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Executive summary 

Over a decade ago, Human Resource Management (HRM) scholars began to acknowledge 

the centrality of individuals’ experiences for understanding the link between HRM practices and 

organisational outcomes. In other words, we must understand how employees experience HRM 

practices to draw conclusions about individual and organisational outcomes. Despite the mediating 

role of individual experience, it remains unclear how this knowledge translates into practitioner 

approaches. A potential answer to this question lies in the emergence of the real-life phenomenon 

of Employee Experience Management (EEM). However, knowledge about the practitioner 

phenomenon is scarce, which is surprising given the influence of prior phenomena on HRM and 

their potential to contribute to theory development and advancement. The aim of this dissertation 

is to bridge the divide between theory and practice by (1) exploring the phenomenon of Employee 

Experience Management and influences and issues surrounding it, and by (2) enhancing our 

understanding of the experience construct.  

By drawing upon various sets of data and methodological approaches, each paper herein 

addresses a different aspect. Research Paper 1 explores how practitioners working with EEM 

understand the strategic approach and the associated managerial practices. The paper finds that 

Employee Experience Management refers to a bundle of experience-enhancing practices linked to 

four dimensions: the employee, the organisational context, the day-to-day experiences and the 

long-term experiences, often referred to as the employee journey. Paper 2 explores the effect of 

Employee Experience-related job titles (e.g. Employee Experience Manager) that emerged along 

with the new practitioner phenomenon. The paper finds that such job titles can result in a range of 

different outcomes such as confusion, lacking respect, excitement or heightened expectations, 

which poses the risk of dissatisfied employees. Paper 3 studies the use of experience- and 
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performance-enhancing HRM systems (i.e. High Performance Work Systems and Employee 

Experience Management practices) during the pandemic and the influence of HR managers’ 

proactive personality on these systems. The paper finds that proactive personality is positively 

associated with HR systems use provided the organisational impact of the crisis is not exceedingly 

high. Paper 4 examines the crisis experience of HR managers by drawing on and testing extant 

theoretical models to capture their experiences. The paper finds that working in HR is a resource 

for well-being due to experienced task significance and meaningfulness during the crisis.  

Collectively, the four research papers provide meaningful insights into people management 

practice and our overall understanding of experiences in a work context. By focusing on 

contemporary changes in Human Resource Management practice and focusing on those who work 

with it, this dissertation attempts to overcome the divide between theory and practice, as well as 

to initiate the development of new theories that are relevant for both.  
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Dansk resumé 

For mere end et årti siden begyndte forskere inden for Human Resource Management 

(HRM) at anerkende vigtigheden af individers oplevelser for forståelse af sammenhængen mellem 

HRM-praksisser og organisatoriske resultater. Med andre ord: vi må forstå, hvordan medarbejdere 

oplever HRM-praksisser for at kunne drage konklusioner om individuelle og organisatoriske 

resultater. Til trods for viden om, at individets oplevelse kan have en medierende rolle, er det 

uklart, hvordan denne viden omsættes til praksis. Et muligt svar på dette ligger i fremkomsten af 

det aktuelle fænomen kaldet Employee Experience Management (EEM). Viden om dette fænomen 

er imidlertid sjælden, hvilket er overraskende i lyset af tidligere fænomeners påvirkning på HRM 

og deres potentiale til at bidrage til udvikling af praksis og videreudvikling af teori. Målet med 

denne afhandling er at bygge bro mellem teori og praksis (1) ved at undersøge fænomenet 

Employee Experience Management, dets påvirkninger og de temaer, der omkredser det, og (2) ved 

at forbedre vores forståelse af oplevelsen som et teoretisk konstrukt. 

Ved at trække på diverse datasæt samt metodiske tilgange adresserer hver enkel artikel i 

afhandlingen et specifikt aspekt af fænomenet. Forskningsartikel 1 undersøger, hvordan 

praktikere, der arbejder med EEM, forstår den strategiske tilgang og de tilhørende 

ledelsespraksisser. I artiklen fremgår det, at Employee Experience Management refererer til en 

række oplevelsesfremmende praksisser knyttet til fire dimensioner: medarbejderen, den 

organisatoriske kontekst, den daglige oplevelse og den langsigtede oplevelse. Artikel 2 omhandler 

konsekvensen af Employee Experience-relaterede jobtitler (f.eks. Employee Experience 

Manager). Artiklen viser, at sådanne jobtitler kan forårsage en række forskellige resultater så som 

forvirring, manglende respekt, begejstring eller forøgede forventninger og forhåbninger, hvilket 

giver en risiko for utilfredse medarbejdere. Artikel 3 omhandler brugen af HRM- systemer (dvs. 
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High Performance Work Systems og Employee Experience Management praksisser) under covid-

19 pandemien, og hvordan HR-lederes proaktive personlighed indvirker på disse systemer. Studiet 

viser, at proaktiv personlighed er positivt associeret med brug af HRM-systemer, forudsat at den 

organisatoriske effekt af krisen ikke er særdeles omfattende. Forskningsartikel 4 undersøger HR-

lederes kriseoplevelse ved at trække på og teste eksisterende teoretiske modeller. Artiklen viser, 

at det at arbejde med HR bidrager til trivslen som følge af, at arbejdet opleves som betydningsfuldt 

og meningsfuldt.  

Samlet bidrager de fire forskningsartikler med vigtig indsigt i praksis inden for HRM og 

en grundlæggende forståelse af de oplevelser der skabes i en arbejdssammenhæng. Ved at fokusere 

på nutidige ændringer i Human Resource Management og gennem fokus på dem, der arbejder med 

HRM, forsøger denne afhandling dels at mindske skellet mellem teori og praksis og dels at bidrage 

til udvikling af nye teorier på området. 
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Background and aim of the dissertation 

The dynamic world in which we live produces constant alterations in the nature of 

organisations and existing theories (Fisher et al., 2021). New technologies, economic, social and 

political changes or the outbreak of the global COVID-19 pandemic are just a few examples of 

events that have challenged existing knowledge, structures and approaches in the world of work 

(cf. Collings et al., 2021; Kowalski & Loretto, 2017). Organisations are traditionally defined as a 

pool of resources that are organised in an administrative framework (Penrose, 1963). One of a 

company’s most valuable resources are its employees (Lawler et al., 2015), and the field dealing 

with ‘the pattern of planned human resource deployments and activities intended to enable an 

organisation to achieve its goals’ is known as Strategic Human Resource Management, or SHRM 

(Wright & McMahan, 1992, p. 298). In contrast to traditional Human Resource Management 

(HRM), SHRM focuses on the horizontal fit among HR practices and the vertical alignment of 

workforce characteristics and outcomes with an organisation’s strategic needs and external 

contingencies (Kehoe, 2021). The strong focus on organisational performance over individual 

performance (Becker & Huselid, 2006) has raised the criticism that the ‘interests of workers and 

their experiences with SHRM are rarely considered’ (Long, 2007, p. 270).  

To account for employee perspective or ‘insider view’ in SHRM (Guest, 1999), different 

theoretical models have emerged in SHRM that provide a clearer understanding on the process 

through which HRM practices impact individual and organisational performance (e.g. Kinnie et 

al., 2005; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; Wright & Nishii, 2006, 2012). What all models have in 

common is the fundamental idea that HRM practices create experiences that impact employee 

attitudes, leading to behavioural, affective and cognitive manifestations, which in turn impact 

performance on the individual level and/or organisational level (Kinnie et al., 2005; Wright et al., 
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2005; Wright & Nishii, 2012). The centrality of employee experience in linking HR practices and 

performance reflects the general shift in the field from a collective focus with institutional 

implications towards more individual concerns with organisational implications (Cooke et al., 

2021). 

Research examining employee experiences of HRM practices has been growing in recent 

years, providing evidence for the association between employee reports of HR practices and 

employee performance (Meijerink et al., 2021). Exemplary studies range from employee 

experience of talent management (King, 2016) to performance appraisals (Farndale & Kelliher, 

2013) and flexible work arrangements (Chen & Fulmer, 2018). Following Beijer et al. (2019), 

nearly 40% of the HRM–outcome studies published between 2015 and 2017 used employee ratings 

to examine employee perceptions of HR practices, which reflects the growing awareness and 

importance of the topic of employee experiences and perceptions in SHRM. Further, the growing 

number of scientific publications containing the words ‘experience’ and ‘HRM’ indicates the 

overall developments within the field as illustrated below (Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Experience-related publications in HRM from 2010 to 2021.  

Source: Data retrieved from Scopus. Total number of results: 2,017. Query details: ‘Experience’ and ‘Human Resource’ in title, 

abstract or key words. Limited to scientific articles in the area of business.  
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Besides the centrality of employee experiences and perceptions for the HR-performance 

link, Bacon (1999) emphasised decades ago that knowledge about the experiences of employees 

is beneficial for drawing conclusions about the usefulness of HR practices. Furthermore, Gratton 

and Truss (2003) added that employee experience should be a central element in the evaluation of 

HRM strategy usefulness. Beyond the importance of individuals’ experiences for HRM strategy, 

decision making and theory, studies have also emphasised the significance of experiences for 

employees. For instance, van Boven and Gilovich (2003) found that people favour experiences 

over material possessions because they are more meaningful for one’s identity. Furthermore, Lee 

et al. (2018) stress that positive experiences in the workplace have a spill-over effect on life 

satisfaction and happiness.  

Recently, HRM scholars begun to address the methodological and conceptual issues that 

accompany the inclusion of employee experiences in HRM (Beijer et al., 2021; Meijerink et al., 

2021; Van Beurden et al., 2020), e.g. the measures used to capture employee reports of HRM. In 

contrast, scholars have given little consideration to the question of how the importance of 

employee experiences of HRM translates to HRM practice.  

A potential answer to this central question lies in the emergence of the phenomenon known 

as Employee Experience Management (EEM) in people management practice. Parallel to HR 

theory, HRM practitioners and organisational decision makers are beginning to acknowledge the 

strategic importance of employee experience. A survey among 9,400 business and HR leaders 

indicates that 84% of respondents rated the topic of ‘Human Experience’ as ‘important’ or ‘very 

important’ for their organisation’s future success (Deloitte, 2019). Moreover, a recent study with 

Scandinavian HR practitioners conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic reflects a similar trend: 

almost half (41.1%) of respondents stated that they work with the topics of HRM and Employee 
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Experience (Wunderlich & Løkke, 2020). While established practitioner journals such as the 

Harvard Business Review or the MIT Sloan Management Review published articles linked to the 

topic of Employee Experience (e.g. Dery et al., 2017; Yohn, 2016), insights grounded in sound 

empirical research about the growing phenomenon are scarce.  

Considering the continuous and parallel expansion of experiences in both fields, the 

incongruence between scholarly research and practice is surprising. In 2021, a search on LinkedIn 

yields almost 10 000 results for practitioners with an Employee Experience-related job title, such 

as Employee Experience Manager or Head of People Experience. Likewise, data from search 

engines suggests that interest in the phenomenon is growing, rather than declining, since its 

emergence (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Interest in Employee Experience Management from 2015 to 2021.  

Source: Data retrieved from Google Trends. Interest over time: numbers represent search interest relative to the 

highest point on the chart for the time. A value of 100 is the peak popularity for the term. Exact search term: ‘employee 

experience management’. Area: world-wide.  
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We can understand phenomena such as EEM broadly as ‘irregularities that are unexpected, 

that challenge existing knowledge […] and that are relevant to scientific discourse’ (von Krogh et 

al., 2012, p. 278). Phenomena may relate to trends, events or evolutions (Doh, 2015), but while 

trends are considered short-term phenomena (von Groddeck & Schwarz, 2013), the constant 

growth of Employee Experience Management implies that it has likely outgrown the phase of 

ephemerality. The COVID-19 pandemic may have even amplified its importance in practice by 

changing ‘the experience of work for the vast majority of employees’ (Collings et al., 2021, p. 2).  

Following Ployhart and Bartunek (2019), there is abundant evidence that good practice can 

foster theorising and advancements. Employee Experience Management may change the practices 

that organisations use to manage their employees and thereby contribute to well-being and/or 

performance. It therefore comes as a surprise that scholars have overlooked the emergence of 

Employee Experience Management, especially given HRM’s history with phenomena.  

Scholars labelled Strategic HRM itself as a phenomenon at the time of its emergence. For 

instance, Boxall (2018) wrote in a recap on 30 years of strategic HRM that the first papers in the 

1990s ‘reflected on the arrival of the HRM phenomenon’ (p. 22). Similarly, Bondarouk and 

Brewster (2016) wrote of the development of SHRM that, although its central topics were clear, it 

was ‘not clear what the addition of the trendy word ‘strategy’ added’ (p. 2654). Today, similar 

questions may arise as to what the inclusion of the word ‘experience’ contributes to the field. 

However, the hesitation to acknowledge the arrival of a new practitioner phenomenon in HRM 

seems unexpected and inconsistent with other examples. For instance, talent management, which 

‘is a phenomenon rather than a theoretical construct’ (Dries, 2013) has matured and established 

itself in the field of HRM research (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2020). Similarly, the topic of 

personnel selection emerged from an organisational problem (i.e. how to effectively and efficiently 
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hire the right person), and until today, ‘theory on selection-related topics is unfortunately absent 

in theory journals […] because such topics are so phenomenon and problem driven’ (Ployhart & 

Bartunek, 2019, p. 495).  

Serious attempts to understand and theorise about the current developments people 

management practice remain limited. The resulting lack of sound scholarly research prevents us 

from deriving any competent inferences on how the phenomenon of Employee Experience 

Management connects to the previously outlined shift in the field of SHRM. By now, claims that 

Employee Experience Management is merely a new label for HRM remain largely unsubstantial. 

However, studies postulating the opposite, e.g. that EEM is a vehicle for regaining legitimacy for 

HRM (Mahadevan & Schmitz, 2020) or that it is positively associated with customer experience 

and customer equity (Abhari et al., 2021) are limited in their validity, due to an absence of 

empirical insights, theorising and scales. Consequently, the aim of this doctoral dissertation is: 

To advance our knowledge on the phenomenon of Employee Experience 

Management and our general understanding of the theoretical construct of 

employee experience in an organisational context.  

In doing so, this thesis aims to answer the overall question of how the emerging 

significance of employee experience translates into people management practice and how this may 

change SHRM theory. I explore in four different papers the meaning of the phenomenon and the 

associated practices, its consequences with respect to the emergence of new job titles, its use of 

experience-enhancing practices during the pandemic and the potential influence of HR 

practitioners on these practices, as well as a concrete example of an experience, namely the crisis 

experience of HR managers.  
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There are several factors driving the motivation of this thesis. Deadrick and Gibson (2009) 

state that the examination of trends in HR aids our understanding of the evolution within the field. 

Thus, I believe that the contemporary nature of this dissertation will offer a glimpse into a potential 

future direction of HRM. Furthermore, this dissertation bears potential to address recently outlined 

shortcomings of HRM. For instance, Harney and Collings (2021) criticized SHRM research for its 

lack of engagement with contemporary developments and challenges, failing to incorporate novel 

or ongoing HR practices. Similarly, Batt and Banerjee (2012) found disparities between HR 

research and the challenges faced by organisations. The papers comprising this thesis contribute 

to reconnect people management theory and practice. As outlined above, it is evident that research 

and managerial practice are heading in similar directions, yet there is a need for more research 

bringing the two fields back together. The next section briefly introduces each paper before 

elaborating on the thesis’ theoretical grounding.  
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Dissertation papers 

Research Paper 1 of this dissertation explores the phenomenon of Employee Experience 

Management with the goal of developing a shared understanding of it. In line with the strategies 

of phenomenon-driven research (cf. Doh, 2015; von Krogh et al., 2012) and by combining 

knowledge about the theoretical construct of experience and insights from interviews with 

Employee Experience practitioners (e.g. employee experience managers, HR managers, CEOs), 

the paper introduces four different dimensions of EEM and concomitant managerial practices. The 

paper is titled ‘Exploring the Phenomenon of Employee Experience Management: Theoretical 

Dimensions and Managerial Practices’ and aims to answer the following research question:  

What is Employee Experience Management, and what managerial 

practices are associated with the phenomenon? 

Finding answers to these questions provides HRM scholars with valuable insights into 

practice and simultaneously sets a solid foundation for theorising and establishing the long needed 

academic discourse around the topic.  

Research Paper 2 explores the potential effects of Employee Experience-related job titles 

(e.g. Employee Experience Manager) that emerged alongside the phenomenon of Employee 

Experience Management. By end of 2021, a search on LinkedIn would yield more than 9 900 

results for practitioners with Employee Experience-related titles. While these job titles risk failure 

to clearly convey the skills, competencies or responsibilities to employees, existing theories and 

studies suggest that they in fact produce positive effects (Mahadevan & Schmitz, 2020; Martinez 

et al., 2008). To address the uncertainty under which organisations introduce so-called ‘inflated 

job titles’, the paper titled ‘New Title, High Employee Expectations: the Outcomes of Inflated Job 

Titles’ aims to shed light on the following research question:  
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What feedback and reactions do managers encounter due to their inflated 

job titles, and how do contextual factors influence job title outcomes? 

The paper provides meaningful insights into the overlooked consequences of displaying an 

Employee Experience focus in the job title of people management practitioners.  

Research Paper 3 shifts the focus from the implications of Employee Experience 

Management to its usage during the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as the potential influence of the 

HR practitioners’ personality on the practices performed. Although we know that HR managers 

gain influence and play a key role in implementing policies and practices during a crisis, 

knowledge about their potential influence on HRM system use during a crisis is scarce. By drawing 

on insights from the recent pandemic, the paper aims to answer the following question:  

Do proactive HR managers make a difference for the use of HRM systems 

during a crisis? 

By focusing on the usage of traditional and non-traditional HR systems, namely High-

Performance Work System Practices and the bundle of Employee Experience Management 

practices identified in Research Paper 1, the study furthers our knowledge on the actual prevalence 

and use of EEM practice in times of crisis. Moreover, the paper tests and introduces a scale for 

EEM, another important step for conceptualising the phenomenon and understanding how it 

unveils in practice.  

Research Paper 4 follows up on the previous study and closely examines a specific type 

of employee experience, namely the crisis experience of HR practitioners. The topic of Employee 

Experience Management is closely linked to the question of how we can capture experiences in an 

organisational context. The paper investigates the crisis experience of HR managers through the 

lens of the Job Demands-Resources model and provides evidence that studying individuals’ 
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experiences enhances our understanding of factors that contribute to and detract from well-being. 

The paper titled ‘The Crisis Experience of HR Managers from a Job Demands-Resources 

Perspective’ sheds light on the following question:  

What makes HR managers function in a mentally and physically healthy 

way during the COVID-19 crisis? 

Although the focus of this research paper deviates slightly from the other contributions of 

this dissertation, it provides important answers to the question of how we can capture people’s 

experiences beyond HR practices with the existing models and frameworks. 

In their entirety, the papers in this dissertation provide meaningful insights into the 

phenomenon of Employee Experience Management and the significance of the experience 

construct in an organisational context that goes beyond HR practices. Table 1 summarises the 

above and provides an overview of the papers that constitute this dissertation. All papers are united 

in a shared focus on contemporary issues in HRM and the close collaboration with those who 

actually perform HRM. In the following chapters, I will further elaborate on the interrelatedness 

of the four papers by mapping them collectively into the Strategic Human Resource Management 

landscape and by providing further insights on their methodological differences and similarities.  
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Table 1. Overview of research papers. 

 

 
Research Paper 1 Research Paper 2 Research Paper 3 Research Paper 4 

Title Exploring the phenomenon of 

Employee Experience 

Management: theoretical 

dimensions and managerial 

practices 

New title, high employee 

expectations: the outcomes 

of inflated job titles. 

Do proactive HR managers 

make a difference for HR 

practices during a crisis? 

Evidence from the COVID-19 

pandemic 

The crisis experience of HR 

managers from a Job 

Demands-Resources 

perspective 

Research 

Question 

What is Employee Experience 

Management, and what 

managerial practices are 

associated with the 

phenomenon? 

What feedback and 

reactions do managers 

encounter due to their 

inflated job titles, and how 

do contextual factors 

influence job title outcomes? 

Do proactive HR managers 

make a difference for the use 

of HRM systems during a 

crisis? 

What makes HR managers 

function in a mentally and 

physically healthy way during 

the COVID-19 crisis? 

Methods Qualitative  Mixed (QUAL – quant) Quantitative Mixed (QUANT – qual) 

Co-authors Single-authored Single-authored Ann-Kristina Løkke Møller Ann-Kristina Løkke Møller 

Status Revise & resubmit In preparation for submission Submitted Revise & resubmit 

Target 

Journal 

International Journal of Human 

Resource Management 

(BFI 2; AGJ: 3) 

Human Relations 

(BFI 2, AJG 4) 

Scandinavian Journal of 

Management (BFI 2, AJG 2) 

International Journal of Human 

Resource Management 

(BFI 2, AJG 3) 

Related 

Conference 

Contributions 

An initial version of the paper was 

presented at 11th Biennale 

International Conference of the 

Dutch HRM Network  

(Netherlands) 

An initial version of the paper 

was presented at British 

Academy of Management 

Conference 2020 (online) 

 

Accepted for presentation at 

82nd Annual Meeting of the 

Academy of Management 

An initial version of the paper 

was presented at 35th EIASM 

Workshop for Strategic Human 

Resource Management 

(online) 
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Defining ‘Experience’ 

A fundamental question linked to the phenomenon of Employee Experience Management 

emerges from its name: what are employee experiences? Despite the topic’s growth and prevalence 

within the field of HRM, there is a lack of clear definitions regarding what exactly constitutes, for 

instance, employee experiences of HR practice. In 2014, Edgar and Geare noted that ‘the employee 

experience of practice is still a murky concept’ (p. 673), a situation which prevails. HRM scholars 

often use the term ‘employee experience’ interchangeably with ‘employee perceptions’ or 

‘employee reports’ (cf. Wang et al., 2020). One reason for the absence of a clear definition may 

be due to the fact that the topic has historically escaped the critical attention of mental science 

(Bradley, 2013). Research Paper 1 addresses the need for conceptual clarity and elaborates on the 

different theoretical dimensions of experience, because conceptual ambiguity prevents knowledge 

accumulation (Podsakoff et al., 2016). However, since experience represents the most important 

construct of this dissertation, and ‘authors must make sure that they and their readers understand 

key elements of the phenomenon’ (Fisher et al., 2021, p. 636), I will briefly elaborate on the 

interpretation and definition of the term to set a common understanding for the reading of the 

papers herein.  

The term ‘experience’ carries some ambiguity (Oakeshott, 2015). On one hand, we use the 

word to describe the knowledge, skills or techniques that result from doing, seeing or feeling 

something (Cambridge Dictionary; Erlich, 2003). In this sense, experience is a cognitive outcome 

describing something that an individual possesses, e.g. having years of volunteer experience. 

Alternatively, experience can be defined as something that happens to someone and affects how 

they feel (Cambridge Dictionary). This definition emphasises the processual nature of the 

construct, which overlaps with the observation that we often talk about someone’s experience in 
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terms of what is happening to them (Erlich, 2003; Hinton, 1973). The second definition contains 

not only a situational component (what is happening), but also a person-based component (how 

someone feels). Accordingly, the construct of experience combines questions about the what and 

the how (Csikszentmihalyi, 2006; Hektner et al., 2007). The HRM literature pertaining to the topic 

of employee experience of HR practice has reached a similar conclusion. Beijer et al. (2019) found 

that studies capturing employee experiences of HR practices either employ descriptive measures 

that capture the presence or availability of HR practices and/or evaluative measures that involve a 

greater element of individual interpretations of HR practices. Measuring employees’ satisfaction 

with a practice or the perceived quality of a practice can serve as examples of the latter (Meijerink 

et al., 2021). While descriptive measures reflect thus on the situational dimension, evaluative 

measures offer insight into how an employee feels. Surprisingly, many studies claiming to study 

employee experiences and perceptions of HR practice neglect one of the two dimensions. By 

reviewing recent literature, Van Beurden et al. (2020) found that nearly 45% of the reviewed 

studies focus solely on one of these dimensions, which raises the question of whether they actually 

measure the construct of experience. Based on the above, this questions would be answered in the 

negative, as there is yet another dimension of importance for a fuller understanding of an 

individual’s experiences: the intersubjective space in which personal experiences are constituted 

and embedded (Bradley, 2013; Silverman, 2014). Following the literature, our experience is never 

primal or raw, but its meaning is shaped by others, as well as the values and culture in our society 

(or organisation). To conclude, this dissertation builds upon the following definition of experience:  

Experience is a multi-dimensional construct that is situation-based (what is 

happening), person-based (how does it make someone feel), and context-dependent. 

Only by capturing all three dimensions, are we capturing the construct of experience. 
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Although there is no theory of experience, the process models of HRM that link HRM and 

performance provide meaningful insight into the role that experiences play in an organisational 

context (Kinnie et al., 2005; Wright & Nishii, 2006). Accordingly, people’s experiences function 

as a mediator between HR policies and organisational outcomes. Figure 3 illustrates the processual 

framework in detail. Following the model, organisations and HR managers create HR policies 

(intended policies), which line managers and/or HR managers implement (implemented practices) 

and which employees subsequently experience (experienced practices) and respond to (employee 

reactions) (Kinnie et al., 2005). In turn, models suggest that the resulting individual reactions 

translate into broader organisational outcomes such as performance (Wright & Nishii, 2012). 

Scholars often refer to the first three steps of the process (intended, implemented, experienced) as 

different levels or lenses that we can apply to HR practices.  

 

Figure 3. Links between HR policy, practice, employee experiences and responses.  

Source: adapted from Kinnie et al. (2005, p. 11) and Wright and Nishii (2012, p. 101). 

 

Obviously, HR practices – or organisational practices in general – contain an experiential 

component that has great explanatory power for understanding the link between HR practices and 

organisational outcomes. We can map this element more clearly by combining the above outlined 

definition of experience and the processual framework (Figure 4). Consequently, the employee 

experience of HR practices is the micro-level process of individuals encountering certain practices 

(experienced practices) and reacting to them. It is important to note that the model neglects the 
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contextual dimension of the experience that shapes the meaning of experiences, as well as the how, 

e.g. how something is experienced.  

 

Figure 4. Mapping the employee experience of HR practice.  

Source: adapted from Kinnie et al. (2005, p. 11) and Wright and Nishii (2012, p. 101). The addition in Figure 4 was 

made by author of this dissertation.  
 

