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Purpose of the research 

A large body of literature highlights the key-role of Human Resource Management (HRM) 

in improving organizational performances. Nevertheless, many questions arise on these 

“strategic” linkages and some shortcomings remain to be filled. First, a lack of theory that 

supports the Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) tends to disguise the 

underlying causal mechanisms between high performance work systems (HPWSs) and 

organizational performances. Second, the complexity relating to the existence of 

complementarities in the new forms of work organization poses some methodological issues, 

with particular regard to find support for the configurational approach in SHRM. Finally, the 

effects of HPWS are not unequivocal on workers–related outcomes, contributing to make 

enough unclear those underlying causal mechanisms.  

Through a systematic review of the existing literature, this study aims to identify the most 

relevant deficiencies in HPWS research. By analyzing the current debates, we reveal an 

interesting key to interpret them as highly interrelated challenges and we propose the use of 

set-theoretic methods to fill them. Overall, this article suggests some future paths of research 

to be devoted, both empirically and theoretically, to configurations and complementarities in 

the new work organizations. 

 

Literature Review 

Previous literature has investigated the positive effects of HRM practices on various 

outcome indicators, such as product or service quality (MacDuffie, 1995), turnover (Arthur, 

1994), productivity (Ichniowski et al., 1997), financial returns (Delery and Doty, 1996), 

firm’s value (Huselid, 1995). This growing research area is commonly labeled SHRM which 

is based on two main guiding assumptions: in order to achieve superior performance, we need 

both “vertical fit” (which requires the alignment of HR practices with the organizational 

context) and “horizontal fit” (which requires HR practices to support each other in a 

consistent HRM system) (Delery,1998). Although the researchers involved in this field agree 

upon the strategic impact of HRM on organizational performance, they adopt very different 

perspectives, depending on which kind of ‘fit’ they consider. The main modes of theorizing 

include the universalistic, contingency and configurational approaches.  

Also known as ‘best-practices approach’ to SRHM (Delery and Doty, 1996), the 

universalistic perspective identifies a positive relationship between certain HRM practices 

and several outcomes, such as employee commitment (e.g. Walton, 1985) or business 

performances (e.g. Huselid, 1995). Some examples are incentive pay, participation, 

employment security, training, team working, total quality management and job rotation 

(Pfeffer, 1994; Osterman, 1994). More recently, the notion of HPWS has been used to 

indicate a set of high-performance practices, mutually reinforcing in a consistent HRM 

system (Arthur, 1994; MacDuffie, 1995; Ichniowski et al., 1997). The logic is that 

"interrelated and internally consistent HR practices, rather than individual practices, are the 

appropriate unit of analysis for studying the link to performance, because they create the 

multiple, mutually reinforcing conditions that support employee motivation and skill 

acquisition" (MacDuffie, 1995:198). In this way, the concept of ‘HR bundles’ makes its 

debut.  
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Conversely, the contingent approach prefers the external fit, since it argues that the greater 

the consistency with the organizational context (e.g. technology, strategy or organizational 

structure), the greater the positive impact on business performance. Studies on contingency 

perspective have focused especially on business strategy, by showing that different HR 

strategies (and practices) are required for different business strategies (Miles and Snow, 1984; 

Schuler and Jackson, 1987; Delery and Doty, 1996).  

By giving relevance both to the external and internal fit, the configurational perspective 

opens a really interesting scenario. Its fundamental assumption arises from a holistic view of 

organizations where “each element can best be understood by making reference to the whole 

configuration” (Miller and Friesen, 1984:1). The configurational approach appears the most 

suitable for SHRM (Wright and McMahan, 1992), because: 1) it permits inquiry into certain 

sets or bundles of HR practices that fit with the organizational and environmental context; 2) 

it aims to find synergic effects in a set of HR practices, based on the idea that the more 

aligned HR practices are, the higher the performances; and 3) by considering the presence of 

multiple possible combinations (of HR practices) that can equally lead to higher performance, 

it involves the concept of equifinality (Fiss, 2011). Unfortunately, the configurational 

perspective in SHRM has found little support from empirical research, due to the mismatch 

between theory and research methods. In order to overcome the most common 

methodological issues, set-theoretic methods
3
 are proposed to fit better with configurational 

theory and SHRM objectives.  

