, 2003). For example, an
agency’s decisions regarding HRM could be strongly shaped by coercive
pressures residing from beliefs of central government on how public organizations should act or operate, even if they are not legally obliged to follow
government policy.
In addition to institutional pressures, competitive pressures, related to
an economic rationality expressed in terms as efficiency, effectiveness
and flexibility, may also be reflected in external factors that shape decisions regarding HRM. Although these pressures do not seem to be present in agencies, due to a lack of real competition, introducing businesslike conditions has been a vital part of governments when creating agencies (Verhoest et al., 2012). For example, agencies have been confronted
with the introduction of performance indicators, result-based steering
and competitive incentives over the years. As such, both institutional and
competitive pressures are external institutional pressures that can affect
decision-making in agencies in such a way that similar philosophies and
policies are adopted.
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On the other hand, differentiation can result from choices regarding
HRM shaped by internal institutional factors (Paauwe, 2004). These
influences are found in the organizational configuration or heritage. Past
choices in combination with organizational characteristics, such as the
organizational structure, staff composition and organizational culture, are
important factors shaping HRM. This process, also referred to as path
dependency (Barney, 1995), is unique for each organization, leading to
the adoption of different HRM philosophies and policies.
Furthermore, based on the RBV, it can be expected that differentiation
in HRM philosophies and policies occurs because agencies cultivate their
human capital differently to create strategic advantages (Barney, 1991;
Paauwe & Boselie, 2003). Although the RBV is mainly applied to explain
competitive advantage in businesses, we consider it to be applicable to the
context of agencies as well. Since the rise of managerialism in the public
sector, efficiency and cost-reduction have increasingly been emphasized in
public service delivery (Alford & Hughes, 2008). In combination with the
autonomy to make strategic choices, agencies became able to develop their
human capital to adhere to these outcomes. Furthermore, as underperforming may result in becoming part of central government or having to
deal with structural reforms (Verhoest et al., 2012), an internal drive may
be created in agencies to justify their existence by creating strategic advantages, thus behaving in a ‘business-like’ manner. Based on these aspects, it
could be expected that influential actors within agencies make strategic
choices, leading to differentiation among agencies.
Thus, by incorporating the ideas of new institutionalism and the RBV,
the CBHRT acknowledges the important role of an organization’s context
in shaping HRM. However, this theory cannot explain which philosophies
and policies are ultimately adopted, and it remains unknown which factors
are strong drivers for similarity or differentiation in the adoption of HRM
philosophies and policies. Using the CBHRT (Paauwe, 2004), in combination with Schuler’s (1989) typology of HRM philosophies and the three
HRM policy domains based on the AMO model (Appelbaum et al., 2000),
this study explores these questions empirically using the conceptual framework that is displayed in Figure 1. This framework is used to analyze our
empirical findings and to compare agencies.
Method
Research context

Following Van Thiel’s (2012, p. 20) categorization of public organizations, three types of agencies are identified based on their legal personality and formal autonomy.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of our study

Type 1 agencies have some degree of managerial autonomy but no
legal independence, see for example the Next Steps Agencies in the UK.
Type 2 agencies, with legal independence and managerial autonomy, are
the most common types of agencies in Europe (e.g. public establishments
in Italy and France, Crown Entities in New Zealand, NDPBs in the UK).
In general, they have been founded in the 1990s and early 2000s,
although some of these agencies have existed much longer, for example
in the Nordic countries (Verhoest et al., 2012). Type 3 agencies consist
of organizations with corporate forms, such as foundations and limited
companies. These agencies are established by, or on behalf of, the government that owns part of or all stock/shares.
Over the years, all three types of agencies have been created in the
Netherlands, together employing more people than central government
(Yesilkagit & Van Thiel, 2012). Agentschappen, thirty in total, are Type 1
agencies, performing a variety of public tasks, such as the management
of public works and water infrastructure (Rijkswaterstaat) and the payment of student loans (DUO). Furthermore, Zelfstandig bestuursorganen
(ZBOs) are Type 2 agencies, which are public bodies established by law
or charged with a task by law. There are about 110 ZBOs registered in
the formal ZBO register, including some large clusters of ZBOs. Like
executive agencies, ZBOs carry out different tasks, ranging from the payment of social benefits (UWV) to the protection of person data
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Table 1. Characteristics of sample and population.

