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Understanding the Mosaic: National Insights
and International Dimensions

KATHY MONKS

INTRODUCTION

The use of the metaphor of a mosaic seems to beicé is particularly appropriate
to making sense of the complexity that comprisdsrivational HRM. Within the
image of a mosaic, two elements emerge. Firstitbgaic is made up of tiny pieces,
each of which is of no significance on its own awvitich can only be interpreted in
the context of the bigger picture. Second, the toogon of the mosaic is not a
random activity: both the artist and the onlookavédnto make sense of the materials
in order to construct order, symmetry and meanirgnf the small pieces of
information. In the case of the artist, decisioasénto be made not only on what the
picture should look like but also on which of themyg elements that comprise that
picture need to be given prominence within thesfieid product. In the case of the
onlooker, interpretation is required in order talerstand the picture presented. The
process of sense making is thus two-way. At theesime, it may also be the case
that the person engaged in building the picture matyunderstand or interpret the
world in the same way as the person viewing it.

The extension of this analogy to considering how mvake the connections
between national HRM practices and systems and whdabel international HRM
practices and systems indicates the complexitssved in our task. Indeed, even to
use the term ‘national HRM system’ is one fraughthwdifficulties as national
systems comprise a variety of different elemen®R: pélicies and practices (that can
vary considerably between firms), employee relaisgstems (both unionised and
non-unionised), employment legislation, employ&adies, trade unions, government
and national institutions — to name just a few. dddition, the national and
international elements cannot be considered asssagly distinct and separate from
each other; Ireland’s position within the EU aloapart from her membership of
other communities, implies that considerations atianal dimensions are becoming
increasingly difficult to disentangle from theirder context.

At the same time, it is well documented that whemnizance is taken of
employees then, at this level, ‘employees’ undeditay of work, their approach to it
and the way they expected are factors most direoflyenced by the norms and
values of their country’ (Raghuram, London and Hgaltsen, 2001: 738). In addition,
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managers are also influenced by ways of managimgaaganizing that cannot be
divorced from the society in which they operate fdtede, 1993). Thus, ‘compared to
any of the organisational functions, human resouneeagement practices are likely
to be influenced by -culture-specific proceduresgaloregulations and norms
(Raghuram et al., 2001: 738).

The process of mosaic-making first of all requitke assemblage of the tiny
pieces. In this paper, the pieces were choserotrgftect as far as possible some of
the key themes that have emerged in Irish reseanchanalysis into HRM. Then
comes the complex task of fitting these piecesttmgein a way that builds a picture
rather than a hodge podge of disconnected elemieinss, though, it is necessary to
decide what the finished picture should look likel & reflect on the image of Ireland
that is presented to the world in 2003.

IRELAND: THE CELTIC TIGER?

The traditional picture of a donkey and cart stagdiutside a thatched cottage that
has for so long embodied the Irish Tourist Boardiage in its marketing strategy for
Ireland is one that is fast losing relevance. B@this needed to be replaced by one
depicting a Celtic tiger in full roar against a kdp of high tech industries in the
Silicon valley of Lucan in West Dublin. In providjnsuch contrasting images, it is
useful to consider some of the key economic diffees that emerged in Ireland
between 1993 and 2000. These are outlined in Tlable

Table 1: Ireland’s Economic Development 1993-2000

1993 - 2000
Average growth of GDP 9.3% per year
Average growth of GNP 8.4% per year
Increase in employment 4.7% per year
Level of unemployment 1.15 million to 1.65 million
Unemployment 15.9% to 4% (2001)
Productivity growth 3.4%

Source: NESC (2002)

While the picture would need to be slightly altefed2003 with the tiger’s roar now
somewhat muted by a slowdown in economic developntias picture of Ireland in
2003 is of a country focused on encouraging ananptmg investment from high
techindustry with a well-educated workforce who éagxpectations of a high
standard of living. This is a country that has expeed an influx of immigration
during the late 1990s that has transformed theiquely homogeneous culture into
one with a multiplicity of ethic groups and langeag