The scarce academic literature on Employee Experience Management implies that 

practitioners take a much broader perspective on employee experiences than HRM scholars. For 

instance, Abhari et al. (2021) state that EEM is ‘directed to offer employees positive, meaningful 

and engaging work experiences’ (p.1, formatting by the dissertation’s author), which infers a scope 

that goes beyond the question of how employees experience HR practices and asks about holistic 

work experiences. Green and colleagues (2009) attempted to list the central elements of the 

employee experience of work, providing examples such as wage, job security, required work efforts 

or workplace autonomy. However, the authors admit that the employee experience of work is 

highly subjective. The aforementioned provides a good explanation of why it is so difficult to give 

a precise answer to the question ‘What is the Employee Experience of HR practice?’ or ‘What is 

the Employee Experience of work?’. It is erroneous to believe that there is a universal answer. The 

process models of SHRM and the conceptual definition of experience clearly illustrate that we 

must consider various elements relating to the individual in order to adequately answer this 
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question. In practice, however, relationships may not be as linear as the models display, and even 

employee outcomes may in turn change practices.  

Even though the scope taken on experiences by practitioners and scholars may diverge in 

terms of which experiences they study, drawing upon the extant HRM literature and related 

theories shows that the construct of experience is tied to fundamental theoretical knowledge on 

human behaviour, cognition or attitude formation. Overall, Van Beurden et al. (2020) present in a 

literature review eleven different theories that elucidate the link between practices and/or 

employee reactions. Broader categories include exchange theories (e.g. social exchange theory), 

occupational health theories (e.g. Job Demands-Resources Model) and communication theories 

(e.g. HR Attributions) (Van Beurden et al., 2020). Since the thesis’ aim is to explore the 

phenomenon of Employee Experience Management as a strategic approach in people management 

practice and not the processes of experiencing itself, I will refrain from attempting to elaborate on 

these theories and move towards the integrative theoretical framework that connects the papers of 

this dissertation.  
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The Aspirational Framework for Strategic HRM 

Having defined the construct of experience and described its role in the extant HRM 

literature, I will turn towards the shared theoretical foundation of the papers that compose this 

dissertation. As implied in the introduction, this thesis is closely related to the field of Strategic 

Human Resource Management (SRHM), as it considers the phenomenon of Employee Experience 

Management (EEM) as a potentially new strategic approach in the HRM context. To be fully clear: 

this thesis does not assume that EEM is a phenomenon to replace SHRM, but rather a phenomenon 

within SHRM. Applying Wright’s and Boswell’s (2002) typology of HRM research to the papers 

herein emphasises the taken scope. Firstly, the level of analysis taken in all papers consists of those 

who do HR (= organisation) which is a common approach for investigating HRM systems (Jackson 

et al., 2014). However, the level of investigation are implemented practices rather than intended 

policies (Wright & Nishii, 2012). Secondly, the papers that explore the practices associated with 

EEM (Research Paper 1 & Research Paper 3) examine them collectively. Consequently, the 

typology of HRM research supports the claim that the papers of this dissertation fall into the realm 

of Strategic HRM.  

Figure 5. Mapping the dissertation into the typology of HRM research.  

                Source: adapted from Wright and Boswell (2002, p. 250).  
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The Aspirational Framework for Strategic HRM introduced by Jackson et al. (2014) 

‘captures a multitude of elements strategic HRM scholars recognise as important’ (p. 2). 

Consequently, this framework provides a suitable foundation to visualise differences in the papers’ 

foci and therewith illustrate the aspects that this dissertation covers as a whole. Figure 6 illustrates 

how each paper fits into the landscape of SHRM. I will elaborate briefly on each paper in the 

following paragraphs.  

 

Figure 6. Dissertation papers mapped into the Aspirational Framework of Strategic HRM.  

Source: adapted from Jackson et al. (2014, p. 3). The additions made in Figure 6 were made by the author of this 

dissertation.  
 

Research Paper 1 explores the phenomenon of Employee Experience Management to 

create a shared understanding of its meaning and the associated practices. Consequently, the 

paper’s scope rests upon practices and questions about the ‘what’ (Ostroff & Bowen, 2016), also 

labelled as HRM content (Steffensen et al., 2019). Guided by the previously outlined dimensions 
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of the experience construct, in this study I introduce Employee Experience Management as a new 

bundle of experience-enhancing practices, i.e. an HRM system. Hence, the paper adjoins one of 

the core elements of SHRM and simultaneously incorporates insights on the internal organisational 

environment from which practices emerge due to the qualitative research design. Moreover, the 

identified experience-enhancing practices concern elements of the internal environment, such as 

practitioner focus on organisational values, climate and culture, which explains the paper’s 

position between HRM systems and the internal environment.  

Research Paper 2 builds upon Paper 1 but shifts the focus to the outcome. More precisely, 

the paper investigates the effects of Employee Experience-related job titles (e.g. Employee 

Experience Manager) on employee expectations and satisfaction by drawing on Job Title Inflation 

(JTI) Theory (Martinez et al., 2008) and Expectation Confirmation Theory (ECT) (Oliver, 1977, 

1980). According to JTI theory, strategically and purposefully inflating job titles should ideally 

yield beneficial organisational outcomes and scholars argued that Employee Experience-related 

job titles can function as a vehicle for increasing HRM’s legitimacy (Mahadevan & Schmitz, 

2020). Hence, people management practitioners’ job titles can represent a strategic aspect of 

Employee Experience Management in contributing to favourable employee outcomes. As the 

paper investigates employee outcomes in combination with managerial views, it is positioned in 

the framework at the intersection between HR professionals and internal stakeholders.  

Research Paper 3 also builds upon Paper 1. The study captures the use of Employee 

Experience Management practices (Paper 1) and High-Performance Work Systems (HPWS) 

during the COVID-19 crisis. More precisely, the paper studies the effect of the HR managers’ 

proactive personality on such practices by drawing on Trait-Activation-Theory (Tett & Burnett, 

2003; Tett et al., 2021). Consequently, the paper combines a focus on HRM systems with a 
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potentially overlooked influencing factor, namely HR practitioners themselves. SHRM research 

has long recognised the general influence of managers on HRM system use (Jackson et al., 2014), 

yet knowledge about the potential impact of people management professionals remains scarce. 

Overall, the paper touches upon a range of elements included in the framework, such as: the 

external (crisis) and internal (top management support) environments, HRM systems and HR 

professionals. However, as the main question evolves around HR professionals’ personalities and 

their use of HRM systems, the paper is situated at the intersection between HR systems and HR 

professionals.  

Research Paper 4 explores a specific type of experience, namely the crisis experience of 

HR practitioners by means of the Job Demands-Resources Model (Schaufeli & Taris, 2013). Due 

to the papers’ focus on the COVID-19 crisis (external environment) and HR professionals, the 

Paper is located between both elements.  

Table 2 summarises the provided information. Despite the papers’ shared link to the field 

of Strategic HRM, each paper utilises different theories to address their respective research 

questions.  

 

Table 2. Theoretical grounding of dissertation papers.  

 Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 3 Paper 4 

Theory Experience 

Literature 

(Bradley, 2013) 

Job Title Inflation 

Theory 

(Martinez et al., 2008) 

Trait-Activation-

Theory (Tett & 

Burnett, 2003) 

Job Demands-

Resources Model 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 

2017) 

Elements  HRM Systems, 

Internal 

Environment 

HR Professionals,  

Internal Shareholders  

HRM systems,  

HR Professionals, 

External Environment  

HR Professionals, 

External Environment 
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Collectively, the papers comprising this doctoral thesis examine a range of contemporary 

issues in the field of strategic HRM that are linked to the phenomenon of Employee Experience 

Management, the growing importance of the topic of experience, and the COVID-19 crisis. A few 

years ago, Jackson et al. (2014) noted that ‘we understand little about when, where, and why HRM 

systems become established.’ (p. 16). Each paper contributes new insights to this elementary 

inquiry, particularly because this dissertation focuses closely on those who actually perform HRM 

or EEM (40 Employee Experience Managers, 450 HRM practitioners).  

Yet, the use of the Aspirational Framework for SHRM also raises questions about the 

elements that remain unaddressed by this dissertation, such as the link between systems (EEM) 

and outcomes for internal and external stakeholders. The main reason lies in the novelty of the 

phenomenon. Investigating the effects of strategic use of EEM practices requires scholars to have 

theorised about the phenomenon and developed cross-validated scales. The thesis at hand engages 

in both of the aforementioned activities, yet it remains the task of future studies to further uncover 

the potential effects of EEM on internal and external stakeholders once knowledge about EEM has 

matured and scholars have reached agreement on the related practices.   
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Phenomenon-driven research 

Research strategies and approaches that focus on real-world phenomena have gained 

increasing attention from different fields of management research over recent years (e.g. Doh, 

2015; Fisher et al., 2021; Ployhart & Bartunek, 2019). Phenomenon-driven research among them, 

scholars define it as research that aims to describe, distinguish, document and conceptualise a 

phenomenon so that appropriate theorising can proceed (Schwarz & Stensaker, 2016; von Krogh 

et al., 2012). Research in this field starts with questions relating to a contemporary, real-world 

phenomenon (Doh, 2015).  

Following the existing literature, phenomena undergo three different stages, the first of 

which is an embryonic phase where the phenomenon is new and new terminology develops (von 

Krogh et al., 2012). In the following growth phase, the larger academic community gains 

awareness of the phenomenon and starts comparing its characteristics with existing theoretical 

frameworks and concepts (von Krogh et al., 2012). Lastly, in the mature phase, distinct 

characteristics of the multifaceted phenomenon emerge, and its study reaches a level of 

consistency with research agendas becoming more prominent (von Krogh et al., 2012). Employee 

Experience Management is still in the embryonic phase, although the larger HRM community may 

have some awareness of its existence. In such an early stage, the most relevant activities are 

distinguishing and exploring the phenomenon. This requires researchers to unveil the distinctive 

characteristics and gather data to describe the phenomenon so that new concepts can emerge, and 

so that theorising to map overlap with existing theories and concepts can proceed (von Krogh et 

al., 2012). Qualitative, exploratory research designs are most suitable, particularly when 

phenomena are not well understood, as they help describe and understand meanings and processes 
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that constitute the real-life phenomenon (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Schwarz & Stensaker, 

2016, Gephart 2004). 
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Research design 

In line with the literature on phenomenon-driven research, the first two research articles of 

this dissertation build on exploratory and qualitative research designs to gather new knowledge 

about the characteristics of Employee Experience Management (Paper 1) and the issues 

surrounding Employee Experience-related job titles (Paper 2) that emerge as part of the 

practitioner’s phenomenon. The chosen approach implies that the underlying research philosophy 

rests upon a constructivist mind-set, which assumes that a variety of different socially constructed 

realities exist, as opposed to a universal truth (Silverman, 2014). Hence, I acknowledge that ideas 

and meanings of EEM can vary considerably between individuals, time and societies, and that the 

studies’ outcomes may not represent universally valid truths about EEM, but instead represent 

interpretations of different socially-constructed realties and meanings (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).  

In line with the epistemological positioning, both papers apply a Grounded Theory 

approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) for data collection and data analysis, following its two key 

concepts of constant comparison and purposive sampling (Murphy et al., 2017; Suddaby, 2006). 

The papers’ methods sections provide further detail on sampling and coding procedure.  

Both papers find their point of departure in the same qualitative data set that resulted from 

an interview study with 40 Employee Experience practitioners. I considered practitioners to be 

‘knowledgeable agents’ who know their objectives and who can explain their thoughts, intentions, 

and actions about EEM and EEM-related job titles (Gioia et al., 2012). Along with the interviews, 

I incorporated in each paper additional data for the purpose of triangulation (Paper 1) and 

validation (Paper 2). The inclusion of different data types for theory building and testing is in 

accordance with Grounded Theory (Murphy et al., 2017). In Paper 1, I additionally collected and 

analysed 154 job advertisements for Employee Experience Managers to gain further insight into 
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what practitioners do. Subsequently, I triangulated the insights I gleaned from this task with the 

practices found in the interviews. In Research Paper 2, I conducted a quantitative follow-up study 

in the form of a vignette study to validate the new insights gained from the interviews. By 

combining qualitative (interviews) and quantitative (vignette) methods, Paper 2 closes the loop in 

full-cycle research (cf. Chatman & Flynn, 2005) and represents an example of an exploratory 

sequential mixed method study (Creswell, 2015).  

As mixed method research exists under a variety of names and has a range of different 

definitions, this dissertation draws upon the understanding that mixed method research ‘combines 

elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and 

quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purposes of 

breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration’ (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 123). Paper 2 refers 

to the goal of corroboration. HRM scholars have called for greater use of mixed methods for 

numerous reasons, e.g. they allow for more comprehensive descriptions of study phenomena, they 

allow for research problems that are inaccessible with a single method, and they provide depth and 

breadth of explanation simultaneously (Bainbridge & Lee, 2014). 

Figure 7 summarises the above and illustrates the differences between both papers. While 

Paper 1 is purely qualitative, Paper 2 is a mixed method study where the qualitative part is 

dominant (Tucker et al., 2020).  
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Figure 7. Methodological positioning of the research papers. 

Source: adapted from Johnson et al. (2007, p. 124).  
 

Turning towards Paper 3 and Paper 4 and setting them in relation to the strategies and 

stages of phenomenon-driven research, both papers shift focus from the activity of exploration 

towards the goal of theorising. Theorising concerns engaging with extant theory and generating 

new concepts (von Krogh et al., 2012). Research Paper 3 introduces and tests a new scale for the 

identified bundle of experience-enhancing practices while incorporating existing HRM systems in 

the study. Research Paper 4 tests the applicability of extant theoretical models to capture the crisis 

experience of HR practitioners. As phenomenon-driven research and later stages of research can 

also involve quantitative methods (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Schwarz & Stensaker, 2016), 

both papers draw upon survey data from Scandinavian HR managers collected in 2020 and 2021. 

The use of survey data for the purpose of testing theory reflects on a positivist paradigm. Positivists 

postulate that ‘the social world is revealed to us, not constructed by us’ (Brewer, 2003, p. 236), 

which implies that a general truth about EEM practices and the crisis experience exists independent 

of individual perceptions. However, as is especially the case for Research Paper 4, mere 

quantitative research does not do justice to the subjective nature of experiences. Therefore, we (my 

co-author and myself) decided to include qualitative answers from HR managers about their crisis 

experience in order to provide depth to our survey findings. Thus, Research Paper 4 of this 
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dissertation is a special type of mixed method study, as it combines qualitative and quantitative 

research for the purpose of depth of understanding (Johnson et al., 2007). In contrast to the other 

mixed method paper (Paper 2), Research Paper 4 is quantitatively driven, as insights from the 

survey dominate (Tucker et al., 2020). Following Creswell (2015), this type of design falls into 

the typology of an Explanatory Sequential Design. Figure 7 illustrates the positioning of both 

papers on the qualitative-quantitative continuum.  

 

In sum, this dissertation draws upon qualitative and quantitative data, a variety of analytical 

methods, inductive and deductive logic of reasoning and, consequently, different research 

paradigms. I will briefly address the dissertation’s take on paradigm plurality. Overall, I adhere to 

the stance taken by Edmondson and McManus (2007) stating that qualitative and quantitative 

research can be combined when the goal is to increase validity or to generate greater understanding 

of quantitative results. Both mixed method papers in this thesis correspond with one of the outlined 

aims. Furthermore, we must bear in mind that various scholars have questioned the need for a strict 

division between paradigms, suggesting that the dividing lines are less clear than implied in the 

literature (cf. Schwandt, 2006). Especially with respect to HRM, Primecz (2020) stated that 

‘paradigm plurality is not questioned in today’s scholarships’ (p. 127). Consequently, I consider 

the taken design choices not to be contradicting, but rather enriching and in line with recent views 

in the field.  
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Research ethics 

Before ending this chapter, I will briefly reflect upon the underlying research ethics of this 

dissertation as the question of how people were studied is a central element that influences the 

choice of study design and reflects upon the general philosophy of this work. Firstly, the 

university’s rules and guidelines for responsible research conduct (Aarhus University) guided the 

work at hand, meaning that I officially registered the projects of this dissertation and stored data I 

obtained in accordance with the existing laws and regulations. In all studies, I informed 

participants about the storage and handling of their data and asked for their informed consent. 

Cases where consent was not obtained were deleted and excluded from further analysis. 

Furthermore, full anonymity was an essential characteristic of all studies, and participants took 

part voluntarily. For the follow-up study involving international participants from a crowdsourcing 

platform (Prolific), I ensured that participants received fair pay for their effort. 

Lastly, it is of importance to stress that I had no personal interest in proving or disproving 

certain ideas about Employee Experience Management and I approached this topic without any 

preconceptions by giving voice to those who work with it. Traianou (2020) highlighted the need 

to be open for unpleasant facts that are at odds with one’s preferences, as well as a commitment to 

objectivity. I can fully subscribe to both for the dissertation at hand, and I have no conflict of 

interest to report. 
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Abstract 

Human Resource Management (HRM) scholars and practitioners increasingly focus 

on employee experiences and perceptions. As part of it, the phenomenon of Employee 

Experience Management (EEM) emerged. Critical voices argue that EEM is just a new 

or fancier label for HRM, while others may argue that it signals the emergence of a 

new managerial paradigm. The aim of this study is to explore the practical 

phenomenon and to develop a shared understanding of it. Through qualitative data 

collection and analysis, the findings show that EEM can be defined as a bundle of 

practices that are linked to the person-based, situational or contextual dimension of the 

experience construct. Overall, the paper links the HRM literature on employee 

experiences and perceptions with practice, it provides insights into current 

developments within the field of HRM practice, and thereby establishes an academic 

discourse on the nature of EEM.  

 

Keywords: Employee Experience Management, HR Practice, Qualitative 

Research, Employee Experience 
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Introduction 

Research within Human Resource Management (HRM) has become more employee-

centred and scholars pay increasing attention to the question of how workers experience HRM 

(Guest, 1999; Mabey et al., 1998) or HRM practices (e.g. Chen & Fulmer, 2018; Edgar & Geare, 

2014; Farndale & Kelliher, 2013; King, 2016; Kinnie et al., 2005). While Long critically remarked 

in 2007 that employees’ interests and experiences of HR are rarely considered, a review by Beijer 

et al. (2019) shows that 10 years later nearly 40% of HRM–outcomes studies include variables that 

examine employee perceptions and experiences of HR practices. One of the main reasons is that a 

thorough understanding of people’s subjective experiences contributes to understanding the link 

between HR practices and individual outcomes, such as performance (Kinnie et al., 2005; Purcell 

& Hutchinson, 2007; Wright & Nishii, 2012).  

The focus on people’s experiences and perceptions is also growing among practitioners. A 

global study by Deloitte (2019) with 9,400 HR and business leaders shows that 84% consider the 

topic of Human Experience as important or very important. A similar picture emerges from a 

survey among Scandinavian HR practitioners, in which almost half of the respondents (41%) 

report that they work with the topic of HR and Employee Experience (Wunderlich & Løkke, 2020). 

As part of the increasing focus on the worker experience, some organisations have started to 

employ so-called Employee Experience Managers. A search on LinkedIn yields around 9,900 

results for people with an employee experience-related job title in 2021.  

Critical voices may argue that the practical phenomenon of Employee Experience 

Management (EEM) is just a new label for HRM or a new attempt to legitimise HR in the 

organisation (Mahadevan & Schmitz, 2020). In contrast, others may see in its emergence a parallel 

to the increasing focus on the micro-level of experiences and perceptions in the HRM literature 
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(e.g. Meijerink et al., 2021; Van Beurden et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). Scholars have not 

systematically investigated the phenomenon of EEM, and thus appropriate theorising and 

judgement about its nature remain limited.  

In line with the strategies of phenomenon-driven research (cf. Doh, 2015; von Krogh et al., 

2012), this paper aims to explore the practical phenomenon of Employee Experience Management 

and to develop a shared understanding of it by combining knowledge about the theoretical 

construct of experience with insights from practitioners who work with the topic (e.g. employee 

experience managers, HR managers, CEOs). The study is driven by two research questions: How 

do practitioners who work with the topic of EEM understand it? What do they do with regard to 

EEM? Both questions are interrelated, because practitioners’ understandings of the phenomenon 

strongly impact the practices they implement.  

Consensus in the conceptualisation of EEM and the associated managerial practices is 

needed to inform scholars about the nature of the phenomenon and to establish an academic 

discourse around the topic that is based on solid research as assumptions about the relation between 

EEM and HRM remain otherwise mere speculation. With respect to theory, the paper translates 

fundamental knowledge about the concept of experience into an organisational context. 

Considering how scattered current understandings of experiences are, for instance in HR research 

(cf. Edgar & Geare, 2014; Van Beurden et al., 2020), the paper contributes thereby to a more 

nuanced understanding of experiences in a management context. Lastly, this study is of high 

actionability. It offers not only insights into managerial practice but also for managerial practice. 

Organisations may find inspiration in the outlined practices and guidance to systematise their EEM 

efforts in the future. 
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Theoretical background 

Jebb et al. (2017) highlight that exploration is informed by existing knowledge. A basic 

understanding of the theoretical concept of experience is essential, because it helps to navigate 

through the broad field of EEM practice. Most dictionaries provide two definitions of the word 

experience. Either they define experience as the skills/knowledge gained from doing/seeing 

something, or they define experience as something that happens to individuals and affects how 

they feel (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). In this paper, I draw on the latter definition of experience, 

namely that an experience concerns what is happening and how it makes someone feel. 

Accordingly, the concept of experience is multi-dimensional (Green et al., 2009) and comprises at 

least two different dimensions: (1) a situation-based dimension that concerns what is happening, 

and (2) a person-based dimension that concerns how someone feels (Csikszentmihalyi, 2006; 

Erlich, 2003; Hektner et al., 2007).  

The HRM literature dealing with employee experiences of HR practices makes a similar 

distinction. A systematic review by Van Beurden et al. (2020) shows that studies use either 

evaluative or descriptive measures to study employee experiences of HR practice - or a mix of 

both. Descriptive measures ask employees for the presence or availability of HRM practices, and 

they concern observable/objective aspects of the employee experience (Meijerink et al., 2021; Van 

Beurden et al., 2020), which links to the situational dimension of the concept and the question of 

what is happening to the employee in terms of HR. Evaluative measures investigate the 

supportiveness, satisfaction or utility of HRM practices (Van Beurden et al., 2020), and they 

involve an individual interpretation, evaluation or affective response in terms of how the practices 

meet individual standards, expectations or needs (Beijer et al., 2019; Meijerink et al., 2021). This 

links to the person-based dimension and the question of how individuals feel. In the context of 
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individual responses, the customer experience literature further outlines that experiences concern 

an individual’s cognitive, affective, emotional, social and physical responses (Lemon & Verhoef, 

2016). Consequently, the question of ‘how does it make someone feel?’ does not only refer to 

affective or emotional responses, such as employee or customer satisfaction, but also to cognitive, 

social and physical responses like heart rate or muscle tension.  

Also the situational dimension of an experience can further be distinguished into two 

distinct types, namely formative and immediate experiences (Bradley, 2013). Immediate 

experiences are understood as everything that happens to someone in the here and now (Bradley, 

2013; Erlich, 2003). This type of experience is not always memorable and the literature labels it 

often as lived experiences (Boswijk et al., 2007). In contrast, formative experiences are understood 

as key events that happen to people over time, and shape who they are (Bradley, 2013). Both types 

of experience concern what is happening to someone, yet they differ according to the underlying 

time-orientation and meaningfulness of the experience. They are not mutually exclusive, but 

interrelated. Immediate experiences of the here and now can become part of one’s formative 

experience, provided the immediate experience is significant enough (Erlich, 2003). 

Lastly, psychologists emphasise that we have to understand the space and context in which 

experiences are constituted (Bradley, 2013). This dimension refers to the fact that experiences and 

their meaning are never primal but shaped by a range of contextual factors. For instance, Farndale 

and Kelliher (2013) show in their study about employee experiences of performance appraisals 

that the organisational climate (e.g. the level of trust inside the organisation) sets the context in 

which performance appraisal experiences take shape.  
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The different dimensions underlying the experience concept are summarised in Table 1. 

They will serve as guidance for exploring the phenomenon of EEM and to systematically organise 

the study’s findings.   

 

Table 1. Dimensions of the experience concept. 

Dimension  Details 

1) Person-based dimension Evaluative How does it feel? Cognitive, emotional, affective, 

physical and social responses 

 

2) Situation-based dimension Descriptive What is happening? 

2a) Immediate  
 

What is happening in the here and now? 

2b) Formative  
 

What important events are happening over time? 

 

3) Context-based dimension Descriptive What is the space/context embedding the experience? 

 

Various models within the strategic HRM literature highlight that employee experiences 

are linked to affective, attitudinal, cognitive and behavioural outcomes (Kinnie et al., 2005; Purcell 

& Hutchinson, 2007; Wright & Nishii, 2006, 2012). Similarly, Farndale and Kelliher (2013) 

outline that ‘it is experience that guides employee behaviours and attitudes’ (p. 879). Accordingly, 

HRM concepts such as employee engagement, well-being or commitment can be seen as the 

outcome or result of people’s experiences at work. For instance, Kinnie et al. (2005) show that 

employee satisfaction with rewards, recognition, communication and work-life balance practices 

(evaluative measure of experience) are associated with employee commitment. Hence, EEM might 

be closely linked to employee outcomes such as engagement or well-being. However, not only 

organisations may benefit from a growing focus on experiences. Positive experiences in work life 

are associated with overall life satisfaction and happiness (Lee et al., 2018), and previous studies 

show that people generally value positive experiences over material possessions due to their 

meaning for one’s identity (van Boven & Gilovich, 2003).  
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Although we know about the importance of experiences for individuals and organisations, 

it remains open and requires further investigation how practitioners manage employee experiences 

at work. By referring to the work of Davies (2008), Alshathry and colleagues (2017) concluded in 

their study about employer brand equity that ‘employee experience is a complex element and 

difficult to manage’ (p. 417) due to the large number of factors that contribute it. Examples from 

the literature illustrate this. Bailey et al. (2017) outline that organisations can seek to create 

meaningful experiences through strategies that focus on job design, leadership, HRM and culture. 