Type
Type 1
Type 2
Type 3
Task
Maintenance/management
Registration and licensing
Inspection and control
Payments and collection of money
Research, training and education
Security
Health care
Size (number of employees)
Small (< 100)
Medium (100–1000)
Large (1000 >)
Parent ministry
General Affairs
Interior and Kingdom Relations
Defense
Economic Affairs
Finance
Infrastructure
Education, Culture and Science
Social Affairs and Employment
Security and Justice
Health, Welfare and Sport

Sample
(n¼ 30)

Population
(n¼ 166)

27%
53%
20%

17%
63%
20%

27%
10%
30%
17%
7%
3%
7%

48%
5%
26%
7%
6%
4%
4%

13%
40%
47%

48%
32%
20%

0%
7%
0%
20%
10%
13%
10%
7%
13%
20%

1%
10%
1%
21%
12%
16%
13%
2%
14%
11%

(Autoriteit Persoonsgegevens). Finally, state-owned enterprises are Type 3
agencies. In 2015, the Dutch government owned shares of 34 enterprises.
Examples of state-owned enterprises are the largest airport of the country
(Schiphol) and the operator of the high-voltage energy grid (TenneT).
Research design and sample

Given our research question, this study adopted an exploratory design in
which 30 cases were compared using qualitative coding. We adopted a
method of diverse case selection, where the goal was to include cases
that exemplify the diversity of agencies in the Netherlands (Seawright &
Gerring, 2008). In contrast to the clear distinction based on their legal
status, agencies in the Netherlands vary in task, size and parent ministry,
independent from their type. Using convenience sampling, we tried to
get access to agencies of each type, varying by parent ministry, task and
size. In addition to achieving a representative sample of agencies in the
Netherlands, achieving thematic saturation was an important goal in our
sampling strategy (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).
Between November 2016 and March 2017, data were collected by
the first author who conducted 30 semi-structured interviews in
Dutch with 36 employees of 30 agencies. Characteristics of our sample
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are shown in Table 1 and compared to the population of agencies in
the Netherlands. As can be concluded from this table, our sample is
fairly representative in terms of type, task and parent ministry. Small
agencies are underrepresented, and large agencies are overrepresented
in our sample.
For reasons of anonymity, the names of the interviewees and agencies
have been excluded from the table. Interviews were conducted with representatives who were head of HR within the organizations, although not
all held this as their official title. Some were a member of the board of
directors, while others reported to a member of the board of directors.
Only interviewing a single, or sometimes two, respondent(s) per organization has limitations in providing a complete picture of HRM in the
organizations they are representing. Nevertheless, their position as head
of HR ensures their knowledge regarding their organization’s intentions
toward HRM and the factors that shape these intentions.
Interview and coding procedure

Before each interview, the interviewer briefly explained the goal of the
research project, the general subjects to be discussed and the procedure
regarding protecting anonymity. Interviews were carried out face-to-face,
lasted on average one hour, were tape recorded and fully transcribed verbatim in Dutch. The interview questions explored HRM philosophies,
HRM policies as well as both internal and external factors that had an
impact on HRM.
To get comprehensive and rich answers, we first derived questions
based on our conceptual framework adapted to suit a practitioners’ perspective. Instead of asking interviewees directly what their HRM philosophy was, we asked how they would define HRM, which HRM themes
were important in the organization and why, and how HRM policies are
adopted. To complement this set of relatively open questions, specific
questions related to the conceptual framework were asked later on in the
interview. The interviewees were asked to state which HRM policies were
emphasized in their organization and which external and internal factors
influenced choices regarding HRM.
Using ATLAS.ti, we adopted a coding approach in line with template
analysis (King, 2004). Template analysis is a flexible technique that
involves the use of a list of codes – i.e. the template – that are defined a
priori. During the coding process, these initial codes can be modified or
more codes can be added if the initial codes are not sufficient to cover
the data. As such, this approach allows for a hybrid form of both deductive and inductive coding and is considered suitable to explore a theoretical conceptual framework empirically.
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Before the data were analyzed, we created a template of codes in line
with our conceptual framework. Thus, codes were created relating to
HRM philosophies, HRM policies, external and internal factors. To differentiate between HRM policies from philosophies, we only coded a
quote as a policy if it reflected a specific employee-focused program
(Lepak et al., 2004). In this respect, a term like autonomy is considered
as an aspect of the HRM philosophy, because it can be operationalized
in a wide range of policies. For example, an organization can strive for
autonomy in the hours employees work or in the courses employees follow, or in the benefits employees choose.
After creating the template, we analyzed the data in three cycles, using
a combination of open, axial and selective coding (Salda~
na, 2009).
During the first coding cycle, we marked quotations with one of the initial codes from the template. In addition, basic descriptive information
of the organizations and interviewees were coded. In the second cycle,
we used open coding to further specify the marked quotations from the
first cycle. In the final cycle, we used axial coding to identify subthemes
among the codes in the second cycle. During each cycle, the initial coding was done by the first author, followed by a discussion between the
first and second author on the codes after which adjustments were made.
After this coding procedure, we ended up with codes that were deductively derived from the conceptual framework and codes that were
inductively derived. In Appendix A, the list of codes in the template,
their definitions and examples of codes derived from inductive coding
are presented.
Based on a comparison of the 30 individual cases, the results have
been categorized in themes that emerged as relevant to the research
question during the coding procedure. Whereas the codes from the template illustrated the themes in a broad sense, the codes derived inductively illustrated the themes in a detailed matter. For example, the codes
from the template showed that policies pertaining to the abilities and
motivation domains are dominant and the inductive codes showed which
specific policies were emphasized most. As such, the themes are related
to the research question in terms of the similarities and differences in
HRM philosophies and policies and how they are shaped by external and
internal factors.
Findings

