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THE SUCCESSFUL IMPLEMENTATION OF STRATEGIC HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT PRACTICES: A CANADIAN SURVEY
ABSTRACT
Theory and research suggests that technical human resource management (HRM) effectiveness, which involves psychometrically sound HRM practices designed to achieve specific short-term objectives, is a required foundation to successfully implement a Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) process. The purpose of this investigation was to assess whether Canadian organizations had achieved this level of technical HRM. Results suggest that the majority of Canadian organizations do not have the  foundation for the development of a SHRM process.
The human resource (HR) function can provide organizations with a sustained competitive advantage, and thus improve firm performance (Becker & Gerhart, 1996). With traditional methods of differentiation offering less likelihood of a competitive advantage,  Becker, Huselid, Pickus & Spratt, (1997) suggest that organizations seeking a competitive advantage must focus on developing a strategic role for HRM systems.  It has been proposed that for Human Resource Management to be considered strategic (SHRM) HR practices must be linked (1) to each other, (2) to the HR strategy, and (3) to the organization=s strategy (Jackson & Schuler, 1995).


Huselid, Jackson and Schuler (1997) dichotomized HRM activities into (1) Technical HRM and (2) SHRM.  Technical HRM involves psychometric guidelines that focus on specific short-term objectives (e.g. valid selection programs for hiring).  Effective technical HRM involves the following (1) selection practices that are validated, (2) performance systems that have been developed to minimize rating errors, (3) compensation systems that are linked to performance, and (4) training that is evaluated to assure transfer to the job.  If organizations have not yet achieved at least moderate levels of technical HRM effectiveness then they lack the foundation required to successfully implement SHRM activities (Huselid et al., 1997).  Effective SHRM involves designing and implementing internally consistent HR practices that ensure that the output of a organization=s Human Resources contribute to the achievement of the organization=s objectives (Huselid et al., 1997).   

The purpose of this study is to assess the level of technical HRM sophistication in Canadian organizations, specifically in the areas of (1) selection, (2) performance appraisal, (3) compensation, and (3) training.  Without a reasonable sophistication level in these four important areas the development of SHRM systems is not likely. Without SHRM, Canadian organizations will be less likely to develop a sustainable competitive advantage in the  global economy.

SELECTION
A valid selection process is an important part of a technical HRM system, which is necessary for developing a SHRM process  Choosing the correct employee is essential to the development an effective SHRM system.  Valid selection procedures  add flexibility so that an organization may be in a better position to implement strategy (Wright & Snell, 1998). 

THE INTERVIEW.  When structured, the interview has been shown to be both a reliable and valid predictor of job performance (Wiesner and Cronshaw, 1988). The present research will not only determine how many organizations in Canada use the interview, but also whether they use a structured or unstructured approach.

OTHER SELECTION METHODS. We have classified selection methods into three categories (1) Paper and pencil tests, (2) Rapid screening devices and (3) Behavioral tests. Using combinations of these in conjunction with the interview would improve the validity of selection decisions, and provide one of the foundations for a SHRM system.

Paper and Pencil Tests. Aptitude tests have been widely used to make selection decisions, and their  validity has been favorable (Cronshaw, 1991). Personality Tests have also been used but have been considered inappropriate because of their low  validity. More recent research, however, shows personality tests can be an effective selection device (Hogan, 1991). 

Rapid Screening Devices. Two rapid screening devices that are valid for for certain jobs are the Weighted Application Blank (WAB) and Biographical Information Blank (BIB). 

Behavioral Tests.  The two types of behavioral tests examined are the Assessment Center and Work Sample Test. The Assessment Center is more costly to develop and operate than the Work Sample but both have the advantage over paper and pencil tests because they tend to have good content and face validity (Cronshaw, 1991).

THE ISSUE OF VALIDITY. Effective technical HRM (the precursor to SHRM) means that the HR practices and procedures must be validated. Previous research suggests that Canadian HR practitioners demonstrate a lack of understanding when it comes to the issue of validity (Thacker and Cattaneo, 1992). This issue therefore will be further explored.

PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL
An effective performance appraisal can be helpful when developing a SHRM system by providing (1) an effective criterion  for the validation of selection methods, (2) benchmarks for the needs assessment and evaluation of training, and (3) valid information for performance based compensation. Cronshaw (1991) dichotomized performance appraisal instruments into (1) technically simple (Management by Objectives [MBO], Rank Order, etc.) and (2) technically complex  (Behavioral Anchored rating scales [BARS], Mixed Standard Scales [MSS] etc.). Compared to technically simple, technically complex systems have been shown to be more reliable and have construct validity (Latham & Wexley, 1981), and are more resistant to rater bias (Fay & Latham, 1982). Technically complex appraisals, therefore, would be part of a necessary foundation to develop SHRM.

THE PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL/COMPENSATION LINK
 When employee behaviors focus on business priorities (goals, objectives, etc.) organizational success is more likely  (Becker et al., 1997).  Therefore, a valid link between  performance and compensation (technical HRM) is a necessary foundation for a SHRM process.

TRAINING
Training programs improve employee skills which can impact on employeeand organizational adaptability  (Wright & Snell, 1998).  Through effective training, employees are taught behaviors that focus on the achievement of organizational objectives.  SHRM would require training of employees toward behaviors that are necessary to achieve organizational objectives. To be sure training is accomplishing these goals, it must be evaluated. Kirkpatrick (1979) identified 4 levels of evaluation (1) reaction, (2) learning, (3) behavior, and (4) results. Evaluation of Abehavior@ and  Aresults@ are important in an effective SHRM. Earlier research suggests that only 16 percent of Canadian organizations evaluated at the behavior level, and 6 percent evaluated at the results level (McIntyre 1994).


METHOD
SUBJECTS 
Two hundred and two employees from the HR function in their organization, participated in the survey; a 22.1% response rate. Respondents were from 9 of the 10 Canadian provinces. Forty percent reported they had less than 200 employees, 34 percent had between 201 and 1000 employees, and slightly over 25 percent had over 100 employees.
PROCEDURE
A mailing list of companies across Canada, which provided the name of either the Human Resource Manager, Vice President of Human Resources, or President, was purchased from Dunn and Bradstreet. Copies of the survey were mailed to individuals on the list along with a cover letter which asked that survey be completed by the most knowledgeable HR person in the company and returned in the self-addressed envelope provided. 


RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

SELECTION METHODS

THE INTERVIEW   All respondents indicated they used the interview.  Eighty three percent of those using the interview reported using a structured approach. Of these, almost half (46%) were using the Behaviourial Description Interview. This is good news, given the BDI is one of the more valid methods of interviewing ( Pulakos and Schmidt, 1995).  The other 37 percent are also using some type of structured interview.  Most Canadian organizations are, therefore, not using the unstructured interview, which has inherent reliability problems. 

OTHER SELECTION METHODS. Thirty four percent of the respondents used the interview as their only selection method. When these respondents were asked why they did not use any other testing method, most (54%) indicated Athe interview was simpler and better.@
The remaining two-thirds used at least one of the previously identified testing methods in conjunction with the interview for some of their selection decisions. As Table 1 indicates, paper and pencil tests were used most, and rapid screening least. 

Table 1.     Percentage of Organizations Reporting Use of Testing Methods for Selection
Paper & Pencil


Rapid Screening

Behavioral



Personality
Aptitude
Other
WAB
BIB
Assessment Center
Work Sample
Other

25%
36%
23%
3%
6%
12%
29%
7%

An important issue in the development of any selection process is validation. Of those using these tests, only thirty five percent  validated of their personality tests, and 30 percent validated their aptitude tests. Thirty three percent validated their work samples and 25 percent validated their assessment centers. In almost all cases where validity was assessed, content validity was used in conjunction with either concurrent or predictive validation; which makes sense, as a job analysis (content validity) is critical to validation

Sixty nine percent indicated they did not know how to determine all the types of validities.  Table 2 indicates the fewest understood validity generalization; the best understood was Content Validity. Even Content validity, however, was not understood by over two thirds of respondents. 