Smith (2018) reaches a similar conclusion by examining the experiences of call centre employees 

and managers, showing that job design, practices and co-workers influence the experiences of 

employees. Malik and colleagues (2020) add another element, outlining that the development of 

HRM-focused and AI-enabled applications help organisations to deliver better employee 

experiences. Those studies elucidate that employee experiences are shaped by myriads of 

organisational factors and actors and it may thus seem illusive or encroaching to believe that 

employers can manage the experiences of their employees. Simultaneously, this contradiction 

makes it even more interesting to learn how practitioners approach this intent. 

 

Methodology 

Doh (2015) emphasises that phenomenon-driven research starts with broad questions that 

are related to a contemporary, real-world phenomenon. Accordingly, this study is guided by two 

open-ended research questions, namely (1) how do practitioners understand EEM? (2) What do 

they do with regard to EEM? Edmondson and McManus (2007) suggest the use of qualitative 

methods to study new phenomena on which knowledge is limited. Therefore, the study follows a 

qualitative research tradition and applies a Grounded Theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), 
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as it is a suitable method to understand meanings and practices in real-life organisational settings 

(Gephart 2004). Two different sets of qualitative data are used in this study: (1) 40 semi-structured 

interviews with practitioners that work with EEM and (2) 154 job advertisement for EEM related 

positions. In this sequential qualitative mixed method approach, interviews represent the core 

component of the study, while the textual data from job advertisements is a supplementary 

component that could not be utilised alone (Morse, 2010). Job advertisements contain rich 

information about EEM tasks and having a large number of cases allows to visualise patterns, but 

simultaneously they lack explicit explanation on the organisation’s understanding of the topic, 

which supports the use of interviews as primary data. I will further discuss the challenges related 

to combining both types of data at the end of this chapter.   

Interview data 

Using HR managers as key informants in HRM research when assessing HR practices is 

common practice (cf. Arthur & Boyles, 2007). Consequently, I considered practitioners who work 

with the topic of EEM as the most information-rich group to learn about the understanding of and 

practices related to EEM. 

In line with Grounded Theory, informants were purposefully sampled (Pratt, 2009). I used 

LinkedIn to identify and approach practitioners because the platform allows to search for job titles 

and work areas with keywords, and it is one of the largest professional networks. The main search 

and selection criteria were that the practitioner worked with EEM, which could be either indicated 

by having an EEM-related job title or by having a profile description that includes explicitly EEM. 

Additionally, I paid attention to the practitioner’s country of work, industry, company size and 

tenure to capture insights about EEM from different contexts. In sum, I contacted 121 practitioners 

on LinkedIn from 22 countries.  
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The final sample of interviewees comprises 40 practitioners from 13 different countries 

within Europe, America, Oceania and Asia (Appendix 1). Half of the interviewees worked at the 

time of the interview within a large organisation, while the other half was employed at small (6) 

or medium-sized organisations (14). Industries varied across the sample, but a considerable 

proportion of the informants worked within an IT-related sector (15). The interviewee’s tenure 

ranged from a few months to 6 years. Short tenure was not considered problematic as EEM might 

evolve through different stages, and the interviews reinforced that also respondents with short 

tenure were able to talk in-depth about their work. During the interviews, the majority outlined 

that they held previous jobs within HRM, however, there was also a group of informants that 

worked previously in adjacent fields, such as marketing, communication, operations or project 

management. Similarly, not all interviewees belonged to the HR function in their current roles. In 

particular those practitioners without previous HRM positions often belonged to other departments 

such as IT, operations or communication and in some cases, organisations created separate teams 

for EEM that were either independent of the HRM function or included a position for HRM. 

I conducted the semi-structured interviews over a period of 5 months, mainly via video and 

phone calls in the summer and fall of 2019. Being beforehand cognisant of the fact that 

interviewees tend to answer shorter in phone interviews (Hughes, 2008), I applied different 

probing strategies throughout the interviews (Bernard, 2011). All interviews were conducted in 

English and lasted on average around 50 minutes. An interview guide with broader topics served 

as guidance (Appendix 2). After a brief introduction, interviews started with questions about the 

interviewee’s background and the organisational context and then moved to more specific 

questions about the manager’s understanding of EEM and their daily work. Respondents were 

encouraged to share examples of activities, projects and practices from their day-to-day work. As 
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participation was voluntary, I could not fully exclude that the sample comprised a higher number 

of individuals with above-average interest or enthusiasm for EEM. Therefore, I included critical 

questions in the interviews, e.g. asking for encountered challenges and limitations. 

The interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim, which resulted in 

390 single-spaced pages of transcript and 90 pages of interview notes. Most interviews were 

transcribed directly after the interview, so that new insights were incorporated in the following 

conversations. Following the comparative method for themes saturation (Constantinou et al., 

2017), the investigation reached a point of saturation after 36 interviews. However, four additional 

interviews were conducted to ensure that this was the case. 

Analysis of interviews  

The analysis of interviews consisted of two different coding phases: open coding and 

focused coding (Charmaz, 2006). In the first step, every passage of the interview transcript 

received labels to capture its meaning (Murphy et al., 2017). I formulated all initial codes in gerund 

to ensure consistency. An exemplary initial code is having conversations with colleagues to 

improve their work. Additionally, in-vivo-codes were used if a code resulted from participants’ 

special vocabulary (Charmaz, 2006). Examples of such vocabulary are ‘moments that matter’ or 

‘employee journey’. During the open coding stage, I did not incorporate any insights from the 

experience literature, as the main goal of initial coding is to stick close to the data (Charmaz, 2006) 

and explore what is in it. Overall, 2273 codes resulted from this stage.  

In a second step, I narrowed the large number of initial codes down to a set of higher-level, 

focused codes (Bryant, 2014). To do so, I collected all initial codes in one extensive overview and 

organised them in a matrix where the columns referred to the interview and the rows to the focused 

code, and later also to the broader categories. This procedure allowed to constantly compare codes 
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across interviews, to narrow down the number of codes and to search for patterns across cases at 

a later stage. 

Following the initial and focused coding, I started to group focused codes into broader 

categories. An example of a broader category is ‘collecting & analysing employee insights’. Lastly, 

those broader categories were systematically grouped under the theoretical dimensions of 

experience. For instance, ‘collecting & analysing employee insights’ was grouped under the 

person-based dimension, since it is one way of understanding how employees feel at work.  

Especially in this stage of the analysis, I iterated between the interview data and the experience 

literature (Murphy et al., 2017; Suddaby, 2006), while the coding process remained largely 

inductive. The inclusion of literature is not seen as constraining, but rather in line with Strauss and 

Corbin (1990), who outline that research should engage with existing knowledge. To increase the 

reliability of codes, the matrix was reviewed twice by an independent researcher (Locke, 2001). 

Job advertisement data  

To develop a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon, I triangulated the 

qualitative insights from the interviews with text data from 154 job advertisements for employee 

experience positions. The main purpose of a job advertisement is to attract the right candidate to a 

position, and thus they contain information that help candidates to understand what a job requires 

(Kim & Angnakoon, 2016). In particular, the parts about the tasks and duties provided useful text 

data about the practices associated with EEM.  

The data collection of job advertisements took place over a period of ten months in 2018 

and 2019 to balance seasonal fluctuations and to provide a sizable set of job ads. The main selection 

criteria was that the posting was clearly designated for an EEM position. Consequently, only job 

advertisements that included ‘employee experience’ or ‘people experience’ in the job title were 
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considered. Examples are Head of People Experience, Employee Experience Manager or 

Employee Experience Specialist. Similar to the selection of interviewees, additional attention was 

paid to the country, company size and language of the ad (English, French, German). I collected 

advertisements from LinkedIn, Monster and Indeed.  

The final sample comprises 154 job ads (Appendix 3). The majority of advertisements 

comes from the US and the UK, which might be attributed to the platforms used and language 

requirements for sampling. Furthermore, most ads were published from large organisations, and 

the main sector was – as with interviews – the IT sector. The number of job ads for entry-level, 

mid-senior and higher level positions was balanced. The length of job advertisements varied from 

one to five pages.   

Analysis of job advertisements 

Similar to the interview data, I labelled the text data line-by-line and created initial codes 

in gerund. Overall, 1989 initial codes emerged, which were then grouped and narrowed down into 

more focused codes and broader categories. For instance, the initial code having knowledge about 

HR business processes was first coded into having knowledge about HR and later into HR-related 

KSA (Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities), together with other codes such as having a university 

degree related to HR or having prior HR experience. Overall, different broader categories 

emerged, which either related to the company (e.g. their company vision, values, and situation); 

the tasks (e.g. job vision, tasks) and the individual (e.g. the skill requirements). In particular the 

codes about the tasks were further organised along the theoretical dimensions of experience, while 

codes about the company and the individual served as background information.  

New insights from text data were constantly compared with the codes and categories from 

interviews. Special attention was paid to differences in contexts from which the data emerged. Job 
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advertisements include tasks that the candidate is intended to do, and in contrast, interviews 

included information practitioners actually do. Being aware of this discrepancy is of great 

importance, however, I could not detect major gaps between the intended and implemented 

practices.  

Findings 

I present the findings from interviews and job advertisements relative to the three 

theoretical dimensions of experience, outlined in the theory section (cf. Table 1). After introducing 

each dimension and presenting evidence from interviews and job advertisements, I will illustrate 

patterns among the dimensions that emerged across the data.   

Dimensions of Employee Experience Management 

Table 2 provides an overview of the findings organised along the theoretical dimensions 

of experience, which are further explained in the following. Moreover, the supplementary 

materials section contains additional support for the presented findings. 

(1) The person-based dimension of EEM: having an employee focus 

Several respondents answered to the question ‘what is employee experience management 

for you?’ that it is about having a strong employee focus, which is illustrated by the following 

quote:  

‘Well, employee experience for us is to always place the employees in the centre of 

everything we do.’ (Int. 24)  

Job advertisements included similar references that highlight the central role of the worker 

by writing:  

‘We need a special person who displays a genuine passion for putting our employees first.’ 

(Job ad. 133).  
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Table 2. Dimensions of Employee Experience Management.  

Category from 

theory 

(1) Person-based dimension (2) Situational dimension 

(2a) Immediate                     (2b) formative 

(3) Contextual dimension 

Category from 

data 

Employee Focus Day-to-day experiences Employee Journey Organisational space 

Description Taking an employee-perspective 

and understanding people's 

feelings, needs and experiences 

at work 

Focusing on people's daily 

experiences resulting from their 

work, social relationships, 

communication and smaller 

details. 

Focusing on the employee 

journey from pre-employment, 

orientation, learning and 

development to post-

employment 

Focusing on the organisational 

culture, atmosphere, values and 

physical work environment 

Managerial  

practices 

Learning directly from 

employees (one-on-one talks, 

workshops, focus groups or 

surveys) 

Giving employees voice 

Collecting information from 

managers/customers, internal 

systems, performance 

appraisals, KPIs 

Co-creating practices with 

employees 

Adapting practices to employee 

needs 

Organising social events 

Coaching managers on 

interactions with employees 

Improving internal 

communication 

Improving internal work 

processes 

Implementing new IT tools and 

systems (incl. HR systems and 

HR service delivery) 

Paying attention to small details 

that matter  

Systematically approaching the 

journey (e.g. creating maps)  

Improving the pre-hire phase 

(e.g. employer branding, 

recruitment process) 

Improving the onboarding 

process (e.g. defining goals, 

information given, mentoring 

programme) 

Working on development, career 

management, training 

opportunities 

Improving the off-boarding 

process (e.g. alumni networks) 

Focusing on company culture & 

values 

Implementing and promoting 

practices (e.g. well-being, 

recognition, feedback, 

belonging, meaningfulness) 

Redesigning the physical space 

Improving the working conditions 
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This strong focus on the employee was also underlined by practitioners emphasising that 

they aim to see people as humans and not as numbers at work and that they aim to take good care 

of their workforce. Some interviewees went more in detail and explained that having a strong 

employee focus means to understand the needs and wants of employees and their individual 

experiences. One way of gaining a better understanding is the overall idea of taking an employee 

perspective. The code emerged from several interviews and job advertisements. One practitioner 

explained for example:  

‘So no matter what we feel, and what we're doing, and how well we're doing, it's the 

perceptions of the employees that matter to us.’ (Int. 4) 

This focus on employee perceptions - or the employee in general - is closely linked to the 

person-based dimension of experience since practitioners put strong emphasis on evaluative 

employee responses, such as perceptions and feelings, which is also supported by the following: 

‘I'm always focusing on the experience, and I'm not really thinking about like processes 

and how things should be. I'm more thinking about how things should feel.’ (Int. 15) 

Not surprisingly, many interviewees understand EEM as a new mind-set. One respondent 

said for instance: 

‘It's not just a kind of employee-experience-fluffy-thing, but actually, it's a mind-set.’ 

(Int.23)  

EEM may thus symbolise a fundamental rethinking of practitioners, including the 

organisation as a whole and many interviewees stressed that the experience-centric mind-set must 

be shared with leaders and other business functions.   

‘You have to get everybody. You have to make employee experience top of mind for the 

whole business.’ (Int. 3) 
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With respect to the second research question, various practices are associated with this 

dimension of EEM (cf. Table 2), such as collecting information directly from employees via 

different types of surveys (e.g. weekly/monthly pulse surveys, engagement surveys, exit surveys), 

or by having one-on-one interviews or focus groups, giving employees voice and listening to them. 

One interviewee explained in that context:  

‘Part of my job is to keep a pulse on where people are and what people are thinking. So 

honestly, to build on that experience, I do a lot of one-on-one meetings with people. That 

is most of what my time goes to.’ (Int. 8) 

Job advertisements comprised similar information either in the skill requirements (e.g. 

being able to analyse people data or having analytical skills) or in the tasks descriptions (e.g. 

conducting employee surveys). However, practitioners also learn indirectly about the experiences 

and needs of employees by using different KPIs (e.g. satisfaction scores, turnover rates, employee 

net-promotor score), by retrieving insights from performance appraisals and internal systems (e.g. 

the questions being asked in the intranet by employees) or by collecting insights from managers 

and customers. Additionally, some interviewees mentioned that they use their own experiences to 

better understand the experiences other employees make, but this was only the case for respondents 

from small and medium-sized organisations. 

Lastly, two other practices emerged from interviews and job postings that are associated 

with having a strong employee focus: co-creation and adaptation. Adaptation referred mostly to 

adapting practices and programmes to people’s needs, which is also illustrated by the following 

quote: 

‘It's really designing all the HR frameworks around the employee rather than asking the 

employee to fit into an existing HR framework’ (Int. 27).  
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Co-creation follows a similar intention, namely that employees and managers have the 

chance to co-create organisational practices and projects in accordance with their needs. One 

interviewee described: 

‘So, for an organisation and for me personally, employee experience simply is all about 

[…] co-creating with your employees, so that you can create new products and services, 

new solutions that help creating a great experience for the employees in the company.’ 

(Int.26) 

 

(2a) The situational dimension of EEM: day-to-day experiences 

Besides a strong focus on the employee, both data sets show that practitioners understand 

EEM in terms of the experiences that employees make on a day-to-day basis and the situational 

aspects that contribute to those daily experiences, such as the employees’ social relationships and 

interactions with colleagues and managers. 

‘[…] a lot of the employee experience comes down to the team that you're in and who your 

leader is.’ (Int. 4) 

Related to that, respondents emphasised particularly the communication inside the 

organisation coming from managers, the EEM-responsible or the communication among 

employees and teams. One respondent aptly summarised: 

‘The way you communicate with people is also determining what kind of experiences 

people have.’ (Int. 1) 

Furthermore, several interviewees described that the job, and especially the ease of doing 

one’s job are important aspects of EEM. One respondent explained for instance that EEM is about 

making people’s daily life easier e.g. by facilitating administrative tasks, such as the paper work 

for paternity leave. Moreover, respondents referred in that context to IT systems and tools or the 
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ways HR services are delivered (e.g. HR self-service applications), often summarised under the 

term of the digital employee experience or in job advertisements labelled as user experiences. In 

particular here, it became visible that EEM is not limited to HR-related processes, which is 

reflected in the following quote:  

‘How does an employee actually do their job every day? And a lot of that doesn't 

necessarily fall within the like HR realm. It's more about the systems and the tools they are 

using. Are they actually able to get their job done?’ (Int. 17) 

In addition to job-related and social factors that influence people’s experiences, 

respondents often highlighted the role of small details.  

‘It's often small things. It doesn't have to be fireworks but it can be really, really small 

things like for example write them a personal thank you note and put it on their table before 

they come to work or just organise a nice breakfast every now and then’ (Int. 15) 

The above shows that EEM concerns a range of situational factors that shape the worker’s 

experience and the question of what is happening to employees on a daily basis. As outlined before, 

daily experiences are not necessarily memorable, which might be especially true for social 

encounters, details and work-related processes, as long as those are not attracting negative 

attention.  

I identified various practices that are linked to this dimension (cf. Table 2), such as 

organising social events, working on internal communication, coaching managers on their 

interactions and communication with employees or improving internal processes and IT systems. 

The practices show that EEM may go beyond the scope of HRM. Several respondents shared this 

perception, e.g. by saying:  

‘How we see it is that creating employee experience is something that goes way beyond 

HR.’ (Int. 40) 
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(2b) The situational dimension of EEM: the employee journey 

In contrast to the previous dimension, numerous interviewees outlined that they understand 

EEM as a focus on the experiences that workers have over the time of their employment. They 

often called this long-term experience the employee journey or employee lifecycle. When being 

asked about their understanding of EEM, one of the practitioners replied for instance:  

‘I think that everything that relates to the employee lifecycle in a company is employee 

experience.’ (Int. 31) 

Also job advertisement data contained 326 codes about the employee journey/lifecycle. For 

example, one company described that the EEM-responsible 

‘[…] will play a key role in fostering and advocating the employee experience at all stages 

of the employee lifecycle.’ (Job ad. 61) 

With respect to the employee journey or lifecycle,  I identified various stages: (1) The pre-

employment stage including pre-hiring activities and recruitment, often termed ‘candidate 

experience’; (2) the orientation stage going from onboarding, welcoming, settling-in and probation 

phase; the (3) learning and development phase, where talent management, training and 

development as well as career management are of importance; (4) The post-employment stage, 

which refers to offboarding, employee exit and the alumni experience. All employees in an 

organisation pass through those stages, and similar to the person-based dimension there is a shared 

organisational responsibility for the employee journey. One interviewee from a larger organisation 

explained:  

‘Although we're not responsible for every element within the whole employee lifecycle - 

we have talent acquisition teams, we have talent management teams and also IT teams and 

facilities - so, we see it as there's lots and lots of people that impact and influence the 

employee experience, but it's our role to have the voice of the employee and make sure that 
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we're continually improving the employee experience across all of those different areas.’ 

(Int. 4) 

 To systematically improve the employee journey, both data sets contained different 

practices (cf. Table 2), e.g. identifying ‘pain points’ in the employee life-cycle, creating journey 

maps and moments that matter. Additionally, I identified numerous practices that are targeted 

specifically to one phase of the journey. For instance, in the context of onboarding, recurring 

practices were giving tours, organising presentations, ensuring that employees get the right 

information or implementing a buddy program.  

 

(3) The contextual dimension of EEM: the organisational space 

Lastly, data reveals that practitioners understand EEM as an approach that concerns the 

organisational space that shapes and embeds the experiences of workers. This does not only refer 

to the physical space, but also the organisational atmosphere, culture and values that exist 

internally. For example, one interviewee explained: 

‘So when we talk about the experience, we talk about the culture that we have in the 

company […]. It is something that we expect to be the basis for the employee experience 

in all the markets.’ (Int. 33) 

It shows that organisations try to harmonise experiences by reinforcing organisational 

values like trust, support, safety or transparency, which in turn impact how individuals 

communicate and behave on a daily basis, but also experience their company in the long-run. To 

achieve this, managers described that they promote and implement organisational practices e.g. 

for well-being, engagement diversity and inclusion to establish a good working environment. One 

respondent reflected: 
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‘The employee experience was more about making their everyday environment and 

atmosphere and their working conditions nice and good for the people.’ (Int. 36) 

In the context of creating a good working atmosphere, recognising and appreciating 

employees were other recurring practices. Additionally, both data sets include codes about the 

physical space as an important part of EEM. One respondent described: 

‘Obviously physical health is super important. So do you have enough light? […] Is a quiet 

enough to concentrate on your work? All of those things influence the way you're working 

and if you enjoy going to work or not.’ (Int. 13) 

Practices related to the physical space ranged from building projects to redesigning the 

office space, such as the canteen or coffee area. Overall, this dimension underlines the need to 

include location, space and organisational climate into the understanding of EEM.  

 

Bringing the dimensions together 

The previous section introduces different aspects and practices of EEM, but the question 

of how those dimensions are related remains open and requires further investigation. I ran various 

coding-matrix-queries in Nvivo20 on the job advertisements to see if practitioners focus on all 

dimensions simultaneously. Figure 1a shows that the majority of job advertisements (83%) 

included tasks that are linked to either three (41%) or all (42%) of the above outlined dimensions. 

Consequently, Employee Experience Management (EEM) can be best defined as a bundle of 

practices that are linked to the person-based, situational and contextual dimension of the 

experience construct. Since there was a range of job advertisements that omitted one dimension of 

EEM and thereby understood it as a three-dimensional construct (41%), I followed up on which 

dimension causes the variance. 
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Figure 1a.             Figure 1b. 

 

 

Figure 1b shows that practitioner approaches seem to differ mostly along the situational 

dimension of EEM (51%). On the one hand, there is one group of job advertisements that does not 

include any tasks linked to people’s day-to-day experiences (dimension 2a), but codes linked to 

having an employee focus (dimension 1), the employee journey (dimension 2b) and the overall 

context shaping those experiences (dimension 3). On the other hand, there is one group of job 

advertisements that omitted the employee journey (dimension 2a), while including tasks relating 

to all other dimensions. Interviews confirm the notion that EEM approaches differ mostly along 

the situational dimension of experiences, and they show further that especially some practitioners 

with an HR background seem to omit the day-to-day employee experiences (2a), while 

practitioners with a non-HR background seem to focus less on the employee journey (2b).  

There are several conclusions: firstly, the employee focus and the organisational space are 

fundamental parts of EEM. Secondly, practices related to the situational dimension of experiences 

are an integral part of EEM, yet organisational approaches differ and time-orientation may be the 

explaining mechanism. A strong focus on the day-to-day experiences of workers hints a focus on 
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the present. In contrast, focusing on the employee journey indicates a long-term orientation and 

process-view on EEM. Thirdly, it is not enough to focus on one or two dimensions, e.g. to have an 

employee-centric mind-set, to call one’s approach EEM, but practices linked to the different 

dimensions of experience must be implemented the same time. There are probably many 

organisations following an EEM approach without even being aware of it, which is supported by 

one interviewee saying:  

‘That’s actually a thing we've been doing for quite a while - I mean, without using the 

employee experience terminology […].’ (Int. 23) 

Although EEM was not ‘invented’ from scratch during the last years, what might be still 

new is the growing awareness for the importance of experiences and the purposefulness behind 

the practices. Several interviewees highlighted this aspect during the conversations e.g. by saying: 

‘Speaking about people experience was kind of new to me at this point.’ (Int. 1) 

Reflecting upon the novelty of EEM goes hand in hand with reflecting upon its linkages 

with HRM. Interview data suggests that practitioners perceive EEM as more strategic, holistic, 

people-focused and collaborative when comparing it with HRM. One respondent outlined:  

‘So it's [EEM] a much more strategic thing today and focuses a lot more across the whole 

organisation than just the HR part.’ (Int. 12) 

Interestingly, the quote illustrates another important point about the relationship between 

EEM and HRM, namely that HRM is perceived as a component of EEM. This stands to reason 

considering the different stages of the employee journey, such as recruitment or onboarding. Yet, 

the outlined practices associated with the day-to-day employee experiences show that the scope of 

EEM is not necessarily limited to HRM. To underline this difference, many interviewees 

deliberately choose an EEM-related job title. One respondent said in that context:  
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‘I would say HR manager or HR admin - that undervalues or undermines it a bit. That does 

not honour the work I do.’ (Int. 2) 

In contrast, others decided to keep an HR-related title or struggled with the EEM-related 

title, indicated by the emergence of different types of conflicts surrounding the practitioners’ job 

role and responsibilities.   

‘You know, every time when you say employee experience, people come and say: hey, this 

is your responsibility! That's why you are here.’ (Int. 22) 

Another respondent described: 

‘I have had the title employee experience manager thrown in my face a couple of times 

during particularly difficult conversations […].’ (Int. 7) 

Consequently, there are a range of critical issues surrounding EEM, such as the signalling 

effect of the title, that require further research in the future.  

Discussion 

The goal of this paper was to explore the practical phenomenon of Employee Experience 

Management (EEM) and to develop a shared understanding. By combining theoretical knowledge 

about different dimensions of experience with data from 40 interviews and 154 job postings, the 

paper introduces four different dimensions of EEM and concomitant managerial practices. I 

conclude that EEM can be defined as a bundle of practices, which are linked to the person-based, 

situational or contextual dimension of the experience construct. EEM practices are targeted to 

improve the micro-experiences at work by means of having a strong employee focus, improving 

employees’ daily experiences, the formative employee journey experience and the organisational 

space in which those experiences take shape.   
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The findings coincide with the existing knowledge on experience (cf. Boswijk et al., 2007; 

Bradley, 2013; Erlich, 2003) and previous studies showing that employee experiences are shaped 

by myriads of organisational factors and actors (Bailey et al., 2017; Malik et al., 2020; Smith, 

2018). However, in contrast to the literature that points to the positive effects of experiences for 

the individual (Lee et al., 2018; van Boven & Gilovich, 2003), practitioners also reported a range 

of critical encounters that lead to negative employee attitudes towards EEM. With respect to the 

ongoing discourse around employee experiences and perceptions of HR practices (Meijerink et al., 

2021; Van Beurden et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020), the findings underline that not only questions 

about the ‘what’ (situation) and the ‘how’ (person) matter when studying employee experiences, 

but that the ‘where’ (context) is an integral dimension that requires equal attention.  

Looking closer at the different dimensions, there are various points for discussion. Firstly, 

the person-based aspect of having a strong employee focus is closely linked to technological 

advancements in collecting and analysing employee data (Cheng & Hackett, 2021), which raises 

questions about ethics, legal frameworks and the protection of the employees’ privacy.  