In this section, we discuss our findings according to five themes that
have emerged. Based on Schuler’s (1989) typology and the three policy
domains, we have identified the dominant philosophy and policy domain
for each agency in our sample in Table 2. Furthermore, Tables 3 and 4
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Table 2. Number of cases for dominant HRM philosophies and policy domainsa.
Accumulation
Facilitation
Mixedb
Total
a

Abilities

Motivation

Opportunities

Mixedb

Total

0
3
2
5

1
9
1
11

1
1
0
2

5
3
4
12

7
16
7

Definitions of the philosophies and policy domains are found in Appendix A.
These cells represent those cases that did not emphasize a single dominant philosophy and/or policy domain.

b

Table 3. Internal and external factors influencing HRM philosophies mentioned by
interviewees.
Philosophy
Facilitation

Important factors
SCL dimension

Societal trends

Parent ministry

Accumulation

PMT dimension

Digitalization

Organizational
characteristics

Organizational
strategy
Type of work

Influential actors

Head of HR

Example quote
‘And you have the view on humanity of course.
That self-reliance is something you see around
you. That is not something we make up.’ –
Organization 11
‘[..] that self-directed model that is actually
promoted by VWS (parent ministry). We get
guidelines from them and then we have to
implement it.’ – Organization 7
‘[..] the world is changing so fast, mainly because of
digitalization. Therefore, you need to make sure
that your people are becoming flexible and
adaptive to keep doing their job.’ –
Organization 25
‘Actively supporting employee development [..] is
based on the mission, vision, strategy of the
whole organization until 2020.’ – Organization 2
‘Making sure that we guide the people physically
and mentally as good as possible for them to
stay until the end of their career. This is
especially important for us because a large part
of our organization works in 24-hour team shits.’
– Organization 25
‘I’m here for seven years now. When I came here I
actively pursued the idea of constant
development.’ – Organization 13

illustrate which factors are drivers for similarities and differences in philosophies and policies.
Theme 1: Facilitation philosophy dominant in most agencies

In general, around 80 percent of the agencies in our sample seem to
have a clear philosophy in line with Schuler’s typology. That is, based on
what the interviewees indicated as the agency’s idea on what guides their
HRM system, we could assign one of the three philosophies in 80 percent of the cases. It should be noted however, that no cases were identified that showed a utilization philosophy.
Of the cases with a clear philosophy, our findings indicate that a
facilitation philosophy is dominant. That is, 60 percent of the total
sample demonstrated the presence of this philosophy. The pivotal role
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Table 4. Internal and external factors influencing HRM policies mentioned by interviewees.
Policies
Common
policiesa