In trying to understand the transformation proceisss useful to consider the
insights that are provided by a resource-based wiethe firm (e.g. Barney, 1991).
This work has led to a rethinking of the potentiahtribution of HRM to competitive
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advantage (Delery and Doty, 1996; Huselid, 199%)particular, the resource-based
view has drawn attention to the impact that effectystems of HRM, rather than
individual HR practices, may have on firm performanSuch systems, as Huselid
(1995:636) points out, 'simultaneously exploit getential for complementarities or
synergies among such [HR] practices and help tdement a firm's competitive
strategy'. While this work does not at present mkteo considering the impact of
national systems on firm competitiveness, it isfuls® borrow from the thinking on
HR systems research in order to try and make sanée multiplicity of information
available on HRM in Ireland.

Thus, the model devised by Becker, Huselid, Pickud Spratt (1997), as shown
in Figure 1, provides a way of considering the trefeship between HRM and
performance that in this case is utilised to urtdeis not simply firm performance but
also the performance of a national system. It tgpegsible to consider all elements of
this system, instead this analysis will concentaatehe second element in the chain:
the design of the HRM system. In trying to underdtthe design of the HRM system,
consideration will be given to two factors that bdeen identified as making a major
impact: the influence of foreign investment andane’s approach to partnership.
Focusing on these two issues also allows for timsideration of the influence of both
international and national HRM systems on HRM @ldnd.

Figure 1: A Model of the HR-Shareholder Value Relabnship

E gl cryp e
Busides Desagn of Preouctivity
d Human Eargloyas i ARy Prafits TR
;“F': Resourca ‘ Miothvation * Croatity ¢ Oparating ;gwh ¢ kag
Initlstives Mar agenant Job Desgn Dlacetianary Performmancs
Systam & Wk Effart
Shruchures

Source: Becker, Huselid, Pickus and Spratt (199Y: 4

INTERNATIONAL HRM SYSTEMS

One of the issues raised within the internatior@Mliterature is the extent to which
MNCs, through the process of foreign direct invesit(FDI), adopt the HRM and IR
practices of their host countries. This issue, gahereferred to as ‘the conformance
thesis’, has led to significant debate in Irelandhwcontributions and differing
standpoints taken by academics (Turner et al., 18@ary and Roche, 1999). From
the 1960s, Irish government policy of encouragthgough innovative tax incentives,
the setting up of foreign industry in Ireland, Haesd an enormous impact on the
industrialization and modernization of Irish sogieThese firms brought with them
not only their need for highly trained and skille@ff, but also their HRM policies
and practices. While the Industrial Development hawity (IDA) originally
encouraged union recognition and advised incomimgsfto adapt to local traditions
of industrial relations, increasingly MNCs showedpieference for single union
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agreements or, particularly in the case of the id8sfin the electronics sector, non-
union operations (Gunnigle, 1994; Geary and Ro&B89). In some cases at least,
the HRM policies and practices within these firnegused on individualizing the
employment relationship and the firms pursued ursobstitution strategies that
emphasized direct communications and involvemehis iimpact has increased over
time as Irish industrial policy has focused oneatting high technology foreign direct
investment that has resulted in the arrival of camgs such as Intel, Hewlett Packard
and Microsoft who are identified with their commént to union substitution (Roche,
1997). Indeed, Roche (1997: 121) suggests thate ‘TMA appears anxious to
preserve the scope enjoyed by incoming companiekdose from multiple industrial
relations regimes as their corporate philosophies$ wider strategies dictate.” As a
result, incoming firms have brought within them napproaches to issues such as
performance related pay, profit sharing, job desigpmmunications and problem
solving that have impacted not only on the firmgntiselves but on the wider
organisational community.