Secondly, the two situational aspects of EEM reveal contrary linkages to HRM. Findings 

show that EEM practices connected with the improvement of the daily, immediate experiences 

(dimension 2a) may go beyond the scope of HRM. In contrast, practices associated with improving 

the long-term employee experiences, i.e. the employee journey (dimension 2b), relate 

predominantly to HRM practices. While the former dimension provides an explanation why EEM 

is often perceived as anything and everything at first glance, in contrast, the employee journey 

presents one factor why EEM and HRM are often perceived as the same. This disparity underlines 

that practices cannot be looked at in isolation as it leads to misleading conclusions about the 

linkages between EEM and HRM.  
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Thirdly, the last dimension, the organisational space, raises questions about the 

homogeneity of experiences. The findings show that practitioners use organisational values, 

culture, practices and the office space to harmonise experiences across employees. Li and 

colleagues (2018) show at the example of High-Innovation Work Systems and Innovation that the 

homogeneity of employee experiences amplifies the link between organisational practices and 

outcomes. Consequently, it stands to reason that organisations strive to unify experiences, yet 

simultaneously this endeavour undermines the idiosyncrasy of experiences and contradicts the 

notion to focus more on the individual employee. 

A thorough understanding of EEM in practice was needed to inform and direct the 

academic discourse on the nature of EEM and to understand developments within HRM practice. 

By differentiating between dimensions of experience, this paper contributes to a more nuanced 

discourse about the topic of experience in the management literature, which is strongly needed, as 

the term ‘experience’ appears progressively in abstracts and titles, while the search for definitions 

remains futile and experience is often depicted as a unidimensional construct. Furthermore, 

practitioners may find inspiration in this paper, e.g. by reflecting upon the dimensions of 

experience they are currently covering and may address in the future.  

This study does not come without limitations that point to future research. Firstly, this 

paper draws on qualitative data. Quantitative studies that test the presented dimensions and related 

practices could significantly contribute to the generalisability of the presented findings. Secondly, 

research designs that draw on observational field data could add important insights to the question 

what practitioners actually do in terms of EEM. Thirdly, this project is only focused on 

practitioners working with the topic of EEM. Literature suggests that the responsibility for 

managing employees devolves increasingly from people managers to the line (Perry & Kulik, 
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2008). Therefore exploring line managers’ roles and approaches to EEM needs greater attention 

in the future. Equally, employees were not part of this project. Research that follows-up on the 

dark and bright sides of EEM from an employee perspective could add to the implications of EEM. 

Conclusion 

In the introduction, I raised the question if EEM is a new paradigm in people management 

or just a new and fancy label for HRM. As usual in research, the safest answer would be to say 

that it depends - for instance on the organisation. However, this study shows that practitioners 

working with EEM increasingly attempt to bring the micro-level of employee experiences and 

perceptions into the centre of attention, which signals a re-thinking in practice. Critical HRM 

scholars advocate a heightened employee-focus since the early 1990s (Boselie et al., 2009) and 

there is a growing body of literature focusing on employee experience level of HRM practice 

(Wang et al., 2020). It seems as if research and practice are developing in a similar direction, which 

is reinforcing to see but simultaneously calls for greater attention in the future.   
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Appendix 1 

Interview sample (n=40). 

Job Titles Tenure1 Company Size2 Country Industry Interview Time 

(Senior) Employee Experience Manager  14 < 1 year 10 Small  6 Oceania (Australia, New Zealand)  2 Banking & Finance 4 < 30 minutes 6 

Head/Director of Employee Experience 19 1-3 years 16 Medium 14 Europe3 28 Marketing & Design 8 30-60 minutes 31 

CEO 1 > 3 years 10 Large 20 North America (US) 5 Tech  4 > 60 minutes 3 

HR-related Title 3 No stated 4 
  

South America (Mexico) 1 IT  15 
  

Consultant for Employee Experience 3 
    

Asia (India, Indonesia, Israel) 4 Consulting 4 
  

        
Retail & Sales 2 

  

                Consumer Goods 3   
 

1 At time of the interview 
2 According to OECD classifications (small = 1-49 employees, medium = 50-249 employees, large = 250+ employees) 
3 Denmark, Netherlands, UK, Sweden, Finland, Poland, France 
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Appendix 2 

Interview guide. 

 Topic Instructions 

(1) Introduction  Thank interviewee  

Introduction of the project, interviewer, procedure 

Data handling & consent for recording 

Open questions 

Start Recording 

(2) Interviewee background Ask about interviewees background and career (e.g. previous 

positions) 

Ask about organisational belonging/team/size   

(3) Organisational background Ask about current situation of the company 

Ask about reasons to have an EEM position 

(4) Understanding Ask about their understanding of the topic 

Ask how they explain it to someone who has never heard of it 

(5) Practices Ask about the actions they undertake to address/consider people’s 

experiences  

Ask for examples   

(6)* Relation with HR Ask about the relationship with HRM and/or the people function 

(7)* Reactions  Ask about reactions from employees 

(8)* Outcomes Ask about anticipated outcomes/impact 

(9)* Challenges Ask about difficulties/limitations 

(10) Open topics Ask about open questions or unaddressed topics 

Stop Recording  

(11) Ending Thank interviewee  

Clarify administrative steps 

* Variable order (if not addressed during the previous questions) 
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Appendix 3 

Job advertisement sample (n=154). 

Countries [Continent] Hierarchy Level Company Size* Industry 

North America 97  Entry level 32 Small 15 IT / Technology  59 

Europe 38  Mid-senior level 28 Medium 26 Finance 27 

Asia 14  Higher level 30 Large 107 HR 14 

Oceania 3  Not indicated 64   Consumer Goods & Service 13 

Africa 1 
    

Marketing 12 

South America 1   
  

Health & Pharma 7 
      

Transport 5 
      

Education 4 
      

Retail 3 

      Construction 2 

      Consulting 2 

      NGO 2 

      Hospitality 1 

      Sports 1 

            Not indicated 3 

* According to OECD Classifications  
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Supplementary Materials 

(1) The person-based dimension of EEM: having an employee focus 

Table 1. Additional quotes supporting the findings about having an employee focus.  

Focused code Supplementary quotes Ref. 

EEM being about understanding 

people’s wants and needs 

 

‘So if I look at people experience here, it is to look at understanding the employees' wants and 

needs’  

 

Int. 34 

EEM being about understanding 

people’s experiences 

 

‘I think, what needs to be the focus of employee experience is to use insights into the existing 

experience that people have […] you really need to basically understand what the experience is 

like.’ 

Int. 3 

EEM being about seeing people 

as humans not as numbers 
 

‘We don't try to just make people happy, that's not the end at all. The employee experience is 

about developing people as people, treating people as humans.’ 

 

‘If the vision of your organisation is driven by numbers, then I think you should not talk about 

employee experience.’ 

 

Int. 7 

 

 

Int. 22 

EEM being about taking care of 

employees 

‘So from my point of view, employee experience isn't just the culture and how many ping-pong 

tables we have or how many PlayStations we have […]. That's not the experience. But how do 

we make sure that everyone feels that they are being taken care of.’ 

 

Int. 16 

EEM being about taking an 

employee perspective 

 

‘And I think the employee experience tells more about that we really are there to look at things 

from the employee's perspective.’ 

 

Int. 19 

EEM being a mind-set ‘I mean, experience is always at the back of my head’ 

 

Int. 20 

EEM being a shared mind-set 

 

‘We also trying to spread the mind-set of Ex to all our functions because you cannot just set up 

a team and say: You guys are the ones responsible for Ex. That doesn't work. You have to get 

that mind-set out and living it in the organisation.’ 
 

Int. 12 
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Table 2. Exemplary codes supporting identified practices related to having an employee focus. 

Identified practices Exemplary codes Reference 

Learning directly from employees 

 
 Collecting data in a weekly survey 

 Having implemented AI system that captures people's mood  

 Conducting one-on-one meetings with employees to learn how they feel and what they need 

 Doing focus groups 

 Giving employees voice & encouraging employees to speak up 

 Collecting feedback from employees 

 Collecting and analysing employee insights  

 Creating approaches for employee voice & listening 

 Analysing metrics and KPIs 

 

Int. 16 

Int. 22 

Int. 19 

Int. 28 

Int. 34 

7  job ads 

96 job ads 

16 job ads 

17 job ads 

Learning indirectly about 

employees  
 Measuring the ENPS  

 Collecting information from performance appraisals 

 Collecting data about employees via different systems 

 Using one’s own observations & experiences 

 Having the skills to work with different types of employee data 

 

Int. 33 

Int. 2 

Int. 25 

Int. 36 

51 job ads 

Adaptation 

 
 Adapting their projects to people’s needs 

 Having a personal approach to the people 

 Creating employee-centric programmes 

Int. 34 

Int. 7 

17 job ads 

 

Co-creation   Getting employees involved in projects  

 Forming work groups with other people from outside HR 

 

Int. 1 

Int. 40 
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(2a) The situational dimension of EEM: day-to-day experiences 

Table 3. Additional quotes supporting the findings about the daily employee experiences. 

Focused code Supplementary quotes Ref. 

EEM being about the 

day-to-day experiences 

‘Anyway, it is a bigger emphasis on how people feel, how they are treated, how they experience their work life 

day by day.’  
 

‘I'm here to listen and I'm here to help make your day even better. That's the goal of the employee experience. 

Literally to make your day better.’ 

 

Int. 2 
 

 

Int. 11 

EEM being about 

details 

‘It is just those little things and it is quite difficult to impact everything, but we certainly try to impact as much 

as we possibly can’ 
 

‘I think it's in so many things. From walking in the door in the morning to go home in the evening. All this stuff 

that you experience during the day.’ 

 

Int. 4 
 

 

Int. 12 

EEM being about social 

relations 

‘I'd say an overarching theme of employee experience is connection. It's the connection of employees with one 

another and with the company’ 

Int. 11 

 

 

EEM being about social 

events 

 

‘I would say it [the employee experience] is bringing people together to learn, to grow and to have fun.’ Int. 6 

EEM being about 

making work easier 

‘I think you can look at the employee experience from two sides […] And then, there's the other side, which is 

basically how-easy- it-is-to- get-work-done-here side of things’ 

 

‘So a big part of what I do in my team is when parents take the opportunity of a paternity leave, the paperwork sucks. 

It's not fun to do. It's the last thing that a parent needs to have on their plate. So my team takes care of it. We basically 

make the things that are generally very difficult for employees as easy as possible so they can focus on their goals.’ 

 

Int. 3 
 

 

Int. 11 

EEM being about the 

tools and technology 

‘I think IT is a big player in this. Having the right IT systems; having the right access; having the right IT equipment. I 

don't know if you've ever experienced it, but it can really draw back your experience as an employee if these things 

don't work.’ 
 

‘[…] for me it's [employee experience] many things and I was very much focusing on tools being the help of employee 

experience. If you have the right tools and the right processes and the right training for that, I think it's a good employee 

experience.’  

Int. 20 

 
 

 

Int. 24 
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Table 4. Exemplary codes supporting identified practices related to focusing on the day-to-day employee experiences. 

Identified practices Exemplary codes References 

Organising social events 

 
 Hosting every week a happy hour  

 Organising fitness and welcoming events 

 Going on a company trip for one week  

 Allowing employees to volunteer 

 Creating opportunities for employees to come together and celebrate 

 Having employee clubs 

 Managing/coordinating events 
 

Int. 6 

Int. 32 

Int. 36 

Int. 4 

Int. 27 

Int. 13 

45 job ads 

Improving IT systems   Ensuring that people have the right systems and tools to do their jobs 

 Ensuring IT services are up and running 

 Implementing a new HR system 

 Implementing Chatbots 

 Focusing on user experiences 

 Managing IT projects 

 Implementing technical solutions and improvements 
 

Int. 17 

Int. 5 

Int. 25 

13 job ads 

8 job ads 

9 job ads 

Improving internal processes 

 
 Focusing on improving internal processes 

 Improving how people work 

 Simplifying business processes 

 Improving HR services & procedures 
 

Int. 1 

Int. 18 

Int. 37 

23 job ads 

Training managers 

 
 Coaching managers 

 Training managers on communication 

Int. 38 

Int. 16 

  Making clear what the company expects from managers  

 Having coaching skills/experience 
 

Int. 37 

11 job ads 

Coaching employees/ teams  Solving conflicts and issues 
 

12 job ads 

Working on communication   Working on improving the communication between teams 

 Focusing on internal communication 

 Creating different platforms where people can connect 

 Sharing stories about employee experiences 

 Creating communication strategies/materials 
 

Int. 17 

Int. 19 

Int. 11 

3 job ads 

19 job ads 

Paying attention to small details   Doing little extra things 

 Being detail-oriented 

Int. 36 

46 job ads 
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 (2b) The situational dimension of EEM: the employee journey 

Table 5. Additional quotes supporting the findings about the employee journey experiences. 

Focused code Supplementary quotes Ref. 

EEM being about the 

employee journey 

‘So when we started to speak about our employee experience, for us it was everything that 

happens in the employees' journey in the company before they are hired, while they are in the 

company and when they leave the company.’ 

 

Int. 37 

 ‘The employee experience is the whole journey’ Int. 7 

 

Employee journey including 

pre-boarding  
 

 

‘And it [the journey] starts even before you have joined the company’  

   

Int. 31 

Employee journey including 

onboarding 

‘After that comes onboarding and those two, the recruitment and the onboarding - especially 

the onboarding, are really big impactors to the employee journey.’  

 

Int. 23 

Employee journey including 

development 

 

‘We're looking for a more holistic approach. Understanding the whole cycle of pre-boarding, 

onboarding and then the whole development within the company and also the off-boarding.’ 

 

Int. 1 

Employee journey including 

offboarding  

‘What I tend to describe is, you know, my team is responsible for the experience of everybody 

in our workplace from candidate to alumni and everything in between.’ 

 

Int. 8 
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Table 6. Exemplary codes supporting identified practices related to focusing on the employee journey experiences. 

Identified practices Exemplary codes References 

Systematically approaching the employee 

journey 
 Focusing on the different phases of the employee lifecycle 

 Creating journey maps 

 Designing the lifecycle and the touch points 

 Identifying pain points / moments of truth 

 

Int. 3 

Int. 23 

Int. 10 

Int. 10 

Pre-hire phase  Working on their glass door page 

 Improving their external communication 

 Improving the recruitment process 

 Inviting and communicating with new hires before they start 

 Improving the candidate experience 

Int. 11 

Int. 40 

Int. 33 

Int. 13 

8 job ads 

   

Onboarding phase  Implementing a story-based approach 

 Setting up a new onboarding program 

 Making onboarding simpler 

 Digitalising onboarding 

 Giving tours 

 Setting goals from the beginning 

 Helping with IT on first day 

 Defining which information people should receive 

 Having a mentoring/buddy programme 

 Focusing on the onboarding experience 

 Conducting onboarding activities 

Int. 22 

Int. 11 

Int. 33 

Int. 4 

Int. 2 

Int. 7 

Int. 5 

Int. 6 

Int. 37 

5 job ads 

33 job ads 

   

Learning and development phase  Ensuring that people can learn 

 Setting development goals 

 Implementing career development plans 

 Contributing to talent management 

 Designing and supporting trainings 

 

Int. 36 

Int. 7 

Int. 11 

9 job ads 

17 job ads 

Offboarding phase  Giving farewell parties 

 Improving the alumni experience 

 Engaging with alumni 

 

Int. 2 

Int. 33 

1 job ad 
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3) The contextual dimension of EEM: the organisational space 

Table 7. Additional quotes supporting the findings about the organizational space. 

Focused code Supplementary quotes Ref. 

EEM being about the culture ‘But then culture is also a huge part of it [EEM]. We are very protective of our 

culture here. It's like the core of everything. It's the foundation for - I think - for the 

experiences our employees have.’ 

Int. 12 

   

EEM being about the office space 

 

 

‘For example, here we just updated the office and I redecorated the whole office to 

make it more cosy and more home-like and more supporting several goals.’  

Int. 15 

   

EEM being about focusing on values  ‘I would say that I perceive my role to be more focused on creating or building the 

culture and developing the core values.’  

 

Int. 31 
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Table 8. Exemplary codes supporting identified practices related to focusing on the organizational space. 

Identified practices Exemplary codes References 

Promoting the organisational culture & 

values 
 Incorporate people into the culture 

 Providing culture workshops 

 Preserving the culture while growing as an organisation 

 Firing people that did not fit the culture  

 Fostering company values (e.g. diversity & inclusion) 

 Ensuring company values are known 

 Developing and building the culture 

 Creating a positive work environment 

 

Int. 2 

Int. 15 

Int. 11 

Int. 37 

Int. 10 

Int. 16 

14 job ads 

9 job ads 

Implementing organisational practices  Ensuring that people feel safe (Safety) 

 Ensuring people feel welcome and included (Inclusion) 

 Creating transparency (Transparency) 

 Ensuring that people feel connected to the company (Belonging) 

 Aiming that people feel supported (Support) 

 Empowering employees (Empowerment) 

 Aiming that people can be themselves at work (Authenticity) 

 Giving people meaning (Meaningfulness) 

 Driving happiness and fun at work (Happiness) 

 Promoting employee well-being (Well-Being) 

   

Int. 32 

Int. 8 

Int. 11 

Int. 17 

Int. 40 

Int. 10 

Int. 32 

Int. 2 

10 job ads 

12 job ads 

Redesigning the office space  Creating a social areas inside the organisation 

 Making offices more suitable for people 

 Offering different workspace options to people 

 Redecorating the office space 

 Leading the office space experience 

 

Int. 2 

Int. 36 

Int. 4 

Int. 15 

4 job ads 

Working on recognition and appreciation  Implementing an appreciation platform 

 Giving awards and kudos 

 Implementing employee recognition programs 

 

Int. 11 

Int. 15 

5 job ads 
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Table 9. Additional quotes supporting the findings outlined in the section ‘Bringing the dimensions together’ 

Proposition Supplementary quotes Ref. 

Following an EEM approach without 

labelling it 

‘At the time, I didn't know it was called employee experience and it wasn't labelled as 

employee experience.’ 

Int. 10 

   

Seeing EEM as new 

 

 

‘My perception is that the concept of employee and people experience is really on the 

newer side.’ 

 

‘I think, that's [EEM] quite a new modern way of thinking about the HR function as a 

whole’ 

 

Int. 8 

 

 

Int. 7 

Seeing EEM as more holistic compared 

to HRM 

 

‘I would say that there’s kind of traditional HR and then my role. It is companywide. I'm 

responsible for programs that impact every employee in the company. It is different but 

it definitely works hand-in-hand.’ 

 

Int. 6 

Seeing EEM as more people-focused 

compared to HRM  

 

‘It [EEM] feels like something really soft and something really humanistic to me.’ 

 

Int. 18 

Seeing EEM as more strategic 

compared to HRM 

‘So I do very little HR actually, but I'm more in a strategic role, where I work towards 

better leadership and towards better management.’ 

 

Int. 15 

Seeing HRM as a part of EEM ‘I think HR is a natural place to start when you talk about employee experience because 

a lot of things in HR of course impact employees in a positive way, right?’ 

Int. 39 
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Abstract 

In light of the growing use of unconventional titles and lacking evidence for Job Title 

Inflation (JTI) theory, the paper examines the actual outcomes and overlooked 

consequences of inflated job titles at the example of Employee Experience Managers. 

Based on an interview study, I find that job titleholders are confronted with confusion, 

excitement, lacking respect, as well as heightened employee expectations and hopes 

due to their titles. By bringing JTI theory and the findings together, the paper adds 

depth to existing theory and identifies an overlooked mechanism for linking JTI and 

employee hopes and expectations. In an experimental follow-up study with 414 

employees, I confirm that inflated and novel titles result in higher employee 

expectations and lower satisfaction than non-inflated titles. The paper advances our 

knowledge of job title outcomes and offers actionable insights to the field of Human 

Resource Management, particularly about the implications of the phenomenon of 

Employee Experience Management. 

 

Keywords: Employee Experience Management, Job Title Inflation, Employee 

Expectations, Mixed Methods 
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Introduction 

‘I will be changing that role and that title […] because it's creating so much struggle. 

It's creating so much confusion.’ (Head of Employee Experience) 

 

Job titles are a cornerstone of modern organisations and they carry deep social and cultural 

meaning for individuals (Grant et al., 2014). Most employees receive a new job title when they 

enter an organisation (Berry & Sanchez, 2019) that bundles information about their 

responsibilities, status, power, knowledge, skills, or abilities (Greenberg & Ornstein, 1983; 

Martinez et al., 2008; Smith et al., 1989).  

A phenomenon and potential problem linked to job titles is the growth of attention-

grabbing, unconventional or self-generated titles, e.g. as a symptom of new phenomena or the 

growing individualisation in the workplace (Grant et al., 2014; Martinez et al., 2008). One recent 

example are Employee Experience-related job titles in the field of Human Resource Management 

(HRM), such as Employee Experience Manager or Head of People Experience. By the end of 

2021, a search on LinkedIn provides more than 9,900 results for practitioners with related titles. 

As implied by the quote in the beginning, these job titles risk failure of clearly conveying the job 

titleholder’s competences, skills, or responsibilities. Studies confirm that uncertainty and conflict 

about roles can result in dissatisfaction, anxiety, lower commitment and poor performance of the 

role incumbent (Jackson & Schuler, 1985; Rizzo et al., 1970; Tubre & Collins, 2000). In contrast, 

Job Title Inflation (JTI) theory posits that individuals and organisations can benefit from purposely 

manipulating the clarity, truthfulness or relevance of job titles because individuals inside and 

outside of the organisation may perceive the job title as more valuable and therefore change 

behaviours in favourable ways (Martinez et al., 2008). Mahadevan and Schmitz (2020) support the 
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assumption with respect to Employee Experience-related titles, advocating that they are ‘a new 

vehicle for HR’s ongoing struggle for legitimacy’ (p. 515).  

Empirical research about job title outcomes is scarce and JTI theory remains largely 

untested and conceptual. The uncertainty surrounding these types of titles raises questions about 

the actual outcomes and effects of inflated titles. This paper aims to investigate the feedback and 

reactions that managers receive from employees in order to learn about the larger effects and 

outcomes associated with potentially inflated job titles. Particularly visible and articulated 

feedback might be of concern for organisations and individuals, e.g. due to social contagion, voice 

contagion, and potential conflicts (cf. Ng et al., 2021). However, feedback and outcomes must be 

understood in relation to the context from which they emerge (Whetten, 1989). By drawing on the 

example of Employee Experience-related job titles, this paper aims to answer two questions: (1) 

what feedback and reactions do managers encounter due to their inflated job titles (job title 

feedback) and (2) how do contextual factors influence job title outcomes (context)? 

The paper consists of two parts: Part 1 is based on an interview study with 36 individuals 

that hold an Employee Experience-related job title to gain insight into the feedback and reactions 

that managers received from employees whilst considering the context. Part 2 is based on an 

experimental vignette study with 414 employees to account for the one-sided managerial view 

taken in study 1 and to verify a found new effect and characteristic of JTI.  

In its entirety, this paper makes two theoretical contributions. Firstly, the paper provides 

important knowledge of contextual factors and outcomes that constitute the theoretical domain of 

JTI. Learning about boundaries and contextual limitations of JTI yields also valuable information 

for organisations as it creates clarity about the circumstances that may impair job title outcomes. 

Secondly, this paper identifies an overlooked dynamic that might be inherent to inflated job titles. 
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The paper therefore offers a new explanation why inflated job titles result in heightened employee 

expectations and hopes. Thereby, I extend JTI theory and contribute to a fuller understanding of 

its outcomes and overlooked consequences. The resulting knowledge is much needed considering 

the growing use of unconventional titles in the private and non-profit sector, the growth of 

Employee Experience-related titles in the field of HRM, and the uncertainty under which 

organisations implement and use these titles today.  

 

Theoretical background  

Job titles are broadly defined as ‘the name of a particular job in an organisation’ 

(Cambridge Dictionary). Because job titles bundle information about individuals and their roles, 

they are of great importance on a macro-level, e.g. to navigate on labour markets (Martinez et al., 

2008), but also on a micro-level because they can function as vehicles for identity expression and 

image construction on and off the workplace (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Melling, 2019). For 

instance, Grant and colleagues (2014) found that self-created titles serve the need to self-express, 

which in turn counterbalances emotional exhaustion at work.  

Job titles that violate one of the four cooperate principle maxims of conversations are 

labelled as inflated job titles. Cooperate principle maxims are the values that individuals adhere to 

in informational exchanges, namely: amount (quantity), truthfulness (quality), relevance (relation), 

and clarity (manner) (McCornack, 1992). For instance, truthfulness means that the information 

contained in a message is expected to be truthful. Similarly, we expect that messages are clear, 

complete, and relevant. Job title inflation (JTI) is defined as ‘the practice of violating cooperative 

principle maxims with the intention of leveraging the symbolic value that is contained in titles’ 

(Martinez et al., 2008, p. 19). However, the judgement whether a job title is inflated and to what 
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degree is highly subjective. While one individual perceives a title as clear, another individual may 

conceive the exact same title as untruthful or unclear. Consequently, it is difficult to determine 

objectively the degree of inflation of Employee Experience-related titles. Yet, these job titles have 

high potential to count as inflated for two reasons. Firstly, the term ‘experience’ lacks clear 

definition (Bradley, 2013). It is therefore likely that the title violates the principle of clarity. 

Secondly, Employee Experience-related titles may appear as untruthful because they literally 

imply that a member of an organisation is attempting to ‘manage’ individuals’ experiences, which 

might seem unrealistic or unattainable. 

Despite this negative connotation, the authors of JTI theory claim that organisations can 

benefit from this practice because inflated titles alter the perceived value of a title, which translates 

into behavioural, cognitive, and affective changes of job titleholders and job title receivers (e.g. 

employees). These individual outcomes will in turn lead to beneficial organisational outcomes 

(e.g. increased performance). Figure 1 visualises the described nexus between JTI and 

organisational outcomes based on the work by Martinez et al. (2008).  

 

Figure 1. Job title inflation effects.  

Source: Own depiction based on Martinez et al. (2008, p. 23). The model has been simplified by the author of this paper. 

 

With respect to the relation between JTI and the title’s valence (perceived value), Martinez 

and colleagues (2008) postulate that high degrees of inflation (i.e. overt forms of violation) may 

result in low value perceptions, such as mockery from colleagues, while low degrees of inflation 
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(i.e. covert forms of violation) may result in heightened value perceptions due to the successful 

deception. Previous studies confirm that the information contained in job titles can bias 

individuals’ value perceptions, e.g. the contained status (Smith et al., 1989), gender (Cleveland & 

Smith, 1989; Naughton, 1988) or stereotype (Berry & Sanchez, 2019), yet, the dimension of 

inflatedness is new.  