Important factors
SCL dimension

Central
government

Parent ministry

Politics

PMT
dimension

Labor
market

Technology

Less common
policiesb

Organizational
characteristics

Publicness

Task

Influential actors

Board

Shareholders

a

Example quote
‘They have sent a letter to the Lower Chamber, the
mobility letter [..] A letter in which they
prescribe policies around HR planning. But also,
the implementation of performance appraisals.
That is the same government-wide.’ –
Organization 4
‘I think we are more flexible than ministries. That
doesn’t mean we are completely free to make
decisions if there is money. We still have to go
to VWS [parent ministry] to hire an extra
employee.’ – Organization 7
‘I have experienced both an expansion and
reduction of tasks. That means, in case of an
expansion, that we have to make plans on how
many people we have to hire on what level, on
who is going to do what, what kind of training
people have to take [..] But if we have to do a
reduction, we have to plan a reorganization. This
definitely affects what we do.’ – Organization 21
‘We have experienced a time that when we had a
vacancy, we received around 180 application
letters. But we also noticed with IT positions,
when there was a shortage on the labor market,
that it was really difficult to hire those people.
So, we do get influenced by the labor market
and we adapt our recruitment policy
accordingly.’ – Organization 21
‘We are probably going to need more people who
perform analytical tasks instead of data entry. That
means we are going to try to develop people
towards a higher level of thinking.’ – Organization 5
‘We have a certain social responsibility. That applies
to the whole organization of course. That is also
something we want to express in our policies.’ –
Organization 25
‘It is really difficult to fill a vacancy for a foreign
account manager for example. Then it is nice
that there are 4 to 5 people who have been a
foreign business analyst account. It is easier for
them to move to the position of account
manager.’ – Organization 23
‘We believe that you can only be fit mentally if you
are fit physically. This is being stimulated by the
board actively, because our chairperson is an
enthusiastic runner.’ – Organization 27
‘At the same time, we get the request from the
ministry of Finance to mention matters around
income equality and diversity. There I see the
influence, and this partly shapes your HRM
policies of course.’ – Organization 27

Training and development, HR planning, recruitment and selection, performance management.
Internal promotion, working conditions, diversity, job design.

b

of autonomy and responsibility of the employee is essential in
this philosophy:
[.] you have to be able to determine for yourself what the next step is in your
development. Autonomy is really important. That patronizing and controlling
behavior of managers had to stop. Managers have no clue of what needs to be
done, thus employees should make their own plans. (Organization 15)
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Besides employee autonomy, interviewees highlighted the importance
of both internal and external mobility as well as a high degree of interaction between employees. These aspects emphasize the role of the
organization as a facilitator, providing resources that enable employees
to independently find opportunities to learn.
Besides the HR department, the interviewees often defined the supervisor as one that facilitates and serves the employee:
The employees are the ones on top [of the pyramid] and the supervisor is mainly
there to let the employees do their work as good as possible and support that.
(Organization 4)

The remaining cases that showed a clear philosophy demonstrated an
accumulation philosophy. Interviewees of these agencies mentioned concepts such as adaptivity, vitality and employability as important employee
characteristics to stimulate long-term employment within the organization:
We want that our young employees have a certain career within [organization]. In
this aspect, vitality and work pressure are important issues. In other words, how
vital are you to mitigate that work pressure. (Organization 6)

Different from organizations with a facilitation philosophy, these agencies have a strong focus on internal mobility, both vertical and horizontal, which is stimulated in various ways. For example, Organization 13
tried to decrease specialization by implementing more generic job positions within the organization, whereas Organization 7 highlighted the
need for talent management.
Theme 2: Mixed philosophies in a small number of cases

Interestingly, 20 percent of the cases demonstrated a mixed philosophy
and could not be positioned into Schuler’s typology. That is, based on
what the interviewees indicated as the agency’s idea guiding the design
of their HRM system, it was not possible to assign one of the three philosophies in 20 percent of the cases. Rather, these cases showed a mix of
a facilitation and accumulation philosophy.
On the one hand, Organizations 2 and 10 indicated that they actively
support the broad development of employees for long-term employment,
while at the same time emphasize that external mobility is just as
important as internal mobility. While the first practice is associated with
accumulation, the latter is more indicative of facilitation:
The talents that are there need to be developed and utilized as good as possible
within the work field of [organization]. But if a gap develops between the talent
and the organization, it is important to talk about the possibility to stay employed
outside the organization. (Organization 10)
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On the other hand, a group of five organizations (Organizations 5, 14,
16, 18 and 26) all strongly supported internal mobility, while also stressing that employees should take responsibility to seek development opportunities. Their strong focus on internal mobility is indicative of
accumulation, while their emphasis on employee responsibility is indicative of facilitation:
Internal mobility is really important [.] and we have to facilitate this mobility. [.]
That is mostly self-directed. People are responsible for their own development
plan (Organization 16)

