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Abstract. This paper conceptualizes the linkages between the normative foundations that 

underpin HRM system strength, insights from cognitive psychology, social exchange theory, 

and the leader-member exchange concept in order to bridge the gap between HRM intentions 
and the organizational reality. We start our arguments from the notion of HRM system strength 

[1] that marks the break from the traditional content-based view of HRM, and moves on to view 

HRM as a process. We continue with the input from cognitive psychology that postulates that it 
is organizational members‟ perceptions, filtered through existing mental frames, which form the 

basis for the interpretation and shaping of organizational issues [2] such as HRM. More 

specifically, we build on the notion of “HRM frames” [3], where the HRM within an 
organization can have different connotations depending on the interpretations of the key groups 

of people involved (line managers and employees). 
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Introduction 

Since Bowen and Ostroff [1] introduced the concept of HRM system strength, 

researchers no longer focus solely on which HR practices affect firm performance 

and increasingly focus on how these HR practices should be implemented. They 

contend that the impact of HRM on firm performance also depends on features of the 

HR processes [4]. For HRM to affect firm performance, not only the contents of the 

intended individual HR practices and policies are important: it is equally important to 

design and administer the HRM system such that its content is perceived uniformly 

among employees. For this to occur, it is suggested that HRM needs to send 

unambiguous messages to employees such that a shared meaning of the situation and 

a collective sense of what is expected results [1].  

An interesting discussion has developed in an attempt to explain how HRM 

sends these messages to employees. For example, Wright and Nishii [5] differentiate 

between intended, actual, and perceived HR practices. In their view, the process of 

the HRM system goes through several steps and involves several stakeholders. The 

HR department develops what they intend HR practices to be, line managers use 

these practices and implement them according to their own interpretations, where the 

intentions become actual practices, and employees then experience what they receive 

from line managers as perceived practices. It has been observed that employees‟ 

reactions to HR practices, as they experience them, can differ from the intended HR 

practices developed by HR professionals and/or those put into practice by line 

managers [6]. Gilbert, De Winne, and Sels [7] went a step further and argued that the 

level of HRM implementation depends on the levels of competence, of motivation, 

and of opportunity present in the line managers.  

Recently, researchers have been nuancing the idea of HRM-message-sending by 

actively looking at the involved actors. It is postulated that the quality of HRM is 

dependent on the combination and integration of a range of perceptions of the HRM 

during its implementation [8]. Thus, HR professionals enter the HRM scene in the 

design and administration of the practices [9], line managers in their implementation 

[10], and employees, who receive what “lands” on the shop-floor level [9;11]. It is 

our argument that, of these stakeholders, it is the line managers and employees who 

play a crucial role in the HRM process. They perceive HR practices, as sent out and 

communicated by the HR department. Only as these are passed and filtered through 

line managers‟ and employees‟ perceptions, understandings, and experiences does 

the quality of an HRM system emerge.  

We link our claim above with the growing recognition in the managerial 

literature that, ultimately, it is the actors‟ perceptions of organizational processes, 

filtered through existing mental frames that form the basis for the formulation and 
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interpretation of organizational issues [2]. Further, research shows that people act on 

the basis of their interpretations of the world and, in so doing, they enact particular 

social realities through giving them meaning [12;13;14;15]. Mental frames (or 

representations) of reality are seen to preclude and challenge the processing of 

information [16;17;2] through sense-making and sense-giving processes. This occurs 

when people face new actions, and interpret and communicate their thoughts about 

them [for an overview, see 18;19].   

As such, it is logical to assume that what employees perceive as HR practices 

depends to an extent on what line managers intend to communicate and how they 

intend to apply these practices. This paper argues that understanding interpretations 

of HRM intentions (by line managers) and receptions (by employees) is critical to 

understanding whether HRM systems, as designed and implied by the HRM 

professionals, will be successful. Through this, this paper is contributing to the 

dialogue on HRM system strength. We contend that, before an HRM system becomes 

“strong” [1], the designed, signaled, and communicated HR practices have to pass 

through a two-step framing process. First, line managers have to receive a message 

from an HRM department and then intend to implement the HRM. Second, the 

employees have to receive the HRM message from the line managers. In these steps, 

the line managers and then the employees have to make sense of these messages; and 

it is in this sensemaking process that they develop particular assumptions, 

knowledge, and expectations that then shape their subsequent reactions to it. As 

research on shared frames has shown, it is beneficial if stakeholder groups have 

congruent, or at least similar, frames [20]. In such scenarios, different groups will 

work toward similar goals [3].  