 

Conjunctural causation and  “multiple effects” in HPWS 

HPWSs are often associated with production management policies orientated towards the 

logic of lean production, processes organizations, flat organizational structure, ICT 

technologies, extensive training and team working, multi-skilling and multi-tasking, selective 

hiring, profit or gain sharing, and good and participative industrial relations (Cristini et al., 

2003; Leoni, 2013). Taken together, these new traits identify the configuration of modern 

firms, outside the traditional Fordist configurations (Leoni, 2012) and inspired to the Japanese 

(or Toyota) model. Both the old and new patterns consist of mutually complementary 

features; for example, complementarity can be established between the flexibility of 

production and increasing the breath of the product line, because complementarities stem 

from the circumstance that employing one element increases the value of employing the 

others (Milgrom and Roberts, 1995). The synergic effects created by complementarities 

contribute to the success of the firms, in a way that adopting bundle of complementary 

practices leads to better performance, instead of adopting a single one. The new work 

organizations in Western economies has incorporated some, but not all the characteristics of 

the Japanese model, by preventing its revolutionary scope (Leoni, 2013). Alongside, the 

introduction and diffusion of new work organization and new HR practices is highly 

influenced by institutional settings and cultural resistances to change (e.g., Boselie et al., 

2003; Solari and Della Torre, 2013). Interestingly, several of the well-known `best practices’ 

are institutionalized in Rhineland countries (such as Germany, France and the Netherlands); 

for instance, the collaborative work relations in UK firms has favored high involvement work 

practices, participation and employment security (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003).  

At the same time, the extant research on HPWS has neglected the role of managers, their 

leadership styles, their attitudes and behaviors in favoring the link between HPWS and firm 

performance, with very few notable exceptions. Indeed, Solari and Della Torre (2013) 

theoretically argue the role of management integrity as an antecedent and a mediating factor 

in the relation between new work practices and organizational performance. From this 
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perspective the presence of management integrity enables the adoption of HPWS and 

enhances the outcome of HPWS over time. By complementarity, employing integrity 

increases the value of employing HPWS. Such an argument could suggest that, beyond the 

innovation of management techniques, also managerial culture and attitudes have to be 

innovated to fit in HPWS and catalyze their positive effects on firm performance.  

Definitively, several levels of complementarities can be established between HR practices 

and organization of production, work organization, institutional and cultural factors, 

managerial attitudes and behaviours. The state of art suggests that the positive effects of 

HPWSs are contingent on the presence/absence of other complementary features. This 

circumstance should lead researchers to pay attention on the joint influence, rather than the 

single effects of HPWS, culture, institutions, managerial practices, work and production 

organization on firm performance. Clearly, there is a problem of causal configurations, 

whereas causes may not be individually sufficient or necessary and configurations represent 

the intersection of factors whose conjunction causes on outcome (Kogut et al., 2004). 

However, the lack of overall theoretical arguments about the potential causal mechanisms that 

link HPWS with better organizational performance does not allow us to establish the 

existence of a conjunctural causality.  

Furthermore, the causal chains becomes even longer, if one considers that HPWSs have 

rather controversial effects on workers and their well-being (an overview is provided by 

Solari and Della Torre, 2013). Generally, theorists of SHRM allocate to workers the role of 

mediation between HPWS and firm performance (Solari and Della Torre, 2013), but, though 

the rationale of SHRM states that interrelated and internally consistent HR practices create 

multiple and mutually reinforcing effects on employee motivation and skill acquisition 

(MacDuffie, 1995: 198), the ‘employee-organization fit’ should not be neglected (Boselie et 

al., 2005:80). Indeed, some practices may have positive effects on firm performance, but this 

does not imply that the companies with superior performance are attractive places in which to 

work (Guest, 1997). Conceptually, this remark implies the presence of ‘multiple effects’ of 

HPWS. In this way what happens in the “black box” between HPWS and organizational 

performance becomes much more dense and difficult to explain. Thus, certain high-

performance work practices may result in conflict with work life balance as they negatively 

impact on job-to-home spillover (White et al., 2003) or they may increase workloads and 

stress for workers. Unfortunately, empirical research has often marginalized some HR 

practices related to job security or work life balance (Boselie et al., 2005), which could have a 

supplementary function by offsetting the deficiencies of others (e.g., total reward or corporate 

welfare practices).  