Theme 3: Ability- and motivation-enhancing policies are dominant policies

Looking at the HRM policies, four policies from the ability and motivation
domains emerged as dominant: 1) training & development; 2) HR planning;
3) recruitment & selection and 4) performance management were mentioned by 60 to 70 percent of the interviewees as essential policies.
Many interviewees indicated that they explicitly focus on training &
development, which includes at least a management or leader development program. Of these cases, six agencies mentioned that they have
their own academy to offer training & development opportunities
(Organizations 6, 11, 13, 14, 15 and 30). For example, Organization 6
offers long-term learning and work programs, while Organizations 14
and 15 mostly offer short modules for specific skills.
Around 63 percent of interviewees stated that their organization
actively focuses on HR planning, although they differ in how advanced
their planning process is. For most organizations, HR planning means
trying to forecast the future needs of the organization in terms of numbers and type of employees.
Explicit policies around recruitment & selection are also viewed as
essential by the interviewees:
[.] they are our gatekeepers of what gets into our organizations. That says
something about the quality that we bring in. If it doesn’t go well there, then the
effectiveness of your human capital could become worse. (Organization 22)

Finally, performance management appears to be a relatively common
policy as well, although it mostly refers to performance appraisals.
Almost all agencies of the 60 percent that mentioned performance management as important have developed a system of at least three different
appraisals in one year and have given supervisors the main responsibility
for these tasks.
In contrast to the four dominant policies, there are four less common
policies – mainly from the opportunities domain—that were mentioned by
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20 to 27 percent of the interviewees: 1) policies around internal promotion
and labor market, 2) working conditions, 3) diversity and 4) job design.
The interviewees that mentioned internal promotion policies indicated
that they mostly try to give opportunities to employees by posting vacancies on the intranet, although other ways are used to stimulate internal
mobility. For example, Organization 26 has introduced the so-called
opportunity board, with internal projects to which employees
can subscribe.
Policies around working conditions were mentioned by a small number
of interviewees as an important means to actively decrease absenteeism,
stress or burnout. Ways to confront these issues vary from conducting
research into employees’ workload (Organization 18), offering a health
check (Organizations 5, 15 and 26) to free use of sport facilities
(Organization 28). Policies around diversity and equal opportunities are
mostly implemented based on the idea of being socially responsible:
In every aspect you want to strive towards, reflection is too strong a word, but
more balanced representation of what is found in society. [.] it is always better to
become more diverse. This means diversity in the broadest sense, not limited to
ethnicity or origin. (Organization 20)

Finally, policies around job design mainly refer to the implementation
of new ways of working. This often includes time- and place-independent work arrangements. Also, employees are often given a laptop and
telephone to facilitate working outside the organization physically.
Theme 4: Similarities in HRM strongly shaped by external factors

As shown in Tables 3 and 4, it becomes apparent that the philosophies
and policies that are dominant in our cases – i.e. a facilitation philosophy and the four common policies – are strongly shaped by external factors. Whereas philosophies seem mostly shaped by societal trends and
parent ministries, policies are shaped by parent ministries, central government, politic, the labor market and technology.
Societal trends

The facilitation philosophy that is present in many agencies seems particularly shaped by societal trends in the Netherlands, a factor from the
SCL dimension. In this respect, a society in which citizen participation
and voice has increased, and wherein views on careers have changed
from a traditional organization-steered to an individual-steered process,
is reflected in the agency’s philosophy (De Vos & Van der Heijden,
2017). For example, Organization 21 stated that the facilitating role staff
departments have taken is mainly the result of societal developments.
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Parent ministry

The parent ministry, another factor from the SCL dimension, also drives a
facilitation philosophy, though not quite as strongly as societal trends.
Agencies are regularly advised to adopt a certain HRM approach similar to
that of the parent ministry, although, depending on the degree of autonomy,
agencies can decide to adopt or not. Interviewees indicated that managers at
parent ministries have instructed to adopt a facilitation approach toward
employees, for example by adopting a self-directed benefits model.
In addition to a facilitation philosophy, parent ministries also have an
influence on recruitment and selection policies. In particular, interviewees from agencies with less autonomy – mainly Type 1 agencies – mentioned the lack of freedom in hiring or firing employees.
Central government