We continue with this scholarly conversation and aim to build a conceptual 

model linking the congruence of HRM frames (line managers and employees) with 

HRM system strength. In more direct terms, we offer a model that addresses the 

antecedents of HRM system strength: the HRM frames and their dependencies.   

1. Development of a HRM system strength model 

To help visualize our conceptualization, we here present the research model that we 

then explain in the text that follows. 
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Figure 1. Conceptualization of HRM frames as antecedents of HRM system strength  

1.1 HRM Frames and their Congruence 

In order for a firm to perform well, its HRM system should be strong, “fostering the 

emergence of a strong organizational climate from (individual) psychological 

climates” [4, p.4]. A strong HRM system is, in turn, characterized by high 

distinctiveness, consistency, and consensus, resulting in shared perceptions in how 

employees understand the messages sent to them. If the organization achieves a 

positive assessment of the HRM system regarding its distinctiveness, consistency, 

and consensus, then the HRM system has succeeded in sending strong signals about 

what the goals of the organization are and what employee behaviors are expected and 

rewarded [1].  

Adopting the concept of “frames” from cognitive psychology [21], this has been 

described as a “repertoire of tacit knowledge that is used to impose structure upon, 

and impart meaning to, otherwise ambiguous social and situational information to 

facilitate understanding” [22, p.56]. In a less profound way, frames are defined as 

organized knowledge structures that allow individuals to interact with their 

environment [23, p.274]. They include assumptions, knowledge, and expectations 

expressed symbolically through language, visual images, metaphors, and stories [14]. 

Various terms have been used to express the idea of cognitive frames, addressing in 

parallel notions of beliefs [24], categories [17;25], taxonomies [26], mental models 

[23], cognitive maps [13;16;27;28], cognitive frameworks [12], and scripts [20;29].  
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Cognitive psychologists argue that the only reasonable claim that can be made of 

mental frames is that they represent subjective data, and that they act as a tool to 

facilitate decision-making, problem-solving, and negotiating within the context of an 

organizational intervention [27]. By facilitating the decision-making and problem-

solving processes, frames allow people to explain the behavior of the world around 

them, to recognize relationships between components, to construct expectations for 

what is likely to occur next, and to proactively shape the thinking processes of others 

through sense-making and sense-giving processes [30;31;32;33). Hence, frames have 

three crucial purposes: they help people to describe, to explain, and to predict events 

in their environment [16;23]. We adopt the definition offered by Bondarouk et al. [3, 

p.475], and view HRM frames as   

“…a subset of cognitive frames that people use to understand Human Resource 

Management in organisations”. 

We argue that an understanding of line managers‟ and employees‟ interpretations 

of HRM is critical in understanding their interactions with the HRM system. To 

interact with the HRM system, line managers and employees have to make sense of 

it; and in this sense-making process, they develop specific assumptions, expectations, 

and knowledge of HRM, which then shape their subsequent interpretations of the 

HRM system. Cognitive frames have been related to managers' performance 

[13;34;35), decision-making [36], performance appraisal [37], strategic behavior 

[25], strategy formulation [17], exercise of power [38], leadership [39], and 

organizational performance [33]. Frames are always interpretive, flexible, and 

context-specific. As Lin and Silva [40, p.50] note, “individuals who rely on the same 

frame to make sense of the same object, in different contexts, may arrive at different 

interpretations of and conclusions about the same object”. That is, it is not possible to 

recognize components of one‟s HRM frame outside the context or in advance.   

Based on studies of the involvement of line managers in HRM [41;42;43), we 

conclude that line managers and employees are unlikely to have identical perceptions 

and frames about HRM systems within their organizations. It is not difficult to 

imagine that line managers might have a longer-term perspective on HRM, expecting 

it to facilitate leadership and talent development. At the same time, they may 

anticipate extra work related to HRM policies, with HRM tasks being devolved from 

the HR specialists to them [43]. This may affect their motivation toward the 
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implementation of HRM practices and result in less priority given to HRM 

responsibilities [10]. Employees, may see themselves as passive actors in the HRM 

arena, maybe partially involved in executing some HR practices, especially given the 

latest developments in e-HRM [44]. At the same time, they may view themselves as 

targets in the HRM policy implementation, and this may put them in an opposing 

stakeholder group - challenging the HRM initiatives [8].   