With respect to the association between job titles and individual outcomes, existing studies 

have argued with a range of different theories, such as Equity Theory (e.g. Greenberg & Ornstein, 

1983), Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Martinez et al., 2008), Social Cognition Approach (Berry 

& Sanchez, 2019) or Labelling Theory (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1997). In the context of JTI, 

Martinez and colleagues (2008) draw on SET, suggesting that job titleholders feel obliged to 

reciprocate the high value of their titles, e.g. by increasing their performance. In turn, job title 

receivers may feel obliged to reciprocate the heightened performance of job titleholders resulting 

in positive affective, cognitive or behavioural changes.  

With respect to the context, knowledge remains scarce. The authors of JTI noted that ‘the 

effect of context is likely to be an important factor’ (Martinez et al., 2008, p. 26). In a study on 

self-generated job titles, Grant and colleagues (2014) concluded that elements of national culture 

(e.g. power distance, collectivism) may moderate job title outcomes, and that unconventional titles 

might be more appropriate in some organisations than others, which underlines the need for further 

investigation.  
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Study 1: Exploration 

The purpose of the first study is to explore the variety of employee feedback that managers 

received due to their job titles while accounting for the differences and influences of the 

organisational context. To do so, I employed a Grounded Theory approach for data collection and 

analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and conducted 36 semi-structured interviews with managers that 

held an Employee Experience-related job title (see Table 1). Managers represent a suitable point 

of departure as they experience a plurality of employee feedback and reactions.  

Sampling and data collection 

In line with the chosen method, informants were purposefully sampled on LinkedIn (Pratt, 

2009). The main selection criterion was that the practitioners’ title included the terms ‘employee 

experience’ or ‘people experience’. Furthermore, I paid attention to inviting employees from 

different backgrounds, hierarchical levels, industries, organisation sizes, and countries to learn 

about different organisational contexts. In total, 121 practitioners received an invitation and 36 

practitioners agreed to participate in an interview.  

Table 1 provides an overview with respect to the participant’s title and company size. Since 

I guaranteed full anonymity to the informants, it is not possible to display the job titles in more 

detail or in relation to the company or country.  

A large group of interviewees worked in the IT sector (15 out of 36 respondents), while 

the remainder of participants came from a variety of industries, such as finance, marketing, or 

retail. The tenure of the respondents ranged from several months to more than six years, with an 

average of 2.5 years. I did not consider the variation in tenure as problematic, but rather enriching 

because informants may receive different feedback depending on the stage of their careers. 
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Table 1. Overview of interview sample.  

Job title Number of interviews 

(senior) Employee Experience Manager 14 

Small & medium-sized organisations (4) 

Large organisations (10)  

Head/Director of Employee Experience 19 

Small & medium-sized organisations (10) 

Large organisations (9)  

Consultant for Employee Experience 3 

Small & medium-sized organisations (3) 

Total  36 
 

Note: small < 50 employees; medium < 250 employees; large > 250 employees (European Commission, 2016) 

 

The respondents worked within 14 different countries across Europe, North and South 

America, Oceania, and Asia, with most coming from Nordic countries (18 out of 36) and non-

English speaking countries (72%). The majority had a background in HR, while 13 respondents 

described that they had previously worked in other fields, such as marketing, communication, 

tourism, project management, operations management or leadership.  

I conducted the semi-structured interviews from July to October 2019 via phone or video 

call. An interview guide with topics and questions guided the conversations. Being aware that 

people tend to provide shorter answers during phone interviews (Hughes, 2008), I used different 

probing strategies (Bernard, 2011). The interviews lasted between 21 and 63 minutes, with an 

average of 45 minutes. To follow up on new emerging topics (Suddaby, 2006), I took notes during 

and immediately after the interviews and transcribed the records in a timely manner, which resulted 

in 780 double-spaced pages of transcript and 130 pages of interview notes.  
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Data analysis 

For analysing the interview transcripts, I applied the coding strategy suggested by Charmaz 

(2006). During the initial coding phase, I attached labels to each line of the transcript to capture its 

meaning. I formulated all codes in gerund to ensure consistency throughout the process. Exemplary 

initial codes are for instance ‘Employees not being familiar with the topic of Employee Experience’ 

or ‘Employees having a "wish list" of things that should change’. The initial round of coding 

resulted in 106 initial codes for job title feedback and reactions, as well as 473 initial codes 

summarising information about the context, e.g. the employees’ backgrounds, the companies, or 

the creation process of their job titles.  

In order to compare initial codes and visualise patterns across interviews, I created one 

extensive coding overview of all interviews in the form of a matrix. Each column represented one 

interview and included all initial codes. By placing similar codes from different interviews next to 

each other, I started to group initial codes from different interviews into more abstract focused 

codes. Taking the example from above, I grouped the initial code ‘Employees having a "wish list" 

of things that should change’ into the focused code of ‘Being confronted with employee 

expectations and wishes’. Overall, it resulted in 24 different focused codes for job title outcomes 

and 62 focused categories capturing the context.   

In a last step, I organised the codes into broader, aggregated categories. The final themes 

related mostly to the three topics of inquiry, namely job title outcomes and context. While the 

initial and focused coding followed an inductive approach driven by the data, in this last stage, I 

iterated between the data and existing literature (Murphy et al., 2017), such as JTI theory (Martinez 

et al., 2008). To support the validity of the analysis, an independent researcher reviewed the matrix. 

Furthermore, I applied the comparative method for theme saturation to track how many new 
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insights emerged from each interview and understand when interviews reached a point of 

saturation (Constantinou et al., 2017).  

Study 1: Findings 

This section begins with presenting the findings concerning the feedback and reactions that 

managers received due to their job titles. Instead of discussing contextual influences in a separate 

section, I will outline patterns that emerged from the comparison of cases directly in relation to 

the findings. Subsequently, I will discuss the findings and their implications. The variety of found 

feedback and outcomes linked to the inflated job titles is depicted in Figure 2 following the 

visualization suggested by Gioia et al. (2012).  

(1) Lack of understanding and confusion 

Across the majority of interviews, informants described that employees confronted them 

with a lack of understanding and confusion due to their titles. The finding became apparent through 

various codes, such as ‘Employees asking for explanations’ or ‘Co-workers being confused’. One 

respondent explained:  

‘It is not understood very well. It is usually a question that I get when I tell people my job 

title. [...] Most people tend to look a bit puzzled.’ (Int. 34). 

Data reveals that the lack of understanding and the resulting confusion vary among 

employee groups. For instance, several respondents explained that adjacent functions, such as HR 

or marketing, understood their job titles from the start: 

‘I would say for my colleagues within HR, we understand the concept of the employee 

experience and most people or most colleagues in my HR leadership team are familiar with 

it. I'm not sure if you ask employees, they know what it is.’ (Int. 39) 
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Accordingly, job titles can appear as inflated and non-inflated simultaneously within an 

organisation, which underlines the complexity of job title outcomes and explains the concurrency 

of positive and negative feedback. Furthermore, the finding reflects upon the inflated nature of 

Employee Experience-related job titles, which substantiates the assumption that these titles violate 

the principle of clarity (cf. Martinez et al., 2008). 

Interestingly, interview data reveals that the level of confusion varies not only with the 

background of the job title receiver, but changes also over time. The following quote underlines 

this:  

’If people got a bit more involved in that topic, I think they understand it. (Int. 1) 

The finding implies that the lack of understanding and thereby the degree of inflation may 

wear off over time. Accordingly, employee reactions might be stronger in the beginning, i.e. during 

the phase of title announcement and introduction, than at a later point of time when co-workers 

get used to the title. The fact that mostly interviewees with short tenure of one year or less reported 

the confusion of their co-workers supports the assumption that awareness for the title’s inflationary 

nature is characteristic for the introduction phase. Moreover, related codes emerged predominantly 

from interviewees working in non-English speaking European countries, which implies that the 

cultural background of receivers matters (e.g. their native language) alongside with their 

professional background (e.g. HR experience).  
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Figure 2. Findings from the interview study. 

Source: own depiction based on Gioia et al. (2012, p. 21). 
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 (2) Lack of respect  

A stronger reaction that managers experienced concerning their titles refers to the issue of 

lacking respect. Data shows that managers received derogatory comments about their titles. For 

instance, employees commented on them as ‘wacky’ (Int. 27), ‘pretentious’ (Int. 14) or just as 

something ‘nice to have’ (Int. 40). In more extreme cases, managers reported that employees made 

fun of them due to their titles. One interviewee shared the following situation: 

‘They also make jokes: Oh lunch is not good today. How does that go with our employee 

experience?’ (Int. 2) 

The quote shows that employees intentionally misinterpret the broad meaning of the term 

‘experience’ to the disadvantage of the manager. Another quote underlines the purposeful 

misinterpretation: 

‘When they were annoyed with really small things, they took this card of employee 

experience. It's not good now, because we didn't have toilet paper when I went to the toilet 

[laughs].’ (Int. 36) 

Jokes about the managers’ responsibilities may not result from pure malice and lacking 

respect. Research on temporary organisations found that role-oriented joking is a specific way to 

learn and negotiate unclear role structures (Bechky, 2006). It suggest that the found reactions may 

reflect on the attempt to counterbalance the title’s lack of clarity. Alternatively, joking may also 

indicate that Employee Experience-related titles violate the principle of truthfulness (Martinez et 

al., 2008), impairing the titleholder’s credibility and seriousness. Particularly this type of feedback 

might have strong emotional consequences for titleholders and their work identities.  

By looking closer at the five cases and the contexts from which a lack of respect emerged, 

I can see that the majority of cases came from Nordic countries, which implies that the specific 

characteristics of national culture (e.g. low power distance) may amplify negative employee 
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responses to inflated job titles. The finding overlaps with the observation from Grant et al. (2014), 

who assumed that the cultural setting of their study influenced their observations of self-generated, 

fun job titles.  

(3) Happiness, excitement, curiosity 

Contrary to the above, various managers outlined that employees responded positively to 

their titles. For instance, one interviewee described:  

‘People were really happy that yes now finally I have this kind of role.’ (Int. 36) 

Another respondent further elaborated:  

‘Initial reaction is almost always very positive. It's music to the ears of employees.’ (Int.26) 

The finding accounts for 21 of the 36 examined cases. Interestingly, the codes were 

reported mostly from managers with higher job status (Head/Director of Employee Experience), 

which implicates that job status may buffer negative title implications, e.g. because employees 

might be less courageous to share negative feedback. Prior studies confirm that the status contained 

in titles alters individuals’ perceptions (Smith et al., 1989). Moreover, the comparison of cases 

reveals that mostly managers with shorter tenure (one year or less) talked about the curiosity and 

positive comments coming from employees. It connotes that negative feedback may evolve at a 

later stage than title introduction, e.g. over the time of title enactment. The following quote 

supports the aforementioned:  

‘Somehow it started to go against itself. That's a bit too strongly said […], but to make it 

clear that it's not only good things. […] It is a term, that ends being negative instead of 

being positive.’ (Int. 36) 

The quote accentuates the changing nature of employee responses. However, interviewees 

reported also about reverse dynamics, namely that scepticism and confusion disappeared over time 

as outlined in the prior section about lacking understanding.  
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(4) Expectations, hopes and unmet expectations  

Lastly, managers highlighted that employees confronted them with hopes and expectations 

due to their new titles. One interviewee shared the following observation: 

‘It [the title] sets different expectations for people. And that's something I realised a little 

bit later, because when I say I am employee experience, […] they are like: Oh, so I should 

expect something from you.’ (Int. 2) 

The quote underlines that inflated job titles prompt expectations to the incumbent’s 

performance and organisational contribution. Exemplary expectations found across interviews 

range from expectations about organisational benefits (e.g. getting free lunch, Int. 33), over general 

expectations that the employees’ situation will improve (Int. 29), to the unattainable idea that 

negative experiences will completely disappear in the future (Int. 7, Int. 36). For instance one 

interviewee said: 

‘When you have an HR framework people don't have much expectation, but when you 

have an employee experience role and responsibility, people do constantly think: well, 

what is my experience? Do I have a good experience […]? (Int. 27) 

The formation of high expectations triggered by unclear and broad job titles and 

particularly its consequences become apparent in the following statement:   

‘Sometimes people would think that you were to address everyone's problems, and 

everything was going to be great. And if everything wasn't great you weren't doing your 

job properly.’ (Int. 29) 

Accordingly, inflated titles bear the potential risk of implying responsibilities and 

triggering expectations that diverge from the actual role of the titleholder. As a result, managers 

experienced increases in complaint behaviour (Int. 36), conflict (Int. 7), or reproaches (Int. 22), 

which the following citation underlines:   
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‘I have had the title employee experience manager thrown in my face a couple of times 

during particularly difficult conversations’ (Int. 7) 

 The quote hints that conflicts might emerge because of violated or unmet expectations e.g. 

when managers act against the employees’ role expectations based on the title.  

Study 1: Discussion 

Study 1 provides depth into the variety of feedback and outcomes linked to inflated job 

titles from a titleholder perspective. In short, I find that managers experience confusion, a lack of 

respect, high expectations, but also positive outcomes, such as excitement, happiness and curiosity 

due to their job titles. Overall, half of the respondents encountered predominantly positive 

reactions, 30% encountered negative outcomes of their titles, five cases did not yield any 

responses, and five cases contained both, negative and positive job title implications. A 

comparison of the cases shows that negative feedback emerges mostly in small- or medium-sized 

organisations. This might be due to differences in the visibility of managers’ job titles, actions, and 

performance. Smaller and medium-sized organisations bear the risk that employees uncover a 

discrepancy between the expectations they derived from the title and the actions Employee 

Experience Managers undertake. Besides visibility, the findings also reveal the potential impact of 

job status as a buffer for negative feedback, and the effect of culture on job title feedback. 

Furthermore, the final comparison shows that managers who reported positive feedback did not 

chose the job titles themselves, but often higher management (e.g. CEO) initiated the role and title 

creation, which implies that managerial support and the resulting legitimacy facilitate positive job 

title outcomes. Moreover, data reveals that managers who communicated about the topic and their 

titles and who explained their job titles (e.g. by referring to customer experience) received less 

negative feedback. Interestingly, those who explained their job titles by referring to HR did not 
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receive positive feedback. The observation relating to communication allows two conclusions: 

firstly, managers are well aware of the inflated and confusing nature of their titles and proactively 

engage in efforts to deflate their titles. Secondly, setting EEM in relation to HRM creates 

confusion, which shows that employees lack detailed knowledge and ideas about EEM.  

It must be taken into consideration that we cannot generalise from the prevalence of 

positive or negative outcomes nor about the importance of different contextual factors. Despite the 

fact that the interviews were anonymous and the interviewer engaged in creating mutual trust, it is 

possible that interviewees withheld negative feedback, and there might be recall biases and social 

desirability at play. Furthermore, it must be noted that the findings result from the feedback as 

reported by managers. Results do not capture the actual employee reactions nor managers’ 

reactions to the received feedback.    

Despite these limitations, the study clearly shows that job title feedback and outcomes 

depend on the context they emerge from (e.g. national culture, organisation size, and managerial 

support), the characteristics of job title receivers (professional background, native language), the 

information contained in the job title itself (e.g. the status), and the proactive efforts from managers 

(e.g. communication). While these insights provide important information about overlooked 

elements of JTI theory and its boundary conditions and therefore deliver descriptions about the 

‘what’ and ‘where’ of inflated job titles (Whetten, 1989), the ‘why’ behind the findings deserves 

further attention.  

Firstly, the finding about confusion and misunderstanding can generally be explained with 

the job title inflation itself, showing that Employee Experience-related job titles violate the 

principle of clarity, not just theoretically but in practice. The finding about positive reactions can 

be explained with the explanatory mechanism that links job title inflation and individual outcomes, 



 

131 

 

namely perceived valence (Martinez et al., 2008 - see Figure 1). Accordingly, outcomes such as 

excitement and happiness show that employees perceived the job titles and the contained inflation 

as valuable. Vice versa, findings about negative outcomes and reactions, e.g. lacking respect and 

joking, can be explained with reduced value perceptions. The latter stands in stark contrast to the 

proposition that those titles benefit HR’s internal legitimacy (Mahadevan & Schmitz, 2020). The 

last finding about heightened expectations and hopes seems difficult to explain with existing theory 

and the mechanism of perceived valence, as expectations are neither good nor bad to begin with. 

For instance, employees can joke about a title and still hold high expectations that things will 

change for the positive in the future. Thus, expectation and hopes may exist parallel to value 

perceptions.  

Theoretically, expectations build a framework against which individuals evaluate their 

experiences (Oliver, 1977, 1980). Hence, the consequences of heightened expectations and hopes 

may unfold when managers enact their roles and employees evaluate the managers’ work against 

these expectations. Prior research confirms that job titles come with expectations (Smith et al., 

1989). However, a potential problem linked to JTI is that expectations might be higher than for 

non-inflated titles because JTI results in situations where people lack prior experiences and 

information to build realistic expectations on. The literature dealing with customer expectations 

confirms this effect, elucidating that novice customers who lack detailed knowledge, shift to higher 

levels of abstraction and unrealistic service expectations (Higgs et al., 2005; McGill & Iacobucci, 

1992). Transferring this knowledge to the interviews, the perceived novelty of the inflated title 

might be the explanatory mechanism for why job title inflation results in high employee 

expectations and hopes. Figure 3 summarises the above by bringing JTI theory and the study’s 

findings related to job title feedback together.  
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Figure 3. Extended Job title inflation effects model with findings (1-4) from Study 1. 

Source: own depiction based on Martinez et al. (2008, p. 23) 

 

Study 2: Follow-up 

While the existing JTI effects model (Martinez et al., 2008) incorporates the mechanism of 

value perceptions to explain the link between JTI and individual outcomes, e.g. the finding of 

happiness and excitement (high perceived value) or lacking respect (low perceived value), the 

outcome of high employee expectations and hopes calls for an extension of the model. More 

precisely, in the discussion of Study 1, I proposed that the perceived novelty resulting from JTI 

creates a situation where employees lack knowledge to build realistic expectations on, which 

explains the formation of high and often unrealistic expectations and hopes. Since this proposition 

is grounded in the narratives of managers, a follow-up study was designed to verify the finding 

from an employee perspective and to investigate if heightened employee expectations is an 

overlooked characteristic of inflated job titles. Therefore, I hypothesise: 

H1: Employees have higher of expectations inflated job titleholders than of non-

inflated job titleholders.  

However, to further our understanding about the potential implications of this identified 

characteristic (high expectations), Study 2 broadens the scope to the finding’s consequences by 

drawing on Expectation Confirmation Theory (ECT). Oliver (2010) postulates that high 
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expectations frustrate satisfaction attainment. It is therefore expected that managers with inflated 

job titles may have it more difficult to satisfy employees with their work performance than non-

inflated job title holders.  

Hypothesis 2: Employees are less satisfied with the work performance of inflated 

job titleholders than of non-inflated job titleholders. 

Due to the difficulty to access a large group of employees who experience the introduction 

of an inflated job title, and because of the comparative nature of these propositions (inflated vs. 

non-inflated title), I decided to design a contrastive vignette study to test the hypothesised cause-

and-effect relationship between JTI, employee expectations and satisfaction.  

Research design  

Vignette studies are experiments that present a constructed scenario to participants 

(Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). In a between-subject design, respondents are randomly assigned to 

different versions of a scenario that differ with respect to systematically manipulated independent 

variables (Yang & Dickinson, 2014). Based on the hypotheses, there are two independent 

variables: the job title (inflated /non-inflated) and the job titleholder’s work performance. Since 

vignettes are intended to yield high levels of immersion among participants by providing a realistic 

scenario (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014), examples from real life were deemed most suitable to design 

the study. For the inflated title, Employee Experience Manager was chosen because the findings 

from Study 1 confirm that it violates the principle of clarity. Furthermore, the choice enhances the 

consistency between both studies and the title’s contemporariness increases the likelihood that it 

is perceived as novel and unfamiliar. For the non-inflated title, a well-established and known title 

from the field of Human Resource Management was chosen, namely Human Resource Manager.  
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In the first part of the experiment, participants were asked to imagine that they work in a 

medium-sized organisation, where the owners announced the hiring of a Human Resource 

Manager or Employee Experience Manager – depending on the randomization. The announcement 

was followed by an email from the new manager that contained a signature with the title. Emails 

are a common medium for displaying job titles (Berry & Sanchez, 2019) and the subtleness of the 

manipulation required finding a credible way for visualising the title. I chose a medium-sized 

organisation to increase the participants’ interest in the new hire since announcements about new 

hires might be of lesser relevance in large organisations. Furthermore, I placed the scenario in the 

Scandinavian IT sector because almost 50% of the respondents from Study 1 worked in this 

industry and I aimed to forestall that a misfit between the context and title distracts participants. 

The manager in the scenario had one of the common unisex name (Charlie, cf. Williams, 2021). 

Lastly, I purposely refrained from providing participants with a job or task description of the new 

manager as it would ‘deflate’ the title and forestall employee expectations. Moreover, it seems 

unlikely to happen in real life as job titles are generally communicated without further information.  

In the second part of the experiment, respondents were randomly assigned to a scenario 

that either informed them that nothing had changed after six months with the manager (null 

performance), or they were informed about positive changes (positive performance). I chose a null 

performance scenario instead of a negative performance outcome, because the latter contains the 

risk of overshadowing the differences between inflated and non-inflates titles. Both groups would 

show strong negative reactions to such a case. Appendix 1 contains the full vignette. Figure 4 

visualises the survey flow.  
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Figure 4. Survey flow.  

.  

Sampling and data collection 

I used the programme Unipark to design and administer the main study and two pilot 

studies (each n=24) that ensured the vignette’s functionality and comprehensiveness. For the main 

study, participants were recruited through the crowdsourcing platform Prolific Academic. I chose 

Prolific due to its high transparency about the subject pool and the option to pre-screen participants 

(Palan & Schitter, 2018). Compared to alternative platforms, respondents on Prolific are more 

naïve and honest, leading to higher quality results (Peer et al., 2017). Participants were pre-

screened according to their employment status (part- or full-time) and age (21 to 65). Since Study 

1 was focused on non-native English speakers (73% participants) in Europe (70% participants), 

respondents from non-native English-speaking European OECD countries could participate in the 

study. They received £0.82 for the completion of the study, which equalled an hourly pay of £9.84. 

The final sample comprised 414 responses. However, after controlling for the study’s selection 

criteria, following-up on the manipulation check, and screening for completeness and outliers, 391 
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cases remained. Table 1 and Table 2 summarise the sample characteristics for both groups. 

Independent t-tests and Chi-Square tests did not reveal any significant differences between both 

groups, confirming that the randomisation worked.  

 

Table 1. Sample means and differences.   

  

Employee Experience 

Manager (N=190) 

 Human Resource  

Manager  (N=201) 

   

 Mean SD 
 

Mean SD 
Mean 

Diff. 

t 
 χ2 

p 

Gender  1.621 (0.497)  1.597 (0.512) .024 .672 .715 

Employment Status  1.300 (0.459)  1.328 (0.471) -.028 .364 .546 

Company Size  2.795 (1.086)  2.900 (1.114) -.106 2.782 .426 

Sector   1.311 (0.518)  1.229 (0.433) .082 4.241 .120 

HR Experience  1.889 (0.314)  1.935 (0.247) -.046 2.586 .108 

Education 4.563 (1.647)  4.303 (1.677) .260 4.665 .701 

Age  29.332 (7.853)  29.650 (8.009) -.320 -.399 .690 
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Table 2. Sample demographics and frequencies.  

 Employee Experience 

Manager (N=190) 

 Human Resource  

Manager  (N=201) 

 N %  N % 

Gender       

Female 73 38.42  83 41.29 

Male 116 61.05  116 57.71 

Non-binary/ genderqueer 

 

1 0.53  2 1.00 

Employment Status       

Full-time employed 133 70.00  135 67.16 

Part-time employed 

 

57 30.00  66 32.84 

Company Size       

Micro (1-10) 31 16.32  31 15.42 

Small (11-50) 42 22.11  42 20.90 

Medium (51-250) 52 27.37  44 21.89 

Large (251+) 

 

65 34.21  84 41.79 

Sector       

Private 136 71.58  156 77.61 

Public/non-profit 

 

54 28.42  45 22.39 

HR Experience       

Yes 21 11.05  13 6.47 

No 

 

169 88.95  188 93.53 

Education       

No formal education 0 0.00  2 1.00 

High school diploma 41 21.58  49 24.38 

College degree 17 8.95  24 11.94 

Vocational training 3 1.58  2 1.00 

Bachelor’s degree 64 33.68  68 33.83 

Master’s degree 57 30.00  50 24.88 

Professional degree 4 2.11  3 1.49 

Doctorate degree 

 

4 2.11  3 1.49 
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Measures  

Employee Expectations. The marketing literature dealing with customer expectations 

stresses a versatility of ways to measure expectations ex ante (Higgs et al., 2005). However, most 

scales are detailed and presume prior knowledge from respondents e.g. about product 

characteristics or details of the service exchange, which is problematic for new and inflated titles. 

Unfortunately, existing vignette studies dealing with expectations do not provide useful scales 

either, because expectations are mostly primed within experiments. As a solution, I captured the 

level of employee expectations by drawing upon the general definition of expectation, namely ‘the 

feeling that good things are going to happen in the future’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). For 

reasons of simplicity, participants were asked ‘to what extent do you expect that things will 

improve for you in future with the hiring of an Employee Experience Manager/Human Resource 

Manager?’. Respondents indicated their level of expectation by moving a slider on a scale from 1-

100. 

Employee Satisfaction was measured with a single item that Van Ryzin (2013) as well as 

Grimmelikhuijsen and Porumbescu (2017) used in a vignette study on ECT. The adapted item 

asked: ‘As an employee of this organisation... how satisfied would you be with the Employee 

Experience/Human Resource Manager?’. Again, participants answered by moving a slider from 

1-100.  

Manipulation check. As manipulations checks can create a range of problems within an 

experiment, literature advises the use of instructional manipulation checks (IMC) when the 

treatment is a small but crucial change in the wording (Hauser et al., 2018), and when the overall 

effectiveness of the study depends upon the fact that respondents perceive the manipulation 

(Oppenheimer et al., 2009). After the first scenario, the experiment included an IMC in the form 
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of an attention checker that asked respondents to choose the correct job title from a dropdown list. 