Whereas parent ministries seem to primarily shape recruitment and selection policies, the influence of central government, via norms drawn up by
the Home Office, is discernable in all four common policies. For example,
following the so-called mobility letter in 2015 of the Minister concerned1,
organizations were expected to develop policies around HR planning and
mobility. Also, relatively strict norms exist for recruitment & selection and
performance management policies. For example, agencies are strongly
advised to use the same 62 job profiles (Functiegebouw Rijk) as the central
government uses, which has consequences for how agencies select and
appraise their employees. It does seem, however, that the influence of central
government seems stronger for agencies with less formal autonomy.
Interviewees of Type 1 agencies indicated that there are government guidelines for nearly every aspect of their HRM design, whereas interviewees of
Type 2 and Type 3 only mentioned the influence on specific policies.
Politics

Another finding noteworthy is the influence of political decisions on
recruitment & selection and training & development policies, mainly
indirect via imposed reforms or through changes in an agency’s task. For
some interviewees, the constant possibility to reform is something that
heavily affects their policies:
[.] if you live in an organization that goes from one reorganization to another,
you cannot even talk about HRM policy. Then you are not doing that at all.
(Organization 21)

Labor market and technology

In addition to factors from the SCL dimension, developments in the
labor market and technology, factors from the PMT dimension, also
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drive the adoption of one of the four common policies. Interviewees
mentioned that the availability of competent and suitable candidates on
the labor market strongly affects the recruitment & selection and training
& development policies. In some cases, the specialized task they perform
hinders the search for suitable employees. Finally, technology is often
mentioned as an important factor that shapes training & development
policies, because many of the older employees need to gain new skills in
this area.
Theme 5: Differences in HRM strongly shaped by internal factors

Where similarity in HRM seems mostly driven by external factors, differences are strongly shaped by internal factors, both as the result of institutionalized organizational characteristics and of strategic choices made
by influential actors. The agencies that have adopted philosophies and
policies that diverge from the majority of the cases appear to do so
because of internal instead of external demands. As seen in Tables 3 and
4, these philosophies and policies seem to be shaped by internal factors
related to organizational characteristics, influential actors and one external factor related to digitalization.
Organizational characteristics

Interviewees from agencies that have adopted an accumulation philosophy or one of the four less common policies argued that organizational
characteristics are strong internal institutional drivers. For example, the
accumulation philosophy in Organization 2 is a direct consequence of
their organizational strategy for the period until 2020, while the accumulation philosophy at Organization 26 is partly influenced by the fact that
they have 24-hour work shifts. For the less common policies, some interviewees noted that being a public organization, and a role model, is an
important factor to use diversity policies. In this respect, their publicness
gives agencies a need to be more socially responsible by striving for a
diversified staff that is representative of society.
Influential actors

Besides organizational characteristics, differentiation is strongly driven by
influential actors in in the organization, especially in medium-to-large
Type 2 and Type 3 agencies. For example, in Organization 14, the head
of HR has a strong influence on the presence of an accumulation philosophy, as constant development was viewed as particularly important to
focus on. Also, board members and shareholders were mentioned as
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influential actors for the adoption of one of the less common policies.
For example, interviewees of Organizations 25 and 28 noted that their
diversity policies are strongly stimulated by their shareholders, the ministries of Economic Affairs and Finance.
Digitalization

In addition to internal factors, digitalization, a factor from the PMT
dimension, seems to be the only external factor important for organizations with an accumulation philosophy. In this case, digitalization does
not account for differences between agencies per se, but rather affects
agencies with an accumulation philosophy more than agencies with a
facilitation philosophy. Given the fact that digitalization substantially
changes the nature of some jobs, agencies that emphasize long-term
employment need to guide their employees in these changes.
Discussion