We draw on Davidson [45] in referring to congruence in HRM frames as the 

alignment of frames across different social groups. By congruent, we do not mean 

identical but, rather, related in content, values, and categories. Members of a group 

tend to develop similar frames of reference that guide their understanding in similar 

ways [46]. Congruent HRM frames would, for example, involve similar expectations 

about the role of HRM in an organization, similar ideas behind the HRM 

transformation, and similar views of HRM practices in organizational reality. These 

frames may lead line managers and employees to expect the same outcomes of a 

training and development program, leading to the same expectations of results. Social 

cognitive studies show that congruent frames lead to increased team effectiveness 

[46;47), collective efficacy [48], and improved organizational performance [49;50].   

Incongruence, on the other hand, reflects different, or even opposing, 

assumptions about key aspects of the HRM implementation. To the extent that 

frames differ across different groups, problems such as non-aligned expectations, 

resistance, and skepticism may occur.  

One conclusion from this is that if the interpretations of line managers and 

employees are congruent, then the HRM system may enjoy a high strength, and it 

may well develop better than where these interpretations are significantly different.  

Based on this, we state our core propositions: 

Proposition 1: Congruence between the HRM frames of line managers and 

employees will enhance HRM system strength. 

Proposition 2: The congruence between the HRM frames of line managers and 

employees is stronger when the HRM practices anticipated by line managers 

(actual HRM practices) and those perceived by employees are in line with the 

HRM practices intended by HR managers. 

1.2 Antecedents of the HRM Frames Congruence: Relationships Matter 

It is our claim that whether the HRM frames of line managers and employees are 

congruent depends on the relationship between the HRM “intenders” and the HRM 

“receivers”. Congruence between the HRM frames of line managers and employees 

concerning how organizational members are developed, rewarded, motivated, and 

retained in the organization can only exist if the receivers of HRM have a good 
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relationship with its intenders. The exchange relationship between HRM intenders 

and receivers affects the cognitive frames regarding HRM perceptions. Following the 

academic traditions of social exchange theory [51] and the norm of reciprocity [52], 

we distinguish two exchange relationships: the employer-employee relationship and 

the supervisor-subordinate relationship. The employer-employee relationship is 

characterized by an exchange relationship between employees and the organization. 

The supervisor-subordinate relationship is a more focused, dyadic relationship 

between subordinates and their superiors [53]. Both relationships, between 

employees and the employing organization and between employee and supervisor, 

have been shown to be based on fulfilling mutual expectations and satisfying mutual 

needs [54].  

The relationship between the employer and the employee is defined as “a 

reciprocal exchange in which employees engage in work-related behaviors that 

benefit the organization in return for resources and support provided by the 

organization” [55] and is based on the beliefs of employees about the extent to which 

the organization values their contributions and cares for their wellbeing [56;57]. This 

belief is often labeled perceived organizational support (POS) [57;58;59]. It is 

associated with trust that the organization will fulfill its exchange obligations, such 

as by rewarding employees. Employees are able to perceive support from the 

organization they work for because they tend to assign humanlike characteristics to 

the organization [57]. Actions taken by members of an organization are experienced 

as indications of the organization‟s intent, rather than attributed solely to an agent‟s 

personal motives [55]. High and low levels of POS can be distinguished. When the 

POS is high, employees perceive an obligation to repay the organization, but this 

obligation is absent when a low POS is perceived. This leads to our third proposition: 

Proposition 3: The degree of congruence between HRM frames is contingent on 

the employer-employee relationship. Strong employer-employee relationships, 

characterized by high levels of perceived organizational support, will enhance 

the HRM frame congruence.  

The relationship between a supervisor and his/her subordinates is dependent on 

the quality of the working relationship between the two, in which both are dependent 

on the other to maximize their individual contributions [54]. This reciprocal 

relationship between supervisor and subordinate is referred to as a Leader-Member 

Exchange (LMX) [55;60;61;62]. According to Graen and Scandura [63, p.182], this 

relationship is based on a social exchange, wherein “each party must offer something 
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the other party sees as valuable and each party must see the exchange as reasonably 

equitable and fair”. The basic premise of LMX is that supervisors differentiate 

among subordinates, rather than treating them all in the same way. In so doing, they 

form varying relationships, ranging from ones strictly based on the employment 

contract to relationships that involve the exchange of resources [55]. Based on the 

levels of mutual support, trust, and respect, two forms of LMX relationship can be 

distinguished. In a high-quality LMX relationship, supervisors like and trust „in-

group‟ employees who receive ready access to information and support, and can 

participate in decision-making [64]. In return, subordinates offer their commitment, 

engagement, loyalty, and performance [65]. In such a high-quality relationship, one 

can see a trade-off, with both partners supplying resources that support the other 

partner. On the other hand, a low-quality LMX relationship only exists as a formal 

work relationship which is determined by the hierarchy defined by the job positions 

that the members hold in the company [65]. This leads to our fourth proposition: 

Proposition 4: The degree of congruence between HRM frames is contingent on 

the supervisor-subordinate relationship. A good supervisor-subordinate 

relationship, characterized by a high-quality leader-member exchange, will 

enhance the congruence between HRM frames.  