Interestingly, Fleetwood and Hesketh (2007, 2008) argue that the HRM-performance link 

involves a problem of interacting causal phenomena, and therefore it requires robust 

explanation to answering the question ‘Why?’. The authors underline that, with some 

exceptions, the extant research has mainly focused on the prediction, rather than the 

explanatory dimension of HRM-performance link, by elaborating on the ‘What’ and ‘How’ 

questions. They think it is necessary moving toward meta-theoretical options to better 

understand how HR practices enable people to perform.  

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

From the arguments reviewed, three main shortcomings emerge in SHRM literature: 1) a 

lack of explanatory theory about the link between HPWS and organizational performances; 2) 

the existence of causal complexity and methodological issues to find support for the 

configurational approach in SHRM; and 3) the controversial effects of HPWS on workers. 

The lack of theoretical explanations could be due to the difficulties of finding an overall 

theoretical argument which takes into account every level of complementarities. Otherwise, it 



could depend on the presence of multiple and opposite effects on workers and organization. 

Hence, taken together, these limitations appear to be closely intertwined.  From this 

perspective, solving one of them may contribute to solve the others, by clarifying the 

underlying causal mechanisms that link HPWS to organizational performance. 

 While the usefulness of employing set-theoretic methods in configurational approaches has 

been broadly described elsewhere (e.g., Kogut et al., 2004; Fiss, 2011), in this section we 

would discuss that employing set-theoretic methods also may help researchers to scratch the 

under-theorization in SHRM and to better understand the problem of multiple effects in 

HPWS. 

As noted by Schneider and Wagemann (2012), the theory evaluation in set-theoretic 

approaches has been rarely used in the literature, despite its extensive treatment by Ragin 

(1987). The authors point out that set-theoretic methods, and Qualitative Comparative 

Analysis (QCA) in particular, are inductive in their nature, since they emphasize developing 

rather than testing hypotheses. Interestingly, the comparison between the theory-derived 

sufficient path (T) and the solution term of sufficient causal conditions (S) may reveal some 

meaningful intersections. When theory and empirical findings overlap (TS), a theory is 

confirmed. Conversely, theory can be extended when empirical cases not expected by theory 

exist (~TS), and it should be delimitated when theory-expected cases do not empirically occur 

(T~S) (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). On the other hand, theory is very significant in 

QCA because theoretically information is necessary for the choice of cases and attributes and 

it requires a systematic dialogue of ideas and evidence (De Meur and Rihoux, 2002; Rhioux, 

2006). In line with this logic, after preliminary findings, cases, causal condition and outcomes 

can be added, dropped or reconceptualised (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012).  

These characteristics may contribute to both predictive and explanatory dimensions of 

HRM-performance link. First, set-theoretic methods implicitly lead to theoretically justify 

which HR practices are actually related to organizational performance (the ‘what’ question) 

and to find support for their causal conjunction with other environmental and organizational 

features (the ‘how’ question). For instance, the existence of necessary but non-sufficient 

conditions (singly), automatically implies a conjunctural causation, since they could be 

sufficient if combined with others (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012). Finally, and what is more 

interesting, they may allow researchers to develop robust explanations about the underlying 

causal mechanism linking HPWS with organizational performance. If the major difficulty of 

configurational analysis is to understand the unspecified and unknown relationships among 

some elements in reference to a given outcome, set-logic contributes to reduce complexity 

and to find the minimal number of logical statements  (Kogut and Ragin, 2006). In this way, 

causal relations are investigating by unravelling necessary and sufficient conditions and 

combinations of these two types of causes (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012). For instance, in 

line with Cristini et al. (2003), a flat organizational structure may be a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for the implementation of innovative work practices. Other causal 

conditions, such as a wider process of re-organization or particular institutional settings, may 

be required. On the other hand, the analysis of set relations may help in unpacking the 

problem of multiple effects. For instance, some worker-related outcomes (such as well-being, 

stress, workload) may be involved in the causal conditions leading to higher organizational 

performance. In turn, they can be chosen as the outcome of other causal analyses in order to 

better understand the underlying mechanisms of the causal chain which link HPWS with 

workers and, finally, with organizations. In this way we can add our acknowledge about the 

existence of both complementary and supplementary (or compensatory) HR practices leading 

to win-win configurations.  

Overall, set-theoretic methods represent viable tools to manage causal complexity and find 

robust explanations of jointly causal phenomena. Especially, thanks to a continuous dialogue 



between theories and evidences, they provide an intermediate route between the over-tested 

and under-theorized research in HPWS literature. 
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