Taking a contextual perspective, this explorative study examined the similarities and differences in HRM philosophies and policies in Dutch
agencies, and how they are shaped. To the best of our knowledge, this
study is one of the very first to show the influence of context on HRM
(see for an exception Farndale & Paauwe, 2007), especially on HRM philosophies and policies. In comparing the data across our cases, several
themes have emerged. In general, these themes illustrate that among a
variety of agencies similar philosophies and policies prevail.
Furthermore, in line with Farndale and Paauwe (2007), our findings
show that decisions regarding HRM are strongly affected by external factors, leading to similarity among agencies. Internal factors seem to be
more instrumental in light of differentiation among agencies. Finally, our
study demonstrates that, at least among agencies, context influences
HRM philosophies and policies differently, leading to potential discrepancies in the implementation process.
Our findings highlight the dominance of the facilitation philosophy
among agencies. Emphasizing employee responsibility and taking a facilitating role diverge from the traditional view on public sector HRM,
which is more consistent with an accumulation philosophy that is only
present in a small number of our cases (Truss, 2008). Standardization
and paternalization seem to have been replaced by ideas of flexibility and
individualization, which fit with the often-mentioned motive of the
Dutch government to create agencies in the first place (Van Thiel, 2001)
In addition to changes in public sector HRM, the dominance of this
philosophy can also be linked to general changes in career patterns from
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traditional careers to protean (Hall, 2002), boundaryless (Arthur, 2014)
and sustainable careers (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017). Giving
employees responsibility to look for development opportunities outside
the agency stimulates careers that are individually steered and not confined to a single organization. This trend is further enhanced by a high
degree of openness in the recruitment process in Dutch government for
external applicants (OECD, 2008).
Our findings show that the four common policies that were identified
pertain to the abilities and motivation domains, whereas policies from
the opportunities domain were much less emphasized. Training & development is found to be one of the policies mentioned most often, which
is in line with earlier research demonstrating its importance in both the
public and private sectors (Kalleberg, Marsden, Reynolds, & Knoke,
2006). The dominance of policies around HR planning and performance
management demonstrates that business-like policies and processes, such
as result-oriented management and strategic decision-making, have been
adopted in agencies (Truss, 2008).
In line with the CBHRT, we found that similarities in philosophies
and policies are strongly shaped by external factors (Paauwe, 2004).
Interestingly, there seems to be a considerable difference in how similarities in philosophies and policies are shaped. Whereas societal trends are
the main drivers toward the adoption of a facilitation philosophy, the
adoption of the four common policies is for a great deal affected by
actions and norms set by central government and parent ministries. For
agencies, this finding leads to the question whether they indeed have
autonomy to design HRM on all levels and, in turn, their ability to adopt
strategic HRM. This issue seems especially present for Type 1 agencies,
who are free to develop their own philosophy but are, at the same time,
strongly pressured to adopt specific policies developed by central government. Furthermore, these differences in how philosophies and policies
are shaped can have negative consequences as it may lead to discrepancies in the implementation process that, in turn, may have a negative
impact on employee attitudes and behavior (Kellner et al., 2016).
In contrast to the drivers of similarity, differences between agencies
seem mostly driven by internal factors, which is also in line with the
CBHRT (Paauwe, 2004). Both the influence of internal institutionalized
factors and strategic choice made by influential actors become visible in
the findings of our empirical study. For the use of an accumulation philosophy, the organization’s strategy appears to be one of the main drivers,
supporting the notion that part of the agencies exhibits at least some
aspects of strategic HRM (Teo, 2000). For the use of the four less common policies, a variety of internal factors play an important role.
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Noteworthy is the impact of influential actors, such as top-level management and shareholders. It appears that in some agencies, the influential
actors are able to mitigate the influence of external factors and, herewith,
enable them to make strategic choices, which Paauwe (2004) refers to as
having considerable room for maneuver. Future research using a longitudinal approach is needed to examine the process of how influential
actors deal with external pressures when making choices regarding HRM.
Several of our results are inconsistent with the earlier theories that
have been used for HRM philosophies and policies. First, some agencies
demonstrated a mix of both a facilitation and accumulation philosophy.
Schuler (1989) argued that inconsistency in the adoption of a philosophy
is described as a potential source of conflict and could increase ambiguity. For two small- to medium-sized agencies, with almost no internal
labor market, their mixed philosophy seems contradictory and could
potentially have negative consequences. In contrast, for five large agencies, their mixed philosophy of long-term development with high
employee responsibility does not seem contradicting, due to their large
internal labor market containing many internal development opportunities. This finding indicates that a mixed philosophy could be a logical
choice based on the organizational structure. Future research could further identify other types of hybrid HRM philosophies and determine
whether they may be a potential advantage or source of conflict. Second,
we found that policies from the opportunities domain were not mentioned often. According to the AMO framework (Appelbaum et al., 2000;
Lepak et al., 2006), organizations that fail to address all three AMO
domains may not maximize their employees’ potential by creating synergetic effects and may, consequently, underperform (Jiang et al., 2012). It
could be that employees in our cases do get the opportunity to perform,
but that this has not been formalized in HRM policies. Future research
should examine if and how employees are provided with opportunities
to perform in agencies. Finally, our study shows that HRM philosophies
and policies are shaped differently by the specific context, which contrasts with the idea that the relationship between components of the
HRM architecture is ‘rational and deterministic in nature’ (Lepak et al.,
2004, p. 649). Achieving alignment between HRM components does not
seem to be just a case of fitting policies with the philosophy, but also
requires recognizing and, possibly, managing the contextual factors that
shape the different components. Future research should further examine
how other components of the HRM architecture are influenced by context and whether similar mechanisms can be found in other types of
organizations.
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Our conclusions are limited due to the inclusion of Dutch agencies
only. Given the dearth of research on HRM philosophies, we are not
able (yet) to posit that the dominance of the facilitation philosophy is
unique for agencies. We urge scholars to examine philosophies in other
types of organizations, especially in purely public and private organizations. Our study is also limited due to the use of HR managers only as
our interviewees, which limits our perspective to intended HRM philosophies and policies only (Renkema, Meijerink, & Bondarouk, 2017).
Investigating line manager and employee perceptions of HRM philosophies and policies would be valuable to see to what degree they differ
from the views of managers. Another limitation is the possibility of social
desirability in the answers given by the interviewees. This may explain
the absence of agencies with a utilization philosophy in our sample, as
this philosophy may have negative connotations. In addition to addressing social desirability in future research, it would also be interesting to
investigate the presence of utilization philosophies in other types of
organizations, indicating whether these negative connotations are universal or specific to the type of organization. Finally, because we did not
ask about the influence of specific factors, it is possible that some existing factors were unobserved. For example, we did not identify mimetic
pressures that shape HRM, although our findings certainly identified
mimicry among agencies. It would be interesting to further examine the
influence of specific factors that are not identified in this study.
Note
1.