HRM frames are characterized by the HRM receptions of employees that are 

congruent with the HRM intentions of line managers. The successful implementation 

of HRM practices is based on line managers and employees having shared perceptions, 

leading to congruent HRM frames based on the perceptions of line managers and 

employees.  

The supervisor-subordinate relationship is a dyadic relationship between, in this 

instance, a line manager and an employee; whereas an employer-employee relationship 

can be defined as a global relationship between an employee and the organization [54]. 

We argue that a high-quality exchange relationship between a line manager and an 

employee can result in more congruent HRM frames than a high-level relationship 

between an organization and an employee because the HRM frames are dependent on 

the HRM intentions of line managers and the HRM receptions by employees, leading 

to our final proposition: 

Proposition 5: A supervisor-subordinate relationship has a stronger explanatory 

power on the congruence of HRM frames than the employer-employee 

relationship.  

2. Contextual factors 

Among the broad range of contextual factors that might affect the congruence of HRM 

frames, and impinge upon the direct and indirect relationships in the suggested research 

model, we distinguish three that, in our view, produce crucial contingency effects. 
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2.1 Internal fit of HRM practices 

A fundamental idea in strategic human resource management is that HRM practices 

should be internally consistent and establish a complementarity or synergy [66;67]. 

This idea is based on the argument that a given HRM practice will be able to yield 

significant effects when it is combined with other effective HRM practices [68]. These 

practices thus need to support and enhance one another in a coherent system, or bundle, 

of practices. According to Delery [69], a configuration with internally-aligned HRM 

practices will lead to higher levels of organizational performance than single isolated 

HRM practices.  

 Reflecting Proposition 2, we assume that the congruence of the HRM frames of 

line managers and employees will be stronger when line managers‟ anticipation and 

employees‟ perceptions of HRM practices are both the same as the HR managers‟ 

intentions with the HRM practices. When the intended HRM practices are internally 

consistent, the HRM frames of line managers and employees are predicted to be more 

congruent than when the intended HRM practices are not aligned. If both line managers 

and employees have the feeling that the individual HRM practices fit together and 

support one another then their HRM frames will be more congruent because line 

managers anticipate and implement an internally consistent system of HRM practices 

and employees then perceive and understand the HRM practices as fitting together as a 

system. Should the intended HRM practices be internally inconsistent, HR managers 

run the risk that line managers and employees will question the effectiveness of the 

HRM practices and become confused about the intentions of the individual practices. 

Here, the congruence between the HRM frames of line managers and employees could 

be less.  

2.2 HR orientation 

Although HR professionals may perform multiple roles, we follow Lepak, Bartok, and 

Erhardt [70] and Marler [71] who contend that there will be a dominant HR orientation, 

i.e. a role in which HR managers spend the most time. Based on classic works on HR 

roles [72;73], we identify two main HR orientations: administrative and capability 

building. In firms where HR professionals are expected to build an efficient 

infrastructure, the dominant HR orientation is that of an administrative expert [72]. In 

firms where building organizational capabilities and human capital are the primary 

deliverables, HR professionals will spend most of their time on developing practices 

that develop and build human capital and boost internal organizational capability.  

When firms view an HRM system (philosophy, policies, and practices) in terms of 

improving efficiency, reducing headcount, and lowering transaction costs, HR 

professionals are likely to spend most of their time on administrative tasks to justify 
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and evaluate the HRM system on the basis of cost savings. Adopting a capability 

building perspective, firms are more likely to justify and evaluate HRM systems not 

simply by them cutting costs, but by making sure HRM contributes to the uniqueness 

of a human capital system that develops and supports organizational capabilities.  

We assume that in order to boost the level of HRM frame congruence and, thus, 

HRM system strength, HR professionals need to be aware of their primary orientation. 

If the HR function is to strengthen the HRM system, then it should stay within this 

scope. Thus, an HR function that is largely oriented toward administrative expertise 

should focus on cost efficiency in communicating with line managers and employees. 

Conversely, an HR function primarily oriented toward building capabilities should 

focus on growth and development in its communications. If the HR function sends out 

messages that conflict with its orientation this is likely to increase confusion between 

line managers and employees, leading to incongruent HRM frames, and a weak HRM 

system.   