However, to ensure that the chosen job titles served the intended purpose, two questions about the 

perceived clarity/truthfulness (scale: 1-100) and job title newness (scale: yes/no) were included at 

the end of the vignette.  

Study 2: Findings 

Manipulation check 

I excluded four cases from the analysis because candidates failed to recall the correct title 

after the presentation of the first scenario. With respect to the perceived degree of inflation, 

participants rated the Employee Experience-related job title as significantly less clear and truthful 

(Mean 46.82; SD: 26.04) than the HRM title (Mean 68.19; SD: 25.42), t(389) = -7.022, p < 0.001. 

With respect to the titles’ newness, 82.1% of participants had heard the title HR Manager prior to 

the experiment, as opposed to 7.4% of respondents who had heard the title Employee Experience 

Manager before. Given the lower clarity and truthfulness of Employee Experience-related titles 

and their novelty, it can be concluded that the chosen titles worked well to represent a new/inflated 

and a known/non-inflated job title. Moreover, in line with Study 1, I found a significant association 

between JTI and perceived novelty, χ2(1) = 213.202, p < 0.001, which supports the hypothesised 

relationship.   

Hypothesis testing 

I ran several one-way Analyses of Variance (ANOVA) to verify the findings from Study 1 

about the effect of job title inflation on employee expectations and employee satisfaction under 

different conditions of performance. H1 proposes that employees have higher expectations of 

inflated job titleholders than of non-inflated job titleholders. Results confirm the hypothesis, 

showing a significant difference in expectations between the inflated title (Mean: 45.427; SD: 
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22.796) and non-inflated title (Mean: 50.457; SD: 20.563) with F(1,389) = 5.136, p = 0.024. Figure 

5 illustrates the found difference.  

 

Figure 5. Group means for employee expectations. 

 

 

Table 3. ANOVA results for employee expectations (H1).  

Treatment Mean (SD) Mean Difference df 
Mean Square  

Between groups 

Mean Square 

Within Groups 
F p 

EE Manager  

(N=190) 

50.4579  

(20.56313) 
4.9853 1, 389 2427.438 472.641 5.136 .024 

HR Manager 

(N=201) 

45.4726  

(22.79694) 
      

 

Secondly, based on the findings from Study 1 and ECT, I hypothesised that employees tend 

to be less satisfied with the work performance of inflated job titleholders than of non-inflated 

titleholders. The results from the ANOVAs provide only partial support for this assumption. More 

precisely, participants with the Employee Experience Manager were significantly less satisfied 
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(Mean: 14.294; SD: 13.818) than the participants with the Human Resource Manager (Mean: 

18.466; SD: 15.616) under the condition of no improvements (F(1, 198) = 3.97, p = 0.048). In 

contrast, data reveals the opposite, yet insignificant effect for the scenario of high performance. 

Figure 6 and Figure 7 visualise the found differences between both groups.  

 

Figure 6 and 7. Group means for employee satisfaction (H2).  

 

Table 4. ANOVA results for employee satisfaction. 

Performance Treatment Mean (SD) 
Mean 

Diff. 
df 

Mean Square 

Between groups 

Mean Square 

Within Groups 
F p 

High 

Performance 

 

EE Manager 

(N=95) 

78,6632 

(10,88197) 1.9445 1,189 180.525 124.014 1.456 .229 

HR Manager 

(N=96) 

 

76,7187 

(13,81864)       

Null 

Performance 

EE Manager 

(N=95) 

14,2947 

(13,81864) 4.172 1,198 868.074 218.756 3.968 .048 

HR Manager 

(N=105 

18,4667 

(15,61685) 
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Study 2: Discussion and limitations 

Before discussing the results from Study 1 and Study 2 collectively, several points and 

limitations related to the vignette study deserve further attention. Firstly, it is important to stress 

that the experiment was not conducted under the illusion that job titles have generally large effects 

on employee expectations and satisfaction. The results from Study 2 refer to the comparison of 

group means. However, it might be in particular a few individuals with exceedingly high 

expectations that seek open conflicts and cause trouble in reality. Furthermore, while effects might 

just be small to begin with or only large for few individuals, social contagion or voice contagion 

(Ng et al., 2021) may turn these effects into topics of concern. The vignette disregards potential 

dynamics that may amplify (or mitigate) the found effects, which leads over to its limitations.    

Firstly, the experiment is based on the condition that the titleholder is a newcomer and 

effects may differ heavily if title changes occurred for an existing manager. Secondly, one could 

argue that the found differences stem from different role ideas about EEM and HRM and not solely 

from job titles. On one hand, job title and role perceptions cannot be looked at in isolation because 

titles are made to describe a role. Biased role expectations are an essential part of JTI as ‘JTI 

intentionally misapplies job titles to work roles.’ (Martinez et al., 2008, p. 21). On the other hand, 

the argument relies on the idea that respondents have detailed knowledge about roles in the field 

of HRM. The experiment included 357 respondents without HRM background, which makes it 

likely that respondents based their responses on the provided information in the scenarios, namely 

the job title. Lastly, vignette studies always raise questions about external validity and the extent 

to which the results can be applied to and across different persons, settings, and times (Yang & 

Dickinson, 2014). While Study 1 proves that the effect occurs in real-life, the study’s validity 

might be limited to the chosen type of inflation, the sample characteristics (European, non-English 
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speakers) and time, as Employee Experience-related titles may become more common and known 

in the future.    

 General discussion  

In light of the growing use of unconventional titles and the prevalence of conceptual, 

untested knowledge the purpose of this paper was to explore employee feedback and reactions to 

inflated job titles in order to learn about the larger, actual outcomes of JTI at the example of 

Employee Experience-related job titles. To summarise, from Study 1 we learn from managers that 

employees react with confusion, excitement, lacking respect, heightened expectations and hopes 

to Employee Experience-related job titles, and that contextual factors e.g. organisation size, 

visibility, national culture or managerial support shape these outcomes. From setting the findings 

in relation to JTI theory (Martinez et al., 2008) a new explanatory mechanism emerged to link JTI 

and the finding of heightened employees expectations and hopes. More precisely, the paper 

proposes that the perceived novelty resulting from JTI creates a situation where employees lack 

sufficient knowledge and information to build realistic expectations, which explains the formation 

of high and often unrealistic expectations and hopes (cf. Higgs et al., 2005; McGill & Iacobucci, 

1992). In a follow-up experiment, I verify the found effect by contrasting employees’ expectations 

linked to an inflated, new title (Employee Experience Manager) and an established, non-inflated 

title (Human Resource Manager). Firstly, I confirm that JTI and perceived novelty are associated. 

Secondly, we learn that employees have higher expectations towards Employee Experience 

Managers and that violating these expectations can be more costly for inflated titleholders. By 

raising attention to elements of inflation and novelty, Study 2 adds new insight to existing studies 

that investigated the bias of job titles on people’s judgements and perceptions (Berry & Sanchez, 

2019; Naughton, 1988; Smith et al., 1989). While the paper identifies heightened expectations and 
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hopes as potential risks, research shows that individuals, who face higher expectations exhibit 

greater effort, persistence, and performance than others (Dai et al., 2018).  

In its entirety, the paper advances our understanding of inflated job titles in several ways. 

Firstly, the example of Employee Experience Managers adds long needed empirical insights and 

depth to the conceptual work by Martinez and colleagues (2008). In contrast to their model, the 

paper at hand emphasises that we cannot solely explain job title outcomes with the characteristics 

of the title (degree of inflation, perceived value), but that we have to take a broader perspective 

that accounts for contextual influences. Secondly, the paper offers a new explanation why inflated 

job titles result in heightened expectations and hopes. Providing evidence for the proposed 

mechanism by means of the vignette study extends JTI theory and contributes to a fuller 

understanding of job title inflation and its overlooked consequences.  

The insights gained from this paper are of special relevance for the field of HRM. The 

paper illustrates that Employee Experience-related job titles may not necessarily support HR’s 

struggle for legitimacy as suggested by Mahadevan and Schmitz (2020), but can have reverse 

effects. Moreover, it presents meaningful information for practitioners with an Employee 

Experience title, and for organisations that considered the implementation of respective titles and 

roles. Accordingly, small and medium-sized organisations should introduce inflated titles with 

caution. In contrast, practitioners with high status or in large organisations may worry less about 

negative employee feedback. Generally, organisations should reflect upon their culture and ensure 

that managers with inflated job titles possess resources (e.g. time and support) to meet employee 

expectations and hopes since the paper demonstrated that employees will ‘punish’ them harder if 

they fail living-up to the title induced expectations. Lastly, the gained knowledge can find 

application in a range of disciplines and theories that deal with expectations. For instance, Liden 
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et al. (1993) found that leader expectations of members and member expectations of leaders are 

strong predictors for the quality of Leader-Member-Exchange. What if one of them has an inflated 

title that biases expectations?  

There are several limitations of this paper that point to future research. The paper focuses 

predominantly on inflated job title outcomes during the stage of title introduction and more 

research is needed that captures how these outcomes evolve and unfold over time. Furthermore, 

this paper studies the reactions of internal stakeholders, namely employees, and thus does not 

capture outcomes linked to external stakeholders (e.g. clients, customers, prospects). Also 

managerial reactions and coping strategies were not part of this study. Several interviewees 

outlined that they will change titles due to the confusion and conflicts they were facing, while 

others showed tendencies to positively reinterpret negative feedback. It points to further research 

about the effects on titleholders e.g. how inflated job titles affect professional identities or trigger 

resource-consuming coping behaviours.  Furthermore, we must note that the paper is based on the 

case of Employee Experience Managers. While this allowed to capture in-depth insights and 

created consistency between both studies, it limits may limit the papers’ applicability to other 

inflated titles. JTI may take a range of shapes. Future projects that investigate different forms of 

JTI could contribute to a more nuanced understanding of its consequences. Lastly, the paper 

focused solely on outcomes that surfaced in the form of shared feedback and visible reactions. 

There might be subtle, yet important effects of JTI that are better captured by means of fieldwork 

and engaging in observations.   
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Conclusion 

One general question emerges from this paper: why should organisations use unclear, 

untruthful and confusing titles at all? The answer to this question might be of a more strategic or 

ideological nature. On the one hand, organisations choosing inflated titles may have strong focus 

on beneficial external effects. Particularly members of the HRM function are often the first point 

of contact to scarce talents on labour markets. On the other hand, organisations may want to 

demarcate a change with the use of new and inflated titles. Reay and colleagues (2006) support 

this notion, outlining that the introduction of new roles is a micro-process that signals a larger 

change taking place. In such cases, job title inflation may serve a broader purpose than leveraging 

value perceptions.   
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Appendix 

Vignette scenarios. 

Part 1 Inflated Job Title /Non-Inflated Job Title 

 

Imagine you are employed at a medium-sized Scandinavian IT company that has 55 employees. Today, 

you attended a town hall meeting with your co-workers. 

 

During the meeting, the owners of your company announced that they hired an Employee Experience 

Manager/Human Resource Manager, who will start beginning of next week. 

 

The same day, you receive the following email: 

 

 
 

Part 2a High Performance  
 

After half a year with the Employee Experience Manager/Human Resource Manager in your organisation, 

you start to see some positive changes. During lunch, you share this perception with your co-workers. Some 

of them also noticed improvements. 

 

Part 2b Null Performance 

  

After half a year with the Employee Experience Manager/Human Resource Manager in your organisation, 

you cannot see any positive changes. During lunch, you share this perception with your co-workers. None 

of them noticed either any improvements. 
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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted the ways we understand and organize work, 

putting HR managers into the spotlight of their organisations. Although, we know that 

HR managers play a key role in implementing policies and practices and gain influence 

during a crisis, knowledge about their influence on HRM system use during a crisis is 

scarce. Through the lens of Trait Activation Theory, this study sheds light on the effect 

of HR managers’ proactive personality on the use of traditional and non-traditional 

HRM systems during the COVID-19 pandemic. By drawing on data from 269 HR 

managers collected during the first lockdown in spring 2020, we find that the HR 

managers’ proactive personality can indeed influence the use of HRM systems, given 

that the experienced impact of the crisis is not exceedingly high. Our findings 

contribute to the HRM literature by explaining why HRM practices exist the ways we 

find them in organisational realities today. 

 

Keywords: HRM Systems, Proactive Personality, COVID-19, HR Managers, 

Employee Experience Management, High-Performance Work Systems, PLS-SEM  
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused high uncertainty and disruption, challenging the 

ways work is understood and organised (Minbaeva, 2021). This situation has put the Human 

Resource Management (HRM) function into the spotlight (Caligiuri et al., 2020; D. G. Collings et 

al., 2021; Ulrich, 2020), requiring HR managers to adapt existing HRM systems to support the 

adjustment and continued functioning of their organisations. As such, HR managers ‘have a key 

role in designing and implementing HRM policies and practices’ (Galang & Osman, 2016, p. 

1341). Prior studies emphasise the central role of HRM in contributing to firm recovery during 

environmental change (Kim & Ployhart, 2014) and HR managers ‘working the pumps’ when 

businesses are struggling to survive (Roche & Teague, 2012).  

However, the field of HRM lacks standardized responses to a crisis (Farndale et al., 2019). 

While HR managers gain influence in formulating and implementing sets of HR measures during 

a crisis (Roche & Teague, 2012), surprisingly, they tend to adapt bundles of HR practices less 

systematically and in alignment with the external conditions than expected (Teague & Roche, 

2014). It raises questions about alternative determinants of HR system use in times of uncertainty.  

Following Seibert et al. (1999) ambiguity and uncertainty allow individuals to express their 

individuality in the way they fulfil their roles. One personality trait that is positively associated 

with handling uncertainty and taking control is proactivity (Crant, 2000). Recent studies find that 

proactive individuals are more successful at handling the uncertainty and stress of the pandemic 

(Yi-Feng Chen et al., 2021; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021). Consequently, HR managers with proactive 

personalities might excel at HRM system use during a crisis because they are eager to ‘make things 

happen’ (Parker & Ying, 2015) and are ‘relatively unconstrained by situational forces’ (Bateman 

& Crant, 1993, p. 105). Accordingly, they may identify new opportunities and find creative ways 
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to maintain and use HR systems or transfer them to digital platforms despite the challenges of the 

crisis. Prior research supports this by confirming that proactive personality is positively related to 

job performance (Crant et al., 2016), creativity (Kim et al., 2009) and innovation (Ng & Feldman, 

2013).  

By bringing the crisis, HRM systems and HR managers’ proactivity together, this paper 

aims to answer the following question: do proactive HR managers make a difference for the use 

of HRM systems during a crisis? The aim of our paper is twofold: firstly, we investigate the 

association between HR managers’ personality and their reported usage of HR practices. However, 

since Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) is based on the notion that effective HRM 

contributes to business performance, which is achieved by HR professionals who work in close 

partnership with management (Jackson et al., 2014), we test if managerial support moderates the 

anticipated association. Secondly, we examine how the crisis context interacts with proactive 

personality and the use of HRM systems by contrasting HR managers experiencing high and low 

impact of the crisis. In line with Trait Activation Theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003) and studies 

confirming that proactive personality is stronger under the condition of high routine disruptions 

(Yi-Feng Chen et al., 2021), we expect that the COVID-19 crisis activates the proactive personality 

of HR managers, which translates into differences in HRM system use.  

Our study contributes to HRM theory and practice in several ways. Firstly, we advance our 

knowledge of antecedents of HRM systems. Examining whether HRM system configurations are 

determined by other factors than horizontal and vertical fit has important implications for the field 

of strategic HRM. Furthermore, we contribute insights on the interrelations between external 

(crisis) and internal (top management support) antecedents of HRM systems, which advances the 

modelled relationships in existing HRM frameworks (e.g. Jackson et al., 2014). The paper may 
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inspire companies to pay greater attention towards an overlooked trait of their HR managers in the 

future as the personality might be of greater importance during a crisis than expected hitherto.  

Secondly, we investigate two different types of HRM systems. By looking at the well-

researched bundle of High Performance Work Systems (HPWS) (Huselid, 1995) and a newer 

system that emerged recently, namely Employee Experience Management practices (EEM), our 

paper meets recent criticism about the failure to include novel HR practices (D. Collings et al., 

2021; Harney & Collings, 2021). This provides meaningful insight into people management 

practice and a potential shift in the HRM system landscape.  

Theory and Hypotheses 

HR practices: High Performance Work System Practices  

HR practices concern very broadly the activities that are associated with the management 

of people inside organisations (Boxall & Purcell, 2008). Within the field of HRM, there are two 

distinctive ways of looking at HR practices: (1) from a system perspective, which assumes that 

HR activities are interrelated and best understood as bundles or systems; (2) from a ‘practices’ 

approach that views HR practices as a collection of practices without an explicit link between them 

(Boselie et al., 2005). Meta-analyses show that combinations of HRM practices, namely HRM 

systems, have a greater impact on organisational performance than individual practices (Jiang et 

al., 2012; Subramony, 2009). One traditional bundle are High-Performance Work Systems 

(HPWS), which comprise recruitment and selection, incentive compensation and performance 

management systems, extensive employment involvement and training (Huselid, 1995). Empirical 

evidence shows that HPWS can contribute to individual and organisational performance (Combs 

et al., 2006; Jiang et al., 2012; Subramony, 2009). While there has been less agreement on the 

causal mechanisms that increase performance (Gittell et al., 2009), one explanation that has gained 
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ground is that HPWS practices foster  employees’ abilities, motivation, and opportunities (Jiang 

et al., 2013). Due to the reliance on Appelbaum’s (2000) ability-motivation-opportunity (AMO) 

framework as the explanation for the HPWS-performance link, previous studies have grouped 

HPWS practices further into three different bundles (e.g. Fu et al., 2017; Jiang et al., 2012; 

Subramony, 2009): (1) ability-enhancing practices ensure that employees have the abilities to 

perform their jobs. Examples are recruitment, selection and training. (2) Motivation-enhancing 

practices intend to increase and maintain motivation. Related practices are for instance 

developmental performance management, competitive compensation, and linking pay to 

performance. (3) Opportunity-enhancing practices ‘are designed to empower employees to use 

their skills and motivation to achieve organisational objectives’ (Jiang et al., 2012, p. 1267). 

Examples of such practices are employee involvement in influencing work processes and 

information sharing practices (Subramony, 2009).  

In the light of the pandemic, D. Collings et al. (2021) have stressed that ‘high-performance 

work systems require modification in the context of COVID-19’ (p.2). However, empirical insights 

from the pandemic about HR practices and especially traditional HRM systems, such as HPWS, 

are scarce. This is surprising considering their strategic importance for individual and firm 

performance, which are both essential during a crisis. 

HR practices: Employee Experience Management Practices  

High-performance Work Systems cover a range of traditional HR practices, which has led 

to criticism of SHRM’s conceptual inability to include novel, contemporary HR practices (D. 

Collings et al., 2021; Harney & Collings, 2021). While high-involvement work systems and high-

commitment management are conceptual companions of HPWS (Macky & Boxall, 2008), a newer 

and conceptually broader bundle of practices that may account for the recent criticism is Employee 
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Experience Management (EEM). EEM can be defined as a bundle of practices that ‘are targeted 

to improve the employees’ micro-experiences at work by means of (1) having a strong employee 

focus, (2) improving employees’ daily experiences, (3) the formative employee journey experience 

and (4) the organisational space in which those experiences take shape’ (Author, manuscript in 

preparation). Exemplary practices linked to the first dimension of having an employee focus are 

gathering employee data and co-creating projects with employees. Daily employee experience 

practices refer for instance to organising social events or coaching managers on their interaction 

and communication with employees. Journey experiences refer to the practice of improving parts 

of the employee journey, which covers the process from recruitment to employee exit. Lastly, 

practices for improving the organisational space refer for instance to developing the culture and 

the physical space.  

The Harvard Business Review published an article that draws attention to the importance 

of employee experiences in times of the COVID-19 pandemic (Yohn, 2020). Similarly, Ulrich 

(2020) posits that in the face of the crisis, one of HR’s deliverables is to provide ‘positive and 

empathic work experiences’. Yet, even before the pandemic, scholars called for greater attention 

towards employee experiences in a work context. For instance, HRM researchers suggest that 

employee experiences of HR practices are the explanatory link between HR practices and 

employee outcomes (Kinnie et al., 2005; Wright & Nishii, 2006). Simultaneously, organisations 

started to focus on practices to provide their employees with good experiences (Dery et al., 2017; 

Yohn, 2016). Since ‘COVID-19 has changed the experience of work for the vast majority of 

employees’ (D. Collings et al., 2021, p. 2), HRM systems that focus on enhancing employee 

experiences might be of great relevance during a crisis. Thus, we decided to include the bundle of 

EEM practices in our study, despite the early stage of research.  
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The effect of HR managers’ proactive personality on HRM practices 

Traditionally, HR professionals design formal HRM policies in response to business plans 

and over the past years they have become more actively involved in the business planning process 

(Jackson et al., 2014). Particularly in the face of economic downturn, research shows that HR 

managers gain influence – not necessarily strategic influence, but influence for formulating and 

implementing sets of HR measures (Roche & Teague, 2012).  Despite the relevance and influence 

of HR practitioners during a crisis, Stiles and Trevor (2006) noted that little attention has been 

given to the designers of HR systems. Similarly, Jackson and colleagues noted eight years later 

that ‘HR professionals have been largely missing from strategic HRM scholarship’ (p. 35). A large 

body of literature focused on the roles of HR professionals and the qualities that affect successful 

role performance (e.g. Antila, 2006; Lemmergaard, 2009; Ulrich, 1997). However, some scholars 

have shifted their attention towards HR managers’ individual-level characteristics (Steffensen et 

al., 2019), e.g. towards the influence of their commitment (Oh et al., 2017), their beliefs and fears 

about AI (Suseno et al., 2021), their mental models for talent management approaches (Meyers et 

al., 2020), or how they narrate the changes imposed by the pandemic (Ripamonti et al., 2020).  

Research recognised that personality affects work-role functioning (Lounsbury et al., 

2008). While studies often assess an individual’s personality domain with the five-factor model, 

Crant and Bateman (2000) found that proactive personality can explain variance in organisational 

phenomena beyond the Big Five dimensions. A person with a proactive personality is characterised 

as someone ‘who is relatively unconstrained by situational forces, and who effects environmental 

change’ (Bateman & Crant, 1993, p. 105). Accordingly, proactive people actively shape their 

environment instead of being shaped reactively by it (Thomas et al., 2010). They search for 

opportunities, take action, and keep those initiatives up until they reach the intended change 
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(Bateman & Crant, 1993). A meta-analysis by Fuller and Marler (2009) confirms that proactive 

personality is linked to a range of important individual outcomes, such as job performance, work 

motivation, and organisational commitment. Furthermore, literature provides empirical evidence 

that a proactive personality is linked to innovation-related behaviour (Ng & Feldman, 2013) and 

exhibits a strong relationship with entrepreneurial cognitions (Fuller & Marler, 2009). Particularly 

the linkage to job performance, innovation and entrepreneurial tendencies supports the assumption 

that high levels of proactive personality might be positively linked to the job outcomes of HR 

managers in times of a crisis. More precisely, practitioners who score high on proactivity may look 

for opportunities and creative solutions to adapt and maintain HRM systems despite the challenges 

posed by the pandemic. Recent findings prove the trait’s relevance for successfully combating the 

uncertainty and stress resulting from COVID-19 (Yi-Feng Chen et al., 2021; Zacher & Rudolph, 

2021). By referring back to the two types of HR systems, we hypothesise: 

H1a: HR managers’ proactive personality is positively associated with the use of 

HPWS practices during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

H1b: HR managers’ proactive personality is positively associated with EEM 

practices during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

The moderating effect of managerial support  

Parker and Ying (2015) highlight that individuals are not only ‘born’ with proactive traits, 

but organisations can shape proactivity through effective leadership. One element of the work 

context that might be of special importance with respect to proactive personality and HRM systems 

is thus managerial support for HRM. In a case study, Stanton et al. (2010) found that in strong and 

effective HR systems, CEOs provide HR with legitimacy, leadership, and resources. From 
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receiving managerial support, HR managers may feel more enabled to proactively initiate change 

and search for opportunities and solutions to maintain HRM systems despite the challenges of the 

pandemic. Prior studies confirm the moderating role of supervisor support between proactive 

personality and employee outcomes. Kim et al. (2010) found that supervisor support facilitates 

proactive people to initiate creative activities. Hence, we expect that managerial support for HRM 

will strengthen the association between proactive personality and HRM systems because HR 

managers may feel more encouraged to give full scope to proactivity. On the contrary, lacking 

managerial support may hinder HR managers’ personality from unfolding. Thus, we hypothesise:  

H2a: Top Management Support for HR (TMS) moderates the link between HR 

managers’ proactive personality and HPWS during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

H2b: Top Management Support for HR (TMS) moderates the link between HR 

managers’ proactive personality and EEM during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Differences across high and low crisis contexts 

Trait activation theory (TAT) suggests that personality traits, such as proactive personality, 

are latent potentials to behave in response to trait-relevant situational cues (Tett et al., 2021). In 

other words: the right type of situation may offer individuals the opportunity to express specific 

personality traits, which in turn affect job performance (Tett & Burnett, 2003; Tett et al., 2021). 

Accordingly, TAT posits the crisis context might activate the proactive personality of HR 

managers, resulting in a higher use of HRM systems to counteract the pandemic. That the COVID-

19 pandemic might function as a trait activator is likely since demands can function as activators 

(Tett & Burnett, 2003) and the COVID-19 pandemic posed a range of challenges to HR leaders 

(D. G. Collings et al., 2021). On this basis, we hypothesise that:  
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H3: HR managers’ who report that their organisation is highly impacted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic show stronger associations between proactive personality 

and HR systems than those reporting a low impact of the crisis. 

 

Figure 1. Theoretical model. 