On November 20 in 2015, the former Minister of the Interior and Kingdom
Relations sent a letter to the House of Representatives, which focused on
increasing the mobility and flexibility of civil servants. This letter addressed every
organization connected to central government and civil servants falling under the
government labor agreement. One of its primary action points for organizations
was to develop a multiyear HR planning.
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Appendix A. List of codes from template, their definition and
examples of codes derived from inductive coding

Template codes
HRM philosophies
Accumulation

Utilization

Facilitation

HRM policies

Abilities

Definition
General principles or overall philosophy guiding
HRM developed and shared by management.
(Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Lepak et al., 2004)
Based on maximum involvement by attracting
people with great potential and developing
them over time, consistent with the
organization’s needs. (Schuler, 1989)
Based on high efficiency for human resources by
mainly focusing on technical skills. People are
mostly employed on a short-term basis and
matched with the organization’s short-term
needs. (Schuler, 1989)
Based on self-motivated employees, who are
encouraged to develop those abilities and
skills that they deem to be important. The
role of the organization is one as facilitator.
(Schuler, 1989)
Specific employee-focused programs that
influences the choice of HRM practices, based
on the AMO model (Appelbaum et al., 2000;
Lepak et al., 2006)
Policies aimed to increase employee knowledge,
skills, and abilities. (Lepak et al., 2006)

Motivation

Policies aimed to increase employee motivation
and to manage employee effort.
(Lepak et al., 2006)

Opportunities

Policies aimed to provide employees
opportunities to contribute.
(Lepak et al., 2006)

External factors
S/C/L dimension

P/M/T dimension
Internal factors
Organizational
configuration
Influential actors

Examples of
inductive codes



Strong employer/
employee relation

Strong connection
between employees

Stimulating
employee commitment
No inductive codes found













External factors that are related to an
organization’s need to achieve legitimacy
with its environment through coercive,
normative, and mimetic pressures.
(Paauwe, 2004)
External factors that are related to an economic
rationality. (Paauwe, 2004)



Internal factors related to the organization’s
combination of past choices, organizational
structure and culture (Paauwe, 2004)
Internal factors related to strategic choices and
actors involved in these choices.
(Paauwe, 2004)

The right person on the
right place
Balance between inand outflow
Employee responsibility
for performance

Training and
development
Recruitment
and selection
Internal promotion
Performance
management
HR planning
Teamworking
Direct participation




Policy
central government
Societal trends
Shareholders




Digitalization
Labor market







Specialization of work
Level of expertise staff
Having legal personality
Head of HR
Works council