2.3 Participation in the HRM system 

Participation is acknowledged as a factor that affects people's commitment to an 

organizational phenomenon. In this paper, we define participation as activities and 

behaviors of organizational members related to designing and implementing an HRM 

system. Participation has been shown to have an impact on the attitudes of 

organizational members. Types of participation (of top management, HR professionals, 

line managers, and employees) can include HRM project initiation, determining HRM 

system objectives, and developing HRM deliverables.  

We follow Barki and Hartwick [74] in proposing three possible dimensions for 

participation: overall responsibility, the organizational member-HRM relationship, and 

hands-on activities. Overall responsibility covers activities that reflect overall 

leadership in HRM development, including being the leader of the project team, being 

responsible for selecting personnel, estimating costs, and requesting funds. The 

member-HRM relationship includes development activities that reflect communication 

and influence; it may include the initial evaluation and approval of a formal agreement 

of work to be done by HR professionals, being kept informed during the various stages 

of the HRM system‟s development, and the evaluation of work done by the HRM staff. 

Hands-on activities are those specific physical implementation tasks that are performed 

on various levels. 

It would seem reasonable to anticipate that if organizational members participate 

in the development process of an HRM system that they are likely to develop shared 

HRM frames. Consequently, they are likely to develop beliefs that the HRM system 

is good, useful, important, and personally relevant. Through participation, 

organizational members can develop feelings of HRM ownership, a better 

understanding of the firm‟s processes, and how those processes can help them in 

their work.  

The way in which users participate, and the extent to which their inputs are 

actually used, can also vary, and this is addressed by Ives and Olson [75]. The degree 

of participation is usually equated to the amount of influence an organizational 
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member has over the final product (here the HRM system) [75]. The following 

categories provide examples of increasing degrees of participation: no participation 

(organizational members are not invited to participate); symbolic involvement (they 

are invited but their inputs are largely ignored); participation by advice (advice is 

solicited through firm-wide surveys or interviews); participation by weak control 

(organizational members have “sign-off” responsibilities at every stage of the HRM 

system‟s development); participation “by doing” (organizational members are 

involved in project work); strong control (organizational members‟ performance is 

directly dependent on the evaluation of the outcomes of their development effort and 

HRM system strength).  

It is logical to presume that a high degree of participation in the design and 

development of an HRM system may pay off in terms of HRM frame congruence, 

and a stronger HRM system. Conversely, in organizations where only top 

management and HR professionals are involved in the HRM system design, or 

employees are only involved at the symbolic level, gaining shared perceptions and 

beliefs might be difficult, resulting in weak HRM systems. 

Conclusion 

In this article, we have suggested conceptualizing the antecedents of HRM system 

strength through the theoretical lens of cognitive psychology and social exchange 

theory. We follow the academic debates within framing research, and postulate that 

an organization‟s members act according to the meanings they attach to an HRM 

system, and that their actions shape the meaning of HRM for others and for the 

organization as a whole. Even if HRM policymakers send clear HRM signals about 

HRM and thus shape a strong HRM situation [1], the ultimate outcomes will still 

depend on how the enacted HRM frames are constituted by employees.  

We argue that how HRM policies actually work in the reality of an organization 

is not predetermined; rather HRM-in-practice will be affected by the actors‟ 

understandings of the HRM policies and rules, based on their individual HRM 

frames. These understandings will be influenced by the images, descriptions, 

discourses, and rhetoric recurrently built into organizations by the HR specialists, 

managers, and the employees themselves [76]. Referring to the work of Regnér [77] 

we go a step further and call for a combination of these understandings. Integrat ing 

the perceptions of line managers and employees about HRM, rather than taking them 

individually, may satisfy the resource-based criteria of rareness and uniqueness, and 

thus contribute to the competitive advantage of an organization. 

Given that the concept of frames refers to a dynamic process, it is especially 

valuable to examine changes associated with HRM implementation over time. Social 

cognitive research has shown that mental frames are “hidden” sense-making and 

sense-giving mechanisms during the process of organizational change [78]. 

Similarly, HRM frames could be used to track changes in the meanings that 

employees ascribe to HRM policies and practices over time, thus providing a basis 

for a research method for investigating HRM changes.  
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Attempting to assess congruence, or the lack of it, in HRM frames through the 

analysis of people‟s assumptions, expectations, and interpretations also raises a 

number of methodological issues, and there are a number of research methods that 

could be applied in studying HRM frames across relevant social groups. Approaches 

such as discourse-based interviews [49], critical linguistic analysis [79], ethnographic 

methods [80], and conversation analysis [81] all potentially provide useful guidelines 

for eliciting meanings.   
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