The conformance debate may also be extended bygdse question about the
extent to which international firms may temper ti{gnported) HRM practices within
a host country and in so doing create new and iwgat@ractices that are then re-
exported to the parent company and which may tleeadwpted by other companies
within the multinational corporation. It is gendyalaccepted that many HRM
practices cannot simply be imported without anytwal or in some cases legal
adaptation. However, it is sometimes thought tih@& tdaptation is a process of
simplification or dilution in order to cope withlass sophisticated population. But
recognition must be given to the type of societp which they are imported. In the
case of US multinational organisations settingrujreéland, the homogeneous nature
of the workforce, with English the language spoked understood by all employees,
provided the MNCs in some cases with a much monghisticated and better
educated workforce than they might have encounterttn their home country.

It was therefore possible to introduce more compl&M systems than might be
the case in the parent company and to use Irelanthea testing ground for their
success and possible extension to other locatigtménwhe enterprise. However, the
success of such policies, while perhaps showcasieglrish location, may not
necessarily have a positive impact on the long-tsurvival of the Irish division.
Adoption by other firms within the corporation maynply make those firms more
cost effective and perhaps better able to competilmour costs or other factors of
production. Success is transforming HRM practieds)e of potential benefit to the
international firm, may therefore become a doullgesl sword for the national
organisation (Monks, 1996).

There may be other downsides as well to the chamgesght by incoming
MNCs. Sparrow and Hiltrop (1994) suggest that FDdynbe act as a ‘powerful
uncoupling force on national HR systems’ througlr fionpacts:
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* Changes in overall employment levels, the structdin@dustry and operation
of labour markets;

» Establishing a new set of dynamics in terms of iess networking, changed
mindsets and new contexts for HRM decision-making;

» Differences in patterns of HRM between foreign-odnand domestic
organisations; and

* The need to tackle specific HRM problems associatigdl the actual process
of merging and integration.

In the Ninth John Lovett Lecture delivered in 20@&parrow, 2002), Paul Sparrow
examines a range of evidence to consider what aypmpact FDI has made on the
national HRM system. He suggests that there atescto subtle ways in which FD
alters national HR patterns’ and points to the enad from the study of Greenfield
site firms (Gunnigle et al., 2001). This showedtthade unions and collective
bargaining, traditional mechanisms for managing ehmployment relationship in an
Irish context, are facing ‘virtual exclusion’ ineland’s new growth industries with
union avoidance policies and opposition to tradaicpluralist industrial relations.

The Other Side of FDI: The Experience of Expatriats in Ireland

While FDI is often seen as impacting on host couhtRM systems, the experience
can also be viewed from the perspective of those wate part of the expatriate
community that comprise the inward investment.

A study of the experiences of 76 US and Canadipaterates (Flynn and Morley,
2002) indicated that they experienced few problamnasljusting to living and working
in Ireland and in interacting with Irish people. €lih study found no gender
differences in the responses although this may be tw the fact that women
comprised only a small number (11) of their resmorts. However, a research study
again using Canadian expatriates but utilizing alitative approach provides a less
optimistic picture (Leiba- O’Sullivan, 2002). Terpatriates were interviewed for this
study with interviews also taking place with expE#s’ spouses, colleagues and
managers. Most expatriates reported that they @djusasonably well eventually
(after one year), but most reported a very diftidiukt year. One of the difficulties
stemmed from the fact that the English languageoimmon to Canadian and Irish
cultures and this gives a mistaken impressiontti@tultures are also similar. But in
the Irish workplace difficulties emerged with whhée Canadians perceived as a lack
of strategic planning, a lack of procedural claatyd an indifference to time deadlines
(p. 243). Their Irish counterparts recognised theseeptions but their interpretation
focused on the underlying values that drove thé$erehces; values that were based
on cultural differences. Other elements that caysetlems of adjustment related to
a lack of environmental awareness and awarenessafety issues in relation to
children and women, the lack of availability of @dran products, the high cost of
living, the weather with the incessant rain provandampener in more ways than one,
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and the traffic. It should perhaps be pointed dwit tmost Irish people also have
problems in adjusting to these last three factéigally, there were also some

communications problems, particularly in relatiom the level of directness in

conversation as well as the extent to which Irisbgte became defensive when any
problems with aspects of Irish life were identified