 

Looking at the theoretical model, importantly, we hypothesise that HR managers’ proactive 

personality is an antecedent of HR practices not an outcome of HR systems. Prior studies have 

established the link between proactive personality and work outcomes (Fuller & Marler, 2009; Ng 

& Feldman, 2013), which speaks for the outlined associations. Studies investigating the reverse 

effect of work attributes (e.g. HR practices) on proactive personality indicate that such influences 

exist, but take several years to unfold (Li et al., 2014). It is rather unlikely that HR managers 

adapted and altered their personality traits to the new circumstances, levels of encountered support, 

and use of HRM practices just 2-3 months after the outbreak of the pandemic. Instead, we expect 

this reverse effect to unfold over the next couple of years.   
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Method 

Data collection 

To understand if proactive HR managers matter for HR practices during the COVID-19 

pandemic, we targeted HR practitioners working in Denmark, Sweden, and Norway. Most cluster 

analyses on work-related attitudes group the chosen Scandinavian countries together (Ronen & 

Shenkar, 2013). All three countries were fully exposed to the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic 

during the time of data collection (April-June 2020). To approach HR practitioners, we randomly 

sampled a list of 3,000 HR managers from LinkedIn, identified their email address (n=1,238) and 

send out a web-based survey with a reminder after one week. Additionally, we used three 

professional HR networks to distribute the survey link. Overall, we received 287 complete 

responses of which 77% indicate that they have been contacted via email, leading to a response 

rate of 20% for the email invitations. After filtering the data for irrelevant country codes and 

duplicates, 269 complete answers remained. 

Sample 

Respondents were on average 47 years old (SD = 9.09), had an average tenure of 5.5 years 

(SD = 5.58), and identified mainly as female (76.3%). Half of the HR practitioners worked at large 

organisations (47.3%), while the remainder worked at medium-sized (41%) and small 

organisations (11.7%). The majority of HR managers came from Demark (51.2%), followed by 

Sweden (25.4%) and Norway (23.4%). With respect to their job roles, more than half of the 

participants were part of the executive board or reported to the CEO (57.4%). Although all 

participants worked in HRM, 40% emphasised that they worked mostly with HRM and employee 

experience, as opposed to 60% focusing solely on HRM. 
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Instruments 

Formative Measures 

High Performance Work System practices. The HPWS scale by Gardner et al. (2011) 

includes distinct items for each AMO-dimension with a dichotomous yes/no scale. Due to the 

limitations of the latter, we used the adapted version by Beltrán‐Martín et al. (2017), who measured 

HPWS with nine items on a scale ranging from 1 to 7 with anchors varying to the question. To 

focus on the crisis context, each item received a short addition. An exemplary item for skill-

enhancing practices (training) was ‘In times of the COVID-19 pandemic, on average how many 

hours of formal training does an employee receive per week?’. 

Gardner et al. (2011) defined HPWS as a formative measure, meaning the indicators cause 

the latent variable. This has several implications for the measurement evaluation and the choice of 

analysis methods because ‘the traditional notion of internal consistency reliability does not apply 

because the model does not predict that the indicators will be correlated’ (MacKenzie et al., 2011, 

p. 314). We provide insights on the quality of the chosen scale and evaluation procedure below.  

Employee Experience Management Practices. Due to the newness of the construct, we 

were required to engage in scale development. To do so, we closely followed the suggested 

procedure for construct measurement and validation by MacKenzie et al. (2011) and incorporated 

the criticism linked to HR system measurement (Boon et al., 2019).The supplementary material 

provides detailed insights into the process which led to the final set of ten items. An exemplary 

question that reflects, for instance, on the domain of having a strong employee focus is: ‘In times 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, I collect frequently insights on employee’s feelings and needs’. All 

items were captured with a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
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agree). Similar to HPWS and in line with Ringle et al. (2020) who suggest the use of formative 

measures to depict bundles of HRM practices, we defined EEM as a formative construct. 

 

Table 1. Formative measurement evaluation. 

Construct/items Mean SD VIF 
Outer 

Weight 

Outer 

Loading 

HPWS 

Practices  

     

Motivation-enhancing practices  
     

HPWS1 Performance evaluation practices 4.595 1.666 1.021 0.631* 0.716* 

HPWS2 Performance appraisal systems  4.454 2.566 1.202 -0.118 0.242  

HPWS3 Performance-related promotions 3.825 1.838 1.377 0.430* 0.647** 

HPWS4 Performance-related pay 3.052 2.150 1.316 0.438 0.682** 

Skill-enhancing practices  
     

HPWS5 Recruitment practices 3.639 2.355 1.050 0.854*** 0.934*** 

HPWS6 Training practices 2.680 1.339 1.050 0.365 0.553* 

Opportunity-enhancing practices  
     

HPWS7 Employee participation 3.684 2.107 1.151 0.349* 0.599*** 

HPWS8 Employee involvement 5.465 1.952 1.243 0.306 0.659*** 

HPWS9 Employee collaboration 5.517 1.315 1.141 0.685*** 0.861*** 

  
     

EEM Practices  
     

EEM1 Social events 3.548 1.819 1.236 0.030 0.384*** 

EEM2 Moments that matter 5.285 1.452 1.705 0.221 0.757*** 

EEM3 Employee journey 5.081 1.468 1.577 0.106 0.687*** 

EEM4 Employee insights 5.411 1.484 1.854 0.335* 0.849*** 

EEM5 Co-creation 5.316 1.443 1.919 0.117 0.732*** 

EEM6 Adapting projects to employees 5.466 1.287 1.569 0.097 0.648*** 

EEM7 Org. culture/values 5.295 1.547 1.830 0.049 0.695*** 

EEM8 Coaching managers 5.680 1.357 1.800 0.240 0.836*** 

EEM9 Physical space/home office 4.682 1.709 1.722 0.043 0.632*** 

EEM10 Digital experience 5.288 1.440 1.878 0.137 0.712*** 
* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001 
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To draw conclusions about the quality of the chosen measures, we evaluated the indicator 

significance and relevance and followed-up on collinearity (Ringle et al., 2020). Table 1 provides 

an overview of the results. Hair et al. (2019) suggest that items with non-significant weights should 

definitely be eliminated if the loading is below 0.5 and insignificant. Accordingly, we excluded 

HPWS2 and EEM1 from the further analysis due to their irrelevant contribution to the measure. 

With respect to multicollinearity, we assessed each indicator’s Variance Inflation Factor (VIF). As 

all VIF values were below the strict threshold of 3.33 (Hair et al., 2019), we concluded that there 

are no critical collinearity issues in our formative measures.  

Reflective measures 

HR manager’s proactive personality was measured with the scale used by Parker (1998), 

which is based on six items from the original proactive personality scale by Bateman and Crant 

(1993). An exemplary item is ‘I am always looking for better ways to do things’. 

Top Management support (TMS) was gauged by two items from Stirpe et al. (2013) with 

minor adjustments to the HRM context. An exemplary question is ‘Since the COVID-19 

pandemic…Top management has put all its support behind Employee Experience and/or HRM.’ 

For both measures, we captured answers on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 

For the evaluation of the reflective measures, we assessed the measures’ indicator 

reliability, internal consistency reliability, convergent and discriminant validity (Hair et al., 2019). 

Table 2 summarises the results. With respect to construct validity and reliability, both measures 

meet the required AVE (0.5) and Cronbach’s alpha (0.7). To ensure that the items have the highest 

correlation within their own measure, we used the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT), which is 

the mean value of the indicator correlations across constructs relative to the (geometric) mean of 
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the average correlations of the indicators measuring the same construct (Hair et al., 2019). Since 

HTMT values ranged from 0.040 to 0.399, remaining below the threshold of 0.9, we concluded 

that discriminant validity was established. 

 

Table 2. Reflective measurement evaluation. 

Construct/Item Mean SD 
Outer 

Loading  
AVE 

Cronbach's 

alpha 
ρA 

Composite 

reliability 

Proactive Personality  
   0.612 0.873 0.886 0.904 

PP1 Fixing things 5.870 1.003 0.769***     

PP2 Assertiveness 5.249 1.198 0.857***     

PP3 Championing ideas 4.747 1.418 0.714***     

PP4 Constant improvement 5.874 1.031 0.746***     

PP5 Conviction 4.632 1.308 0.798***     

PP6 Identifying opportunities 5.279 1.170 0.800***     

Top Management Support for EEM/HRM 
  0.902 0.891 0.892 0.948 

TMS1 Support 4.967 1.560 0.948***     

TMS2 Importance 4.874 1.532 0.952***         
* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001 

Controls  

Besides demographic data (age, gender, country of workplace), we controlled for company 

size because HR practices are likely to be administered differently in smaller firms than in larger 

firms (Messersmith & Guthrie, 2010). Furthermore, we collected data on the HR managers’ job 

level (executive/non-executive) since an increase in hierarchical level may increase the influence 

over the implementation of HR activities (Oh et al., 2015). Additionally, we controlled for tenure 

because it indicates the HR-specific human capital of the manager (Oh et al., 2015), and the HR 

managers’ job focus, namely if they work mostly with HRM, mostly with EEM, or with both. 

Lastly, we used one item to capture the perceived organisational impact of COVID-19 by asking 



 

173 

 

respondents about their agreement with the following question: ‘Overall, my organisation is 

negatively impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic’. 

Data analysis method 

One approach to simultaneously test and estimate causal relationships among latent 

constructs that are measured formatively and reflectively is Partial Least Square Structural 

Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) (Hair et al., 2017). Following Ringle et al. (2020), it is a common 

multivariate analysis technique used within HRM research, allowing researchers to ‘handle small 

sample sizes with the required level of care’ (Ringle et al., 2020, p. 1618). Considering the 

accessibility of HR managers during the crisis, this was a deciding reason for PLS-SEM in addition 

to the simultaneous use of formative and reflective measures. To test our hypothesis (H3) if the 

modelled associations differ between HR practitioners that experience a high and low 

organisational impact of the crisis, we conducted a multigroup analysis (MGA). A MGA is a 

special case of modelling continuous moderating effects that allows to visualise and test if there 

are significant differences in group-specific parameter estimates (Sarstedt et al., 2011). We ran all 

analyses with the software smartPLS3. 

Results 

The use of HR systems during the COVID-19 pandemic 

Figure 2 and 3 visualise the use of HPWS and EEM practices during the COVID-19 

pandemic from the sample of 269 Scandinavian HR professionals (for details see Wunderlich & 

Løkke, 2020). With respect to HPWS, it becomes apparent that the level of utilisation during the 

pandemic varies considerably across practices (Figure 2). While the majority reports high levels 

of practices that foster employee information (63%) and collaboration (64%), the use of training 

and focus on employee development is low across our sample. Interestingly, we also find great 
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variation within singular HR practices, e.g. regarding extensive selection and recruitment 

(HPWS5). One half (42%) reports no or very low use of extensive selection procedures, opposed 

to a fairly large group of HR managers (30%) that engage in extensive selection practices despite 

the turbulent circumstances. Our descriptive findings hint the need to control for the organisational 

impact of the crisis, as some organisations may have benefitted from the pandemic, increasing the 

need for extensive recruitment and selection.  

In contrast, we find much less variation across and within EEM practices and generally 

higher levels of utilisation (Figure 3). A large number of HR managers seem to use practices linked 

to coaching managers on how they interact and communicate with their employees and to 

collecting employee insights during the pandemic. Surprisingly, practices contributing to the 

physical experience of employees (e.g. improving their home office space) find less use among 

HR practitioners, which can be explained with the time of data collection (spring 2020), where the 

long-lasting nature of the pandemic was not foreseeable.  
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Figure 2. Use of HPWS practices during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Figure 3. Use of EEM practices during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Note: values presented on the bars represent the percentage of HR practitioners.   
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Proactive Personality, Top Management Support and HR Systems during COVID-19 

We present the results from our analysis about the impact of proactive personality (H1a, 

H1b) and the moderating role of top management support (H2a, H2b) in Table 3. Firstly, we 

followed up on collinearity and common-method bias (CMB) by assessing the inner VIF values. 

As noted by Kock (2015), high factor-level VIFs do not only indicate pathological collinearity but 

also indicate that CMB contaminates the model. A full collinearity test for both DVs resulted in 

VIFs between 1.304 and 2.289. As the values were lower than 3.33, we concluded that there are 

neither critical collinearity nor CMB issues. Next, we examined the predictive relevance of our 

model. EEM has an R2 of 0.566 (adj. R2=0.546) and Q2 of 0.219. For HPWS we got an R2 of 0.297 

(adj. R2= 0.264) and Q2 of 0.042. The results imply that our model is particularly suitable for 

explaining and predicting the use of EEM practices during a crisis as R2 values above 0.5 are 

indicative of moderate predictive power (Ringle et al., 2020). In contrast, proactive personality 

and TMS have rather low predictive power for HPWS. With respect to model fit, the SRMR of 

0.055 indicates good model fit.  

Subsequently, we evaluated the path coefficients and their significance. H1 stated that HR 

managers’ proactive personality is positively associated with the reported use of HRM systems. 

While we find a significant association (0.314***) between proactive personality and EEM 

practices (H1b), data reveals a small, insignificant association to HPWS use (0.034). As our 

descriptive results indicated great variation across HPWS practices, we ran a second analysis 

where we split the construct into its three theoretical bundles. The association to skill-enhancing 

practices (e.g. training, selection, 0.042) and motivation-enhancing practices (e.g. performance-

based rewards, 0.034) remains insignificant, but we find a positive association to opportunity-

enhancing practices (0.207*). Consequently, we confirm H1b and partially confirm H1a.  
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Table 3. Structural model validation.  

Relationship 
Path   

Coefficient 
P value 

Inner 

VIF 
f2 

Hypothesis 1     

H1a: Proactive Pers.  HPWS 0.158 0.066 1.587 0.022 

    Proactive Pers.  Motivation-enhancing HPWS  0.034 0.688 1.580 0.001 

    Proactive Pers.  Opportunity-enhancing HPWS  0.207* 0.007 1.580 0.035 

    Proactive Pers.  Skill-enhancing HWPS 0.042 0.572 1.580 0.001 

H1b: Proactive Pers.  EEM 0.314*** 0.000 1.587 0.139 

     

Hypothesis 2 (Moderation) 
    

H2b: TMS* Proactive Pers.  HPWS  0.041 0.381 1.409 0.047 

    Direct effect: TMS  HPWS 0.408*** 0.000 1.329 0.326* 

H2a: TMS* Proactive Pers.  EEM  -0.115* 0.042 1.409 0.004 

    Direct effect: TMS  EEM 0.440*** 0.000 1.329 0.178* 

     

Controls      

Job focus (HRM)  EEM -0.129* 0.046 1.095 0.034 

Country (Norway)  HPWS -0.233* 0.016 1.627 0.047 

    Norway  Motivation-enhancing HPWS  -0.301** 0.002 1.627 0.069 

    Norway   Opportunity-enhancing HPWS  -0.152* 0.031 1.627 0.018 

Country (Denmark) -> HPWS -0.263** 0.008 1.626 0.061 

    Denmark  Motivation-enhancing HPWS  -0.309** 0.002 1.626 0.073 

    Denmark  Opportunity-enhancing HPWS  -0.195** 0.005 1.626 0.031 
 

Note: We used a bootstrapping routine with 10,000 subsamples. Only significant control effects are reported in Table 3. 

 

 

H2 concerned the moderating role of Top Management Support (TMS). We find a small 

moderating effect for EEM practices (-0.115*), however, the effect is negative as opposed to our 

expectations. Consequently, we reject both hypotheses about TMS. In terms of our control 

variables, we find a significant effect of our country dummy variables on HPWS. Furthermore, we 



 

178 

 

find a significant negative effect of the managers’ job focus (‘I work mostly with HRM’) on EEM 

practices.  

Proactivity and HR Systems in high and low crisis contexts 

Lastly, we ran a multi-group analysis to see how our findings change with respect to the 

reported organisational impact of the crisis (H3). By grouping respondents into those who did not 

see a negative impact or who did not see any effect of the crisis (N=97) and those who agreed or 

strongly agreed that the crisis negatively impacted their organisation (N=106), we formed two 

(almost) equally sized groups. As the group median for organisational impact was 5.0 (Mean: 4.67, 

SD: 1.846), it supported our approach of leaving those scoring 5 (slightly agree) out to capture the 

groups from both ends of the scale. 

 

Table 4. MGA results based on perceived impact of the crisis. 

Path  High crisis impact 

(n=106) 

Low crisis impact 

(n=97) 

Proactive Pers.  HPWS  -0.027     0.393* 

Proactive Pers.  EEM  0.258     0.533* 

Moderation   

*TMS* Proactive Pers.  HPWS -0.012  0.013 

    Direct effect: TMS  HPWS       0.450**  0.351 

*TMS Proactive Pers.  EEM -0.128 -0.121 

    Direct effect: TMS EEM        0.648*** 0.258 

Controls   

Country (Norway)  HPWS -0.388* -0.141 

Country (Denmark)  HPWS      -0.554*** -0.131 
 

Note: We used a bootstrapping routine with 10,000 subsamples. Only significant control effects are reported in Table 4. 

 



 

179 

 

Interestingly, we find the contrary effect. HR managers’ proactive personality is strongly 

associated with the use of HWPS practices (0.393*) and EEM practices (0.533*) in organisations 

that are not negatively impacted by the COVID-19 crisis. However, while the effect of proactive 

personality seems to unfold particularly in low crisis contexts, we find the opposite for the direct 

effect of TMS. TMS seems to matter only in high crisis contexts for the use of HRM systems 

(HPWS: 0.45**; EEM: 0.648***). With respect to our control variables, we find that country 

effects on HR systems only become significant in a high crisis context. Lastly, we checked if the 

found differences in group-specific parameter estimates were significant. The parametric test 

shows that the difference for the relationship between proactive personality and HPWS was 

significant (-0.420*). 

Discussion 

The study at hand sheds light on the use of traditional and non-traditional HRM systems 

during the COVID-19 pandemic and the potential effect of HR managers’ proactive personality in 

shaping those practices. Based on data from 269 Scandinavian HR managers collected during the 

first lockdown in spring 2020, we find that non-traditional HRM systems in general find higher 

levels of application than HPWS practices following the reports of HR professionals. Irregularities 

in the use across HPWS practices hint that organisations do not share the theoretical notion of 

congruence and horizontal fit, namely that those practices should be used in combination to unfold 

their potential. Interestingly, we see less variation across EEM practices, which hints that 

practitioners use related practices more in combination and thus as a system. However, we must 

consider that the found usage of HR systems results from a crisis that ‘has changed the experience 

of work for the vast majority of employees’ (D. Collings et al., 2021, p. 2). Unsurprisingly, 

practices that intend to improve people’s experiences in a work context are of great usage. 
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However, the latter raises the question of why ensuring an employee focus and improving 

individuals’ experiences at work should be only relevant during a crisis? The nascent stage of 

research but wide application calls for more research. By introducing and validating of a 

measurement scale for EEM, the paper contributes to future theory development  

Turning to the main question of whether proactive HR managers make a difference for the 

use of HRM systems, we find evidence that proactive personality is positively associated with the 

use of EEM practices and opportunity-enhancing HPWS (e.g. employee involvement, information 

and collaboration) during a crisis. However, our assumption did not vindicate for motivation-

enhancing HPWS (e.g. performance-related pay) nor skill-enhancing practices (e.g. training). A 

possible explanation might be the degree HRM practices depend on the company’s financial well-

being and the uncertainty organisations encounter as it may prevent them from making 

investments. Practices such as training (skill-enhancing HPWS practices) or performance-related 

pay (motivation-enhancing HPWS practices) require financial resources. In contrast, EEM 

practices as well as opportunity-enhancing practices depend rather on person-based investments 

such as the time, efforts, and – as our study shows – the proactive personality of the HR manager. 

Accordingly, we suggest that HR managers’ proactive personality is an important driver, 

particularly for person-based HRM systems in times of a crisis. Finding that some practices are 

more sensitive to the personality of the managers than others, we show that the influence of HR 

manager’ personality varies with the type of HRM bundle. This has important implications how 

we model the relationship between antecedents (here HR professionals) and HRM systems because 

we cannot simply draw an arrow between internal factors and HRM systems. While previous HRM 

scholars have acknowledged the dynamic nature and context-dependence of HRM systems 
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(Jackson et al., 2014), our finding contributes greater detail to HRM frameworks that account for 

the influence of HRM professionals. 

As part of our study, we asked if Top Management Support (TMS) for HRM moderates 

the association between HR professionals’ personality and HR systems. We are surprised to find 

that TMS slightly weakens the relationship. One possible explanation for the found negative 

impact concerning EEM practices relates to the wording of our question. While managers who 

focus on EEM, might try to innovate their approach to people management, a strong focus on HRM 

may actually impede managers from implementing less conventional systems. Alternatively, high 

levels of top management support could also result in increased expectations and pressures, which 

may restrain proactive behaviours. However, the found moderation was very small. We assume 

that other factors of the crisis environment, e.g. working from home and the physical distance 

between managers and HR professionals, may have lessened the overall moderating effect of TMS. 

Interestingly, our comparison between HR managers from high and low crisis environments 

reveals that managerial support only mattered for the use of HR systems in organisations that are 

highly impacted by the COVID-19 crisis, which raises the general question if support from higher 

management for HRM is only of importance when HR systems are put on the line? 

Lastly, we see from our data that the association between proactivity and HR systems 

becomes insignificant for managers working in organisations that are highly impacted by the crisis, 

which is surprising considering the findings about proactivity from recent studies (e.g. Yi-Feng 

Chen et al., 2021; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021). One explanation is that strong situations can negate 

individual differences in response tendencies (Tett & Burnett, 2003). The authors of trait-

activation theory use the example of being in a burning building, which leaves for the trait of being 

late no options to unfold. Instead, people behave in very similar ways in such extreme situations. 
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Our finding suggests that highly impacted organisations resemble a burning house, which 

emphasises the restricting conditions under which some HR managers had to operate during the 

lockdown in 2020.Opposed to our expectation, crisis environments seem to be so strong that they 

leave no room for HR managers to express their proactive personality. However, it is important to 

bear in mind that the situational trait-irrelevance of the crisis accounts only for the chosen HRM 

systems. HR managers’ proactive personality might still matter for other outcomes in high crisis 

contexts, such as employee well-being and it would be unjustified to deny its general importance.  

Our findings imply that particularly organisations that aim to focus on Employee 

Experience Management should recruit and train proactive managers. Moreover, we advise top 

management to reflect upon their approaches to providing HRM support during the pandemic as 

they might unintentionally create pressures that undermine the potential of their managers. Lastly, 

we call organisations to pay greater attention towards the topic proactivity after the pandemic as it 

seems to matter especially under normal conditions and thereby represents a valuable asset for 

navigating through the new normal. 

Limitations and future research 

This study does not come without limitations that point to future research. Firstly, our paper 

relies on cross-sectional data, which inhibits us from proving causality. Although this is of lesser 

concern because our independent variable is a personality construct, repeated data collection would 

add to the study’s explanatory power, especially regarding the long-term consequences of HR 

managers’ proactivity, such as stress or burnout. Secondly, our data results from self-reports of 

HR managers, which raises the issue of common-method bias (CMB). Although we conducted 

tests and accounted for CMB in the study design, e.g. by capturing our dependent variables first 

(cf. Podsakoff et al., 2003), future research that draws on other data sources could strengthen the 
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insights gained from our research. Thirdly, the generalisability of our results might be limited to 

the Scandinavian context and the peculiarities of the pandemic. However, it is likely that the new 

normal will continue to contain a range of the elements that shaped our study’s findings, which 

means that also our study’s relevance will outlast the end of the pandemic. 

Conclusion 

We believe that this study documents part of a historic event that has deeply changed the 

ways we work with respect to HR systems. Overall, it is encouraging to see that HR practitioners 

continue using traditional and newer bundles of HRM practices during the uncertainty of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. However, the comparably low usage of HPWS underlines the need to adjust 

traditional HRM practices. In contrast, the high usage of EEM practices provokes the question if 

we are witnessing a new bundle of HRM practices on the rise? Our paper raises general attention 

towards the question of who an organisation’s HR professionals are and if it matters. We are 

convinced that this question is long overdue in the field of HRM and ideally, it should not be a 

global pandemic, reminding us that HR professionals are way more than impersonal organisational 

actors. We believe that asking this question ultimately furthers our knowledge of the complex 

question why certain systems of HRM practices exist the ways we find them in our organisational 

realities nowadays.  
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Supplementary Materials  

Overview of construct measurement creation for Employee Experience Management 

(EEM) following MacKenzie et al. (2011). Phase 1-4 are displayed here. Phase 5-8 concerning the 

data collection, evaluation and validation of the scale are described in the paper.  

 

Table 1. Phase 1-4 of the construct measurement creation.  

Implementation of Phase 1: Conceptualization 

Step 1: Identify Key Characteristics 

Definitions in prior research Characteristics 

Psychology literature (Bradley, 2013): 

 Formative experience = key events in the past that made us who we are  

 Immediate experience = what is happening in the here and now 

 ‘Experiences are constituted in an inter-subjective space’ 

 

Marketing literature:  

 ‘We submit that the customer experience construct is holistic in nature and involves the customer’s 

cognitive, affective, emotional, social and physical responses to the retailer.’ (Verhoef et al., 2009, 

p. 32) 

 

Employee Experience Management research:  

 ‘EEM practices are targeted to improve the micro-experiences at work by means of having a strong 

employee focus, improving employees’ daily experiences, the formative employee journey 

experience and the organizational space in which those experiences take shape.’ (Wunderlich, 

manuscript in preparation, p. 22) 

 ‘group of technologies and processes that are responsible for tracking, designing and managing 

employees and therefore provide organizations the ability to launch, deliver, and enhance their 

employees’ experiences’ (Abhari et al., 2021) 

 

Events in the past 

Events in present  

Space that constitutes 

experiences 

 

Multi-dimensional 

responses 

 

 

 

Employee focus 

Day-to-day experiences 

Employee journey  

Organisational space 

 

Use of technology 

Definition from dictionaries Characteristics 

Cambridge dictionary  

 ‘something that happens to you that affects how you feel’  

 ‘the way that something happens and how it makes you feel’  

 

Oxford dictionary: 

 ‘the things that have happened to you that influence the way you think and behave’  

 ‘an event or activity that affects you in some way’ 

Events and emotional 

responses  

Happening and feelings 

 

Past events, cognitive and 

behavioral responses 

Events, activities, 

individual responses  

Quantitative analysis of job advertisements for employee experience managers (n=39)  Characteristics 

 

Method: word-

frequency-counts in 

the sections job 

 Management 

 support 

 programs 

 services 

 strategy 

 

Supporting employees 

Creating programs  
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description and 

what you will do 
 communications 

 needs 

 culture 

 performance 

 office 

 implement 

 data 

 events 

 talent 

 compensation 

 onboarding 

 values 

 surveys 

 training 

Communication 

Employee needs 

Organisational culture  

 

Office space 

 

Collecting data 

Creating events 

Designing the talent 

journey  

 

Improving onboarding  

Values 

Conducting surveys 

Providing training  

Summarize identified characteristics; provide a short and formal description. 