Seventy three percent indicated they did not validate any of their selection methods (including the interview). The fact that many of the respondents indicated that they did not know what the terms mean, or how to validate,  suggests a widespread lack of understanding of the importance of validation of selection methods. Canadian organizations, therefore, may not have the  understanding necessary  to develop a SHRM system. In terms of selecting employees using the methods indicated, the actual selection process may not be as bad as it first looks.
First, given that the majority use a structured interview, and supplement the interview with a selection test, suggests they are combining information from different sources for some positions. The structured interview, particularly for those using the BDI should have content validity, given that questions for the BDI are based on job content (Pulakos and Schmidt, 1995). 

Table 2.      Percent Indicating Level of Knowledge of the Various Types of Validates

Content
Concurrent
Predictive
Generalization

Have never heard of the term
38
54
40
60

Have heard of it but do not know how to obtain it
34
32
38
27

Have heard of it and know how to obtain it
28
14
22
13

Regarding tests, many reported using an aptitude or work sample test.  Aptitude tests measure cognitive ability, and Hunter (1986) indicates one of the best predictors of job performance for any job is cognitive ability. For those using work samples, the nature of the development of work samples is "content valid;" Therefore, content validity of a sort is being used, albeit crudely. This is not to suggest that the validity of the overall selection process could not be improved upon; but the use of aptitude or work sample tests probably results in reasonable validities for selection. For personality tests, the issue is more of a concern. There is support for some personality traits as a predictor (Hogan, 1991) but in most cases it still requires validation.

PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL
Seventy three percent of respondents indicated they used one or more of the technically simple performance appraisal methods. The two most popular were the WP&R (51%) and MBO (49%). Regarding technically complex, BARS was used most (21%) with PDA second (11%). This seems to be an improvement as previous research  reported only 3 percent using BARS and less than 1 percent using PDA (Thacker & Cattaneo, 1992).
This is still very low considering that for an effective SHRM, you need to have psychometrically sound measures.

THE PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL/COMPENSATION LINK
Table 3 indicates that for management positions,  over half of the organizations use

 Table 3.             Percentage Indicating the Reasons for Use of Performance Appraisal
Level
Compensation Decisions
Professional Development

Blue Collar
9.7
51.2

Lower Management
68.7
88.0

Upper Management
60.8
74.3

performance appraisals  to make compensation decisions.  This looks like good news as it is important to have a positive relationship between performance and compensation in a SHRM system.  However, the majority of the appraisals are technically simple, and as a result are less likely to be valid identifiers of high performers, a critical component of a SHRM. For blue collar workers, the results are much less encouraging with only 10 percent tying pay to performance. 

TRAINING
Sixty two percent of management and 70 percent of non-management training was not evaluated in terms of its transfer to the job.  At the "results" level 57 percent of management and 65 percent of non-management training was not evaluated. Once again, in order to have the effective SHRM system  you need to be sure that all HR activities are focused on the objectives of the organization. Training that is not meeting this goal needs to be revamped. Without evaluation of training, success is unknown. The positive news is that there seems to be an increase in these two areas of evaluation when compared to the McIntyre (1994) study.   

LIMITATIONS
There are a number of limitations to this study. In terms of the interview, there are many types of structured interviews, and some are more valid than others. Future research should examine the use of various structured approaches beyond the BDI.
Regarding the performance appraisal data, we are simply determining the type of method used, (not the developmental process used, or how well it is implemented). Furthermore, we use the term Behaviorally Anchored Rating Scales to include BES and BOS, and perhaps we should have had these separately identified, given the different research results that are forthcoming. Finally, in a long survey such as this one, we are assuming those completing the survey are knowledgeable enough to understand the terms used. Although we asked specifically if respondents understood what was being asked for some questions, for others, we did not. In light of the above comments, it should also be mentioned that when such macro surveys are done,  a loss of some specific information should be expected. This data should be a starting point for more micro-analysis of  these issues.


CONCLUSIONS
Based on the survey, overall, in terms of psychometrically sound technical HR practices, the Canadian organization still has a long way to go. The use of structured interviews and supplemental testing is a step in the right direction,. But, the lack of understanding of validity, and the number of tests which are being used without being validated remains a concern.. 

There is a concern regarding the performance appraisal methods being used in the workplace, although the use of technically complex methods seems to be on the increase.

Finally, although on the increase, evaluation of training at the behavior and results levels is not occurring in the most Canadian organizations.  As academics, we need to bridge the gap between us and the practitioner in order for organizations to capitalize on the value of a strong SHRM system. 
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