Margaret Linehan’s study of 25 senior female exatds based in Ireland found
that women encountered specific problems whilengvand working in Ireland. The
research revealed that women found that ‘the olgs’baetwork’ was alive and
thriving in Ireland and that as females they weeaield access to these networks, in
particular the ones that centred on golf and rugime women found that a good deal
of business was conducted informally through theeevorks but there were no
similar networks for female managers. The view wlaast the existence of such
networks ‘perpetuates more typical male custonalitions and negative attitudes
towards female managers’ (Linehan, 2002: 137) dvat their effects included
‘blocked career development, discrimination, octigpal stress and lower salaries’
(p. 139). The lack of female mentors and role m®a&s also identified as problem
areas. The women expatriates living in Ireland &soountered cultural differences
and barriers: the notion that the husband wasdbenapanying spouse rather than the
woman proving difficult for many social encountershildcare was frequently
problematic as were other support structures.dtighbe pointed out that the barriers
encountered by these women were not encounteredigethey were expatriates or
foreigners but because they were women and otisdr $tudies have reported the
existence of these barriers, particularly withie frofessions (Barker and Monks,
1998).

Interestingly many of the adjustment problems idiext in these studies are not
confined to expatriates; both studies describelprob that are already well known to
and experienced by those whose permanent homes dreland. However, the
significance that these take on when confrontedhferfirst time by an individual who
does not normally live in the culture provides gigs into the types of adaptation that
is required by expatriates. The Leiba-O’Sullivar®d@2) study was undertaken to
explore the extent of cultural adaptation requindten low levels of cultural distance
are involved: close cultural proximity, particularh the case of shared language, can
create unrealistic expectations about the levetufural adaptation that is really
required for successful expatriation.

NATIONAL HRM SYSTEMS

Many commentators suggest that partnership, iniqodat social partnership, has
been a major factor in Ireland’s economic develapmend is an integral part of
Ireland’s route to achieving competitiveness alovitat has been termed the ‘high
road’ of ensuring competitive advantage though teargaa high skill, knowledge

intensive economy. It is useful to consider themsnt from two perspectives: ‘social
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partnership’ exhibited in national agreements, awtkplace partnership which
includes new approaches to working arrangements.

Social Partnership

In 1987 the first of the social partnership prognaes was negotiated. This three year
Programme for National Recovery (PNR) included goneent, trade unions,
employers and farmers. The significant differendthvhis programme from other
attempts at national bargaining was that the ageeenmvolved not just pay but a
wide range of measures that included taxationaseeelfare, employment creation,
public spending, and changes to legislation. Dutimeg1990s the group was expanded
to include interest groups such as the long-terrempioyed and parts of the
voluntary sector. The PNR has been followed by ssgige agreements: the
Programme for Economic and Social Progress (1991-93); the Programme for
Competitiveness and Work (1994-1996); Partnership 2000 (1997-1999); the
Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (2000-2002) andustaining Progress (2003-
2006). Partnership at this level has been insbimaized through the setting up of the
National Centre for Partnership, more recently nstituted in 2001 as the National
Centre for Partnership and Performance with itsioisto refocus partnership around
performance and competitiveness. It is now a withellgl view that these agreements
have contributed to the recovery of the Irish econpan the 1990s.

New Forms of Work Organisation

Two studies in the mid 1990s were positive and @sitstic about the extent to which
new forms of work organisation labeled as ‘collatime production’ had diffused
across the lIrish economy (Sabel, 1996; McCartney &eague, 1997). In these
studies Ireland is portrayed as a country in whegkensive engagement with new
forms of working such as teamworking, empowermeidt jabs enrichment has taken
place and in which there is evidence of the adoptd high performance work
practices. This transformation is seen as playingola in Ireland’s economic
performance. Yet, as Roche and Geary (2000) paiptfor such a diffusion to take
place would be at odds with trends throughout Eeirapd the USA and with those
reported elsewhere in Irish research (e.g. Gunnid®7; Roche and Turner, 1998;
Geary, 1999). Roche and Geary (2000) present fysdirom the UCD workplace
survey (1996-1997) which indicate that the reorgaton of work, while
‘impressive’, is more limited and not quite as cadias has been assumed by some
commentators. In particular, changes that haveroeduare ‘more likely to have been
driven through by unilateral management decisiokinta than by collaborative
production in any of its various forms’ (p. 29).

