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When we published a Call for a Special Issue we could not predict that it would take us 
over three years before you could read it today. We started the process by organising a 
symposium at the Academy of Management Meeting in 2015, supported by several 
scholars. We believed in the importance and topicality of the Call as various studies 
claimed the implementation of human resource management (HRM) was an important 
factor for the performance, quality and effectiveness of HRM (Gratton and Truss, 2003; 
Guest and Bos-Nehles, 2013; Huselid et al., 1997).  

We continued the exploration of HRM implementation that was done by previous 
Special Issues (e.g., the special issue on Human Resource Management and the Line in 
Human Resource Management, 2013). Our goal was to explore HRM implementation 
effectiveness in the international arena and to examine its various mechanisms and 
contextual factors. In the international arena, the implementation of headquarter-centred 
decisions is dependent on many critical factors, such as cultural, juridical, legislative, 
strategic and operational differences between subsidiaries. We departed from the idea 
that the quality of HRM practices developed in headquarters, the relationship between the 
headquarter and the subsidiary, the relationship between line managers and employees, 
and HRM professionals, the impact of cross-cultural and cross-national relationships, 
support by HRM professionals on how to implement HRM practices, (in)consistency of 
HRM practices with local and national culture, or leadership styles of managers in 
different countries or cultures – were but few examples of factors that affect the way 
managers implement HRM practices in an international context.  

We define HRM implementation as a process that incorporates all activities necessary 
to put HRM practices into daily organisational life. HRM practices are rarely 
implemented universally across organisations and the effectiveness of the implementation 
may differ considerably between various units or subsidiaries (Guest and Bos-Nehles, 
2013; Stanton et al., 2008). To understand HRM implementation is to understand its 
complex multilevel journey, where scholars distinguish different levels, such as the 
design level (intended HRM practices), the implementation level (actual HRM practices) 
and the experience level (perceived HRM practices) (Makhecha et al., 2016; Wright and 
Nishii, 2013). The complexity of HRM implementation is not, however, limited to the 
variety of levels. It includes various HRM stakeholders, who get involved at different 
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levels and stages: executive managers, HRM professionals, line managers and employees 
(Guest and Bos-Nehles, 2013). These actors have different perceptions of HRM practices 
(Bondarouk et al., 2016; Gerhart et al., 2000; Wright and Snell, 1998; Whitener, 2001) 
and different aspirations of what is needed to implement them effectively. The result 
often is tensions between HRM stakeholders (Beer et al., 2015; Bondarouk et al., 2009). 
Thus, it has been shown that HRM professionals may try to design HRM practices in 
alignment with the environmental context, the business strategy or already existing 
organisational practices (Youndt et al., 1996; Paauwe and Boselie, 2005), line managers 
apply ‘pragmatic changes’ (Makhecha et al., 2016, p.2) to suit HRM practices to their 
specific requirements or decide not to implement intended practices (Guest and Bos-
Nehles, 2013), and employees decide to actively consume only selected HRM practices 
(Meijerink and Bos-Nehles, 2016). Altogether, the HRM implementation drifts in the 
organisational environment, where ‘slight’ changes from the intended direction may 
cascade to huge gaps between designed, implemented and perceived HRM practices 
(Makhecha et al., 2016; Wright and Nishii, 2013).  

To call for a special issue about HRM implementation, with all the described 
complexities, would be an impossible scholarly mission. To keep it focused, our choice 
was directed to the delivery modus of HRM, when HRM practices are executed by line 
managers. Line managers have a critical role in the HRM implementation process (Bos-
Nehles et al., 2013; Brewster et al., 2013) as they are responsible for the management of 
their subordinates at the operational level for which they use HRM practices. Research 
has shown that they enjoy a lot of discretion in the extent and way they implement HRM 
practices and the effectiveness with which they do so (Purcell and Hutchinson, 2007). 
They are often regarded as reluctant to execute their HRM responsibilities (Hall and 
Torrington, 1998; Harris et al., 2002) because they miss the relevant competences and 
motivation (Hailey et al., 2005). HRM professionals also contribute to the effective 
implementation of HRM practices, whereas Guest and Bos-Nehles (2013) have given 
them only an evaluative role in the implementation of HRM practices, Trullen et al. 
(2016) show that they can actively influence HRM implementation effectiveness by 
managing the ability, motivation and opportunity of line managers in the implementation 
process. These HRM stakeholders need to cooperate and interact to implement HRM 
practices effectively (Kuvaas et al., 2014; Makhecha et al., 2016). A harmonious 
relationship between HRM professionals and line managers is thus essential for effective 
delivery and calls for a partnership for effective HRM implementation.  

This special issue had its own implementation trajectory: initially we received seven 
interesting and intriguing papers, covering different aspects of HRM implementation and 
line managers’ involvement in it. Papers came from different countries and examined a 
variety of HRM implementation aspects, such as line managers as key agents in building 
HRM system strength in Irish knowledge-intensive organisations, a role dynamics theory 
approach to examining differences between middle and first-line managers in Belgian 
public organisations, and the role of line managers and co-workers in the HRM-
performance relationship during turbulent economic times in Cyprus. All studies showed 
a variety of theories and research methods, and deserved their place in an academic 
journal. However, in our view, it was difficult to keep the focus in all the papers in line 
with the Call. We would like to thank all authors who went for a journey with us, 
although in the end, we decided to reject their works. Only three studies explicitly  
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answered the Call: they investigated different aspects of HRM implementation in MNCs, 
they tried to address globalisation versus localisation issues, and they focused on multiple 
levels and HRM actors. 

The three papers in this special issue all depart from the process view of HRM 
implementation, in which they focus on different HRM stakeholders. The first paper, by 
Anna Bos-Nehles, Tanya Bondarouk and Sören Labrenz, identifies multifaceted HRM 
implementation scenarios in a Dutch subsidiary of a multinational corporation (MNC). 
They show that the transfer of HRM practices from the HQ to the subsidiary is a process 
in which subsidiary line managers may ignore, imitate, initiate, deviate, internalise or 
integrate HRM practices. By focusing on the role of the subsidiary line manager, they 
reject the idea that line managers are pure executers of HRM practices because they 
display an active and dynamic role in initiating new HRM practices or deviated from the 
intended course. 

In the second paper the attention moves to the role of HRM professionals in 
successful and failed HRM implementation processes. Jordi Trullen and Mireia Valverde 
apply the literature on the use of influence tactics in organisations to the HRM domain 
and demonstrate how HRM professionals use these tactics to improve HRM 
implementation effectiveness. Distinguishing between hard and soft influence tactics, 
they empirically show that consultation and coalition with various HRM stakeholders are 
crucial for the effective implementation of HRM practices.  

The last paper in the special issue builds on the outcomes of the second paper by 
concentrating on the congruence of HRM frames of HR professionals and line managers 
in the implementation of HRM change. Huub Ruël and Markus Gbur distinguish between 
various dimensions of HRM frames in the HRM implementation process: HRM-as-
intended, HRM-as-composed, HRM-in-use and HRM-in-integration. By showing the 
complex process of building HRM frames, one can improve the implementation of HRM 
practices by working towards a partnership between HRM professionals and line 
managers through engaging with their HRM frames. 
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