These findings therefore place Ireland in line wiltk larger Western economies
and Roche and Geary propose that there is no argufoe suggesting that ‘the
transformation and performance of the “Celtic Tigeconomy of the 1990s can be
attributed in any decisive degree to collaborafpreduction’ (p. 29). In a later
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analysis, Geary (1999) considers the extent to hvteamworking has been adopted
within Ireland. He found that while teamworking was widely diffused in Ireland as
elsewhere in Europe’, it was ‘predominantly of #oem that comes close to the
Toyota model’ and that the more advanced Scandinamodel was ‘a very rare
occurrence’ (p. 879). Factors that did appear telaex the incidence and
intensiveness of teamworking in Ireland were theemixto which firms competed on
the basis of product/service customization andai$ wore prevalent in the high tech
and financial services sectors. Interestingly, asoaiation was established between
either greenfield sites or MNCs. In summary, asrégegeints out: ‘That the new
competitiveness of the Irish economy has been waetiavithout significant work
reorganization must now also be acknowledged’ (Ge2899: 886).

At the same time, there are now emerging caseestuadi organisations in which
partnership at enterprise level is taking root amdere there are a variety of
arrangements to involve unions and their membeisoth operational and business
decision-making (e.g. Roche and Geary, 2002). Hewdhese remain the exception
and isolated examples of what can be achieved rraftae what is the norm and
attempts to institutionalize partnership could groproblematic for some MNCs
considering investment or reinvestment (Roche, 1997

The research on new forms of work organisation icmsf other studies that have
been undertaken of the diffusion of HRM practiaesrish organisations. The picture
that emerges is that organisations have for thet ipat not constructed coherent
HRM systems that comprise the integration of a sb@st set of HRM practices
(Monks, 1992/3; Roche, 1999; Monks and McMackinQD0 Rather the focus has
been to adopt HRM practices in one or more poli®as, but without necessarily
giving consideration to the implications that thiay have on the overall system.

HRM SYSTEMS AND PERFORMANCE: NATIONAL AND

INTERNATIONAL DIMENSIONS

In mid 2003, Ireland’s Celtic Tiger seems to beomsewhat endangered species.
Recent data from the Central Statistics Officescaug that the economy slowed
sharply in 2002 and performed particularly weakiythe final quarter. At the same
time, there is strong growth in the multinationact®r (Taylor, 2003). This
phenomenon raises concern about the emergencerobitvdual economies and, in
consequence, raises issues about the emergengmdiiiR systems. Are the national
and international HR systems co-existing, learrfnogn one another, or diverging?
Does the adoption of the types of HR system nowaated with the high tech
foreign-owned industry lead to better performancere other factors at play; what
part do ‘Irish” HR systems play in the lack of merhance of the indigenous sector?

The answer to these questions are not easy to Timel.research undertaken for
this paper indicated that the trying to obtain @yre of a national system of HRM is
a difficult task. The research is scattered in denariety of articles and journals and
the process of making sense of the wide rangingaatiches contradictory findings is
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complex. The task is made more difficult by thetfdere is currently no existing
national database that will allow a full picturelde obtained of the various elements
that comprise HRM in Ireland. Valuable snapshotgehbeen provided by studies
such as the Euronet Cranfield international survefy$iRM and a recent CIPD
Mercer survey (CIPD, 2002) but problems with reggonates and reliance on the
views of the HR manager indicate that a nationatlstthat includes the views of
employees and other managers is sorely needed.thkttitime, the construction of a
mosaic that contains all the pieces and provididad picture will remain a difficult
task.
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