Summary of characteristics: 

1) Events = Employee experience management focuses on what is happening to employees (events)  

 here and now (day-to-day), over time (employee journey) 

 activities, events 

 creating programs  

 onboarding, training, talent management 

 

2) Employee Responses = Employee experience management focuses understanding and considering employee responses  

 multi-dimensional responses of individuals (cognitive and behavioral responses) 

 collecting data, conducting surveys 

 using technology 

 

3) Constitutive Space = Employee experience management focus on the context that shapes events and employee responses  

 physical space, office 

 organisational culture, values 

 

Short description: Employee experience management practices are all actions and practices carried out to improve what is happening 

to the employees (events), how they feel (response) on a day-to-day basis and over the time of their employment.  

Step 2: Define the Conceptual Domain 

Define the type of the property that the construct represents  

 Property = a set of practices that focus on (1) what is happening to employees and (2) how they respond 

to it and (3) the space which both are embedded 

Property = practices, 

managerial actions 

Define the entity to which it applies.  

 Entity = Organisation  

 Who to ask = HR Manager or Employee Experience manager 

Entity = organisation 

Step 3: Clarify the Intention of the Construct 

Define examples from job ads/interviews with practitioners for the different domains 

Events (what is happening) 

 Improve the stages of the employee journey - Example: Improve the onboarding program 

 Create social and professional events for employees - Example: Having after-work events  

 Creating memorable moments for the employees - Example: Celebrate employee birthdays, helping employee when they are in 

an emotional crisis  
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 Impacting how employees work:  Make it easier for people to work - Example: Improve IT services or HR services  

 

Employee responses / people focus 

 Collect insights on employees’ needs and feelings to identify areas of improvement - Example: Conduct a pulse survey  

 Consider people’s needs and perspectives in their project - Example: Co-create programs with employees and management  

 Having a differentiated approach to people - Example: Adapting programs to the requirement of different employee groups  

 

Constitutive space 

 Impacting how employees interact with each other - Example: Driving and supporting organisational values 

 Impact how managers and employees interact - Example: Train/coach managers on communication 

 Improve how people feel physically at work - Example: Improve the work/office space  

Stability of the concept?  

 It is supposed to be generalizable across organisations. Generalizable 

Step 4: Clarify the Dimensionality of the Construct 

Sub-dimensions and relation of sub-dimensions/item? 

 Potential dimensions: what is happening (events), Employee responses (employee focus), space  

 All practices from Employee Experience Management together  

 Each item is a defining characteristic of EEM  

 Eliminating one item may impact the construct 

Multi-dimensional 

Define the measurement: formative or reflective?  

 Formative, employee experience management is a function of its items.  

 Changing one item, leads to a change in the construct (Not vice-versa: a change in the construct leads 

to a change of all items). 

Formative 

If formative: How do the sub-questions combine?  

 They may add-up or multiply, but a clearer statement requires more research.   

Implementation of Phase 2: Development of Measures 

Write items in easy language, no double-barreled items, no ambiguous or unfamiliar terms 

Events creation: 

 General social/company events: I create frequent events for our employees  

 Private moments: I ensure that we celebrate events that are important for our employees (e.g. having a baby, getting married)  

 Journey: I initiate projects to improve the journeys of our employees 

 

Employee Responses consideration:  

 I collect data on employee’s feelings and needs to identify areas of improvement  

 I co-create projects with employees/and or managers  

 I adapt my projects to the individual needs of employees/ different groups of employees 

 

Constitutive space design: 

 I actively promote our organisational values and culture to create a good work atmosphere 

 I coach managers to improve how they interact with their employees  

 I carry out projects to improve the physical work/office space  

 I initiate projects that make it easier for employees to work (e.g. IT services, HR services) 

  (e.g. IT services, HR services) 

Minimize the overlap with other concept (high performance work systems) 
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Major conflict with 3 items:  

 I initiate projects that help employees to do their jobs better (e.g. IT services, HR services) 

Changed to: I initiate project that make it easier for employees to work (e.g. IT services, HR services)  focus must be on 

the ease of working  

 

 I co-create with employees and/or managers  

Changed to: I co-create projects with employees and/or managers to include their views  the focus must be on the people 

and not on collaboration for quality improvements  

 

 I carry out projects to improve the journeys of employees  

Changed to: I initiate projects to improve the journeys of our employees  Now it means that they don’t work with the 

processes themselves  

Summary   

1) I create frequent company events for our employees  

2) I ensure that we celebrate moments that are important in the life of our employees  

3) I initiate projects to improve the journeys of our employees 

4) I collect data on employee’s feelings and needs to identify areas of improvement  

5) I co-create projects with employees and/or managers to include their views  

6) I adapt my projects to the individual needs of employees/ groups of employees 

7) I actively promote our organisational values and culture to create a good work atmosphere 

8) I coach managers to improve how they interact with their employees 

9) I initiate projects to improve the physical work/office space  

10) I initiate projects that make it easier for employees to work (e.g. IT services, HR services) 

 

 

Implementation of Phase 3: Assess the Content Validity 

To which degree does the item reflect the content universe? 

 Results collected in separate matrix, number of raters: 3. We discussed the answers qualitatively as the number of qualified raters 

was too low for the conduction of an ANOVA. 

Rephrased items after assessment (final) 

1) I create frequent company events for our employees  

2) I ensure that we celebrate moments that are important in the life of our employees  

3) I initiate projects to improve what is happening to our employees during their journeys 

4) I collect frequently insights on employee’s feelings and needs  

5) I co-create projects with employees and/or managers to include their views  

6) I adapt my projects to the individual needs of employees/ groups of employees 

7) I actively promote our organisational values and culture to create a good work atmosphere 

8) I coach managers to improve how they interact with their employees 

9) I initiate projects to improve the physical work/office space  

10) I initiate projects that make it easier for employees to work (e.g. IT services, HR services) 

Implementation of Phase 4: Specification of the Measurement Model 

Outline the relationship between indicators and construct 

 Measurement model: formative  
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Abstract 

HR managers are important actors during a crisis and their functioning at work is vital 

for organisational survival and the workforce’s well-being. Our mixed-method study 

investigates the COVID-19 crisis experience of Scandinavian HR managers through 

the lens of the Job Demands-Resources model to learn what makes HR managers 

function in a mentally and physically healthy way.  Our first quantitative study 

underlines the significance of managerial support and flexibility as job resources and 

job changes as a significant demand for the well-being of HR professionals. Our 

second qualitative study provides additional explanations e.g. by showing that working 

within HR is a resource for well-being in itself due to the experienced task significance 

and meaningfulness during the crisis. The insights drawn from our project have the 

potential to contribute to organisational performance during future crises and they 

provide practical implications for the near future as the ‘new normal’ will certainly 

continue to contain elements of the examined context. 

 

Keywords: COVID-19 Crisis, HR Manager, Mixed Method, Job Demands-

Resources Model, Well-being, Experience 
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Introduction 

The global outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic caused radical uncertainty, an incredible 

amount of disruption and challenges for organisations (Hwang & Höllerer, 2020). The macro-

turbulences of the pandemic affected employees around the world and called leaders and their 

Human Resource (HR) function to action (Caligiuri et al., 2020). HR practitioners are essential for 

designing and implementing Human Resource Management (HRM) policies and practices that 

support business strategy and employee well-being (Galang & Osman, 2016). Particularly during 

a crisis, previous research has highlighted the HR practitioners’ contributing role for organisational 

response and recovery strategies (Gunnigle et al., 2019; Roche & Teague, 2012). HR managers’ 

attitudes and behaviours are critical for the proper delivery and implementation of HR practices 

(Oh et al., 2017), which may in turn impact overall worker well-being and performance (Peccei & 

Van De Voorde, 2019). Consequently, the functioning of HR managers at work and their own 

well-being is of great importance for organisations.  

Especially during a crisis, HR practitioners carry a dual burden. They are required to cope 

with a range of tensions arising from contradictory tasks such as providing safety to employees 

while being involved in cost reduction and downsizing activities (Roche & Teague, 2012; Ulrich, 

2020). Surprisingly, HR practitioners indicate high levels of satisfaction and work-life balance 

during the pandemic despite those tensions (cf. Wunderlich & Løkke, 2020). The phenomenon 

raises an essential question that will guide the study at hand: what makes HR managers function 

in a mentally and physically healthy way during the COVID-19 crisis? By now, answers to this 

question are limited because HR professionals have been largely missing from the landscape of 

strategic HRM research (Jackson et al., 2014). Yet, they represent an interesting occupational 
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group from which we can draw important conclusions about well-being in organisations during a 

crisis. 

To find explanations, we aim to study the crisis experience of HR managers. Experiences 

consists of two important dimensions: firstly, a situation-based dimension that captures what is 

happening to HR practitioners during the crisis and secondly, a person-related dimension that 

evaluates how those situational factors make them feel (Hektner et al., 2007). To address the 

situational factors of the crisis, we look through the lens of the Job-Demands-Resources Model 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) at job demands, resources, and the macro-turbulences related to the 

COVID-19 crisis (e.g. Britt et al., 2021; Kniffin et al., 2021). To address the second dimension of 

experiences, we concentrate on the HR managers’ well-being at work. Well-being has been defined 

as ‘the overall quality of an employee’s experience and functioning at work’ (Van De Voorde et 

al., 2012, p. 394) and it presents a suitable measure to draw conclusions on how the HR 

practitioners feel. 

The paper applies a sequential mixed methods research design. The method is suitable to 

capture complex issues, such as experiences, that require methodological variety in order to mirror 

the phenomenon (Hurmerinta-Peltomäki & Nummela, 2006). Furthermore, the research design 

supports developing a deep understanding of the HR managers’ crisis experience by combining 

confirmatory and explanatory methods (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).  

In a first step (confirmatory part), we examine the link between the crisis, job demands and 

resources and well-being quantitatively by using data from a survey with 274 HR practitioners 

collected during the lockdown in spring 2020. However, mere quantitative research does not do 

justice to the aim of studying a subjective topic like experiences. Thus, in a second step 

(explanatory part), we broaden the picture and add in-depth insights about HR managers’ crisis-
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related job demands and resources in connection with health- and happiness-related well-being by 

conducting a qualitative study with 183 HR practitioners.   

In its entirety, our paper contributes in several ways to theory and practice. Firstly, we 

enhance our theoretical understanding of the combination of resources and demands that contribute 

and challenge the well-being of HR professionals during a crisis. This knowledge is of great 

importance for organisations because functioning HR managers are an important asset during a 

crisis. Previous research shows that the more different demands HR practitioners can balance, the 

better they can assure the organisation’s competitive advantage (Keegan et al., 2018). 

Consequently, our project has the potential to contribute to organisational performance during 

future crises.  

Secondly, with respect to the literature and JD-R model, research has claimed the models’ 

applicability to a variety of different contexts (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Our paper contributes 

insights if this vindicates also for an extreme situation, such as the COVID-19 crisis. Furthermore, 

we contribute to the debate around the role of personal demands and resources (cf. Schaufeli & 

Taris, 2013) by further exploring the role and multi-dimensionality of these factor in times of a 

crisis.  

Thirdly, by investigating the case of HR managers’ crisis experiences, we draw attention 

to idiosyncratic job- and role-related demands and resources during a crisis. Our findings may 

advance explanations for differences in health and happiness-related well-being across 

occupations and employee groups. This may in turn, enable organisations to undertake more 

targeted measures for well-being during future crisis.  

Lastly, we see a contribution in studying the experiences of HR practitioners during the 

selected time span because the ‘new normal’ following the COVID-19 crisis will certainly 
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continue to contain elements of the examined context (e.g. increased levels of flexibility, virtual 

collaborations). Thus, learning about available resources to maintain well-being is of great 

importance and we believe that our findings can find application beyond the HR occupation.  

Theory and Hypotheses 

The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model has proven valuable for explaining well-being 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; van Veldhoven et al., 2005). According to the model, we can classify 

the factors affecting well-being into job demands and job resources. Job demands are 

organisational aspects that require effort and skills from the individual, which are associated with 

physiological or psychological costs. Job resources refer to aspects that help to reduce job demands 

and the associated costs, achieve work goals or stimulate growth and learning (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007). In an organisational context, scholars evaluated happiness-related well-being 

predominantly with respect to satisfaction and commitment. However, research often overlooked 

its second dimension, namely health-related well-being, which concerns individual responses to 

stressors, such as stress, burnout or anxiety (Peccei & Van De Voorde, 2019).  

COVID-19, job demands and well-being  

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has worsened the working conditions of many 

individuals and changed the working routines and the ways jobs are carried out (Caligiuri et al., 

2020; Hwang & Höllerer, 2020; Kniffin et al., 2021). Job changes require skills and efforts from 

individuals to successfully handle them and thus can be regarded as a crisis-specific job demand. 

Event system theory supports the notion that critical, higher-level events can have direct effects 

on lower organisational features, such as the jobs of HR managers (Morgeson et al., 2015). Job 

demands are in turn negatively associated with health-related well-being, as they may come with 

physiological or psychological costs. With respect to the COVID-10 crisis, a recent study supports 
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this claim, showing that 89% of the 1,500 respondents indicated a decline in their well-being 

mainly due to increased job demands (56%) (Campbell & Gavett, 2021). Accordingly, we 

hypothesise: 

H1. The COVID-19 pandemic is associated with high levels of job changes for HR 

practitioners.  

H2. Job changes are negatively associated with the health-related well-being of HR 

practitioners.  

Opposed to the above, we did not hypothesise an impact of job changes on happiness-

related well-being. The revised JD-R model shows that job demands are linked predominantly to 

exhaustion, thus health-related outcomes. The definition of demands supports this claim, showing 

that demands require efforts that come mostly with physical costs (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; 

Schaufeli & Taris, 2013).  

COVID-19, job resources and well-being  

To adequately deal with pandemic-specific job demands like job changes, individuals 

including HR professional need resources (Kniffin et al., 2021). Research confirms the positive 

impact of organisational aspects such as social support and autonomy on well-being (cf. Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007). Consequently, high levels of managerial support or high levels of flexibility 

provided to HR managers may represent two explanatory factors for why this occupational group 

managed to maintain their well-being.    

Flexibility 

The HR managers’ level of autonomy is reflected in the independence to decide over 

working hours and the place of work, in other words their perceived flexibility, might be an 

important job resource during the crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic lead to heightened levels of 
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spatial flexibility in terms of work from home (WFH) arrangements to curb the spread of the 

disease (Kniffin et al., 2021), but also temporal flexibility expressed in changed or reduced 

working hours gained importance during the crisis (Hwang & Höllerer, 2020). A review by de 

Menezes and Kelliher (2011) shows that studies offer conflicting outcomes about the impact of 

flexibility on stress and well-being. Remote work may relieve stress, as individuals do not need to 

travel to work, however, it might also cause greater role conflict and role overload, because of 

simultaneous demands from work and home (Moore, 2006). Similarly, schedule flexibility may 

have positive and negative effects on well-being, depending whether the employee or the employer 

exercises control of variations in work schedules (Costa et al., 2006). Considering the context of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, we assume that flexibility has a positive impact on the health-related 

well-being of HR practitioners during a crisis.  Working from home protects employees from a 

virus infection, and flexible or reduced working hours contribute to balancing demands at home, 

such as childcare, ultimately relieving stress.  Thus, we hypothesise: 

H3. The COVID-19 pandemic is associated with high levels of perceived flexibility. 

H4. Perceived flexibility is positively associated with the health-related well-being 

of HR practitioners.  

We do not make any assumptions about the impact of flexibility on happiness-related well-

being. A review shows that a range of studies did not find evidence for a relation, and those that 

find evidence often outline the positive signalling effect of offering flexibility, which is absent 

during the crisis, as work from home is often mandatory (de Menezes & Kelliher, 2011; Kniffin et 

al., 2021). 
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Managerial support 

With respect to social support as a job resource, HR practitioners’ perceptions of the degree 

to which top managers value their work might be also an important job resource during the 

COVID-19 crisis. A meta-review by Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002) supports this claim by 

providing evidence that top managers act in general as agents of the organisation. Individual 

perceptions of their favourable or unfavourable orientation are indicative for organisational 

support, which is in turn negatively associated with strains, but positively with job satisfaction or 

affective commitment. Consequently, HR practitioners who perceive support for their work from 

top management might experience less strain during the COVID-19 pandemic and thus report 

higher levels of health-related well-being, while also being more satisfied.  

H5a. Perceived top management support for HR during COVID-19 is positively 

associated with the health-related well-being of HR practitioners. 

H5b. Perceived top management support for HR during COVID-19 is positively 

associated with the happiness-related well-being of HR practitioners. 

Proactive Personality 

Apart from organisational resources, personal resources may contribute to the HR 

managers’ well-being. Personal resources are aspects of the self that are linked to resiliency and 

an individual’s sense to affect their environment (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). In particular, a 

proactive personality may be of important during a crisis. A proactive person is characterised as 

someone ‘who is relatively unconstrained by situational forces, and who effects environmental 

change’ (Bateman & Crant, 1993, p. 105); proactive people actively shape the environment instead 

of being shaped reactively by it (Thomas et al., 2010). A meta-analytic review by Fuller and Marler 

(2009) demonstrates that a proactive personality is related to a range of individual outcomes, such 
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as job satisfaction or organisational commitment, which are both facets of happiness-related well-

being. With respect to health-related aspects of well-being, Cunningham and De La Rosa (2008) 

outline that proactive individuals might attempted to control stress and thus reduce strain. 

Accordingly, we hypothesise that 

H6a. Having a proactive personality is positively associated with the health-related 

well-being of HR managers. 

H6b. Having a proactive personality is positively associated with the happiness-

related well-being of HR managers. 

The JD-R model emphasises that job resources mitigate the negative effect of job demands 

on job strain (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Schaufeli & Taris, 2013). Consequently, we assume that 

the above outlined job resources moderate the negative impact of job changes on health-related 

well-being.  

H7a. Perceived flexibility decreases the negative impact of job changes on the 

health-related well-being of HR practitioners.  

H7b. Managerial support decreases the negative impact of job changes on the 

health-related well-being of HR practitioners.  

H7c. Having a proactive personality decreases the negative impact of job changes 

on the well-being of HR practitioners.  
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Figure 1. Theoretical model. 

 

Figure 1 summarises the hypothesised relationships. By drawing on the JD-R model, we 

assume that the crisis does not have a direct impact on the well-being of HR managers, but rather 

translates into increased job demands (job change) and increased job resources (flexibility). Since 

personal characteristics are rather stable constructs (Fuller & Marler, 2009), we do not hypothesise 

a link between the COVID-19 crisis and proactivity. Similarly, we assume that top management 

support for the work of HR practitioners remains unaffected by COVID-19, as managerial opinions 

about HR have been formed and internalised prior to the crisis.  

Methods 

The research project is set in a Scandinavian context, focusing on HR practitioners in 

Norway, Sweden and Denmark. Scandinavia is known for its generally high level of well-being 

(Sarracino & Piekałkiewicz, 2020), which makes it an interesting case to investigate and learn 

from. Besides similar cultures (Hofstede Insights, 2020) and labour markets (Einhorn & Logue, 

2010), all three countries were exposed to the COVID-19 pandemic at the same time. At the time 

of the first data collection (April 2020), Norway with 5.3 million inhabitants reported 3,770 
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coronavirus cases. Similarly, Denmark with a population of 5.6 million had 2,200 cases and 

Sweden with 10.1 million people reported more than 3,060 cases (The New York Times, 2020). 

In the beginning of 2021 during the second data collection, the number of cases in Norway has 

risen to 53,792 cases (Folkehelseinstitut, 2021), Denmark reached over 200,000 cases (Statens 

Serum Institut, 2021) and Sweden reported 533,265 cases (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021).  

Research design 

Answering a call for more mixed method designs in HRM research (Bainbridge & Lee, 

2014) and pursuing the aim of our paper, we followed an explanatory sequential mixed methods 

research design (Creswell, 2015). While the first confirmatory, quantitative study helps to test the 

nexus between macro-turbulences, job demands, resources and well-being, it does not allow 

capturing the HR managers’ crisis experiences in its entirety. Adding qualitative methods allows 

to create a fuller understanding, explanation and depth of the factors that help HR managers to 

maintain their well-being in times of the crisis (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Collecting 

qualitative insights six months after the first data collection gave sufficient time to participants to 

become aware of the organisational and personal resources that they process and the job demands 

that affect their well-being 

 

Figure 2. Sequential research design. 
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Figure 2 visualises the research process. For both data collections, we contacted the same 

group of HR managers in Scandinavia. Participants were identified based on a list of 3,000 HR 

managers from LinkedIn. Following LinkedIn (2021), 35-39% of the population are using 

LinkedIn in Denmark, Sweden and Norway. Especially HR managers might be overrepresented 

on the platform due to the usage of LinkedIn for recruitment purposes. Thus, we considered it as 

a suitable platform for sampling. After identifying the HR managers’ email addresses, we 

contacted 1,238 managers directly via email, LinkedIn and professional HR network sites. For the 

second data collection phase, the number of managers contacted decreased to 1,053 due to job 

turnover and absences.  

The first, quantitative study took place during the lockdown from April to June 2020, when 

organisations were fully exposed to the severity of the pandemic. We received 274 complete 

answers to the web-based questionnaire, indicating a response rate of 20% for the email invitations. 

The second, qualitative data collection was conducted during the second lockdown in the 

beginning of 2021. We asked participants to answer a questionnaire with four open-ended 

questions that asked about job demands and job resources in connection to their health- and 

happiness-related well-being. Informants were allowed to answer in written form since qualitative 

research can also draw on text (Gephart, 2004). To account for the context, we included in the 

questionnaire several items about their company and well-being. In total, 183 written answers were 

received, indicating a response rate of 17%. 

Samples 

Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics for the samples of the quantitative and qualitative 

study. A comparison of the respondents’ demographic characteristics shows that both samples are 

very similar in terms of age, tenure, gender distribution, while smaller differences exist with 
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respect to organisational size and country. With regard to the crisis, 63.6% of the practitioners 

agreed that the crisis has had a negative impact on their organisation compared to 61.2% in the 

second sample. In terms of well-being, only 17-18% of the managers agreed that they were not 

able to maintain a healthy work-life-balance during the crisis which indicates that the majority of 

HR managers was able to maintain their well-being over the course of the crisis.  

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the samples. 

Variable  
Sample 1 

(n=274) 

Sample 2 

(n=183) 
Difference 

Age 46.87 (SD 9.314) 49.04 (SD 9.937) 2.17 

Tenure 5.50 (SD 5.60) 6.25 (5.64) 0.75 

Gender    

Male  23.3% 21.3% -2.0% 

Female 75.5% 78.7% 3.2% 

Position    

Executive 57.3% 63.4% 6.1% 

Non-executive 42.7% 36.6% -6.1% 

Organisation Size    

Small (1-49 employees) 12.2% 13.7% 1.5% 

Medium 50-249 employees) 41.2% 48.6% 7.4% 

Large (250+ employees) 46.6% 37.7% -8.9% 

Country     

Denmark 50.4% 43.2% -7.2% 

Sweden 23.7% 25.7% 2.0% 

Norway 25.2% 27.9% 2.7% 

Job Focus    

HRM 59,4% 56,8% -2,6% 

HRM and/or EEM* 40,6% 35,0% -5,6% 

*Employee Experience Management 
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Measures 

Following Morgeson et al. (2015), critical events like the COVID-19 crisis are part of the 

external environment and they are likely to change the organisation. Therefore, we measured the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic as a combination of external and organisational factors. To 

capture the external severity of the crisis, we used information from official sources about the 

monthly unemployment rates, the daily number of new coronavirus cases and the daily cumulative 

number of coronavirus deaths. Additionally, we used one item to capture the organisational impact 

of the crisis by relating to the statement ‘Overall, my organization is negatively impacted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic’. We decided to use this subjective measure as objective company data was 

not available one month after the lockdown. If not indicated differently, we used a seven point 

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) for all questions.  

Job resources 

Proactive personality was assessed with four items from the proactive behaviour scale by 

Bateman and Crant (1993), and later used by Parker (1998). The scale included items such as ‘I 

excel at identifying opportunities’. 

Managerial support for the work of HR managers was gauged with three items by Stirpe 

et al. (2013) with minor adjustments. Items included the following: ‘Since the Covid-19 

pandemic…Top management has put all its support behind HRM practices’.  

Flexibility was measured with three items based on two types of flexibility presented by 

Atkinson and Sandiford (2016). Temporal flexibility concerns the offered variation in how long 

and when people work. We assessed this dimension with one item inquiring about the managers’ 

working hours. Spatial flexibility refers to variation in work location. We captured this aspect with 

one item inquiring about remote work. Additionally, we measured the HR managers’ general level 
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of perceived flexibility by asking ‘Since the Covid-19 crisis… I have sufficient flexibility in my 

work for me to meet my other responsibilities at home’.  

Job demands 

Job change was measured by four items from Morgan and Zeffane (2003), who introduced 

four different types of job changes that can result from broader changes A sample item is ‘Since 

the Covid-19 pandemic…I experience a change in how I do my work’. 

Well-being 

Well-being was assessed in both studies by using items that concern health-related well-

being and happiness well-being. In line with the literature on happiness-related well-being (Grant 

et al., 2007; Van De Voorde et al., 2012), we measured the hedonic dimension of well-being by 

the HR managers’ subjective judgments about their job and work situations, namely satisfaction. 

We used two items that were adapted to the COVID-19 context. ‘During the COVID-19 

pandemic…Overall, I believe I am/was able to do my job (remotely) to a satisfactory quality’ and 

‘…I am satisfied with how my workplace has handled the COVID-19 pandemic’. Health-related 

well-being was measured by two items inspired by the well-being scale by Zheng et al. (2016) 

measuring the HR managers’ perceived level of time pressure and work-life-balance. Items 

included ‘During the pandemic… I have an appropriate work-life balance’.  

Finally, we included seven control variables in the analysis, concerning the HR 

practitioners’ tenure, age, gender, hierarchical position, country, company size and focus of their 

job.  
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Data analysis 

To assess the hypotheses, our quantitative study applies partial least squares structural 

equation modeling (PLS-SEM), using smartPLS3. PLS-SEM is a common multivariate analysis 

technique within HRM research (Ringle et al., 2020) and a suitable method when a small 

population restricts the sample size and when the structural model includes formative as well as 

reflective measures (Hair et al., 2019). To account for the risk of common method bias we followed 

procedures discussed by Podsakoff et al. (2003). Firstly, we ensured participants full anonymity 

to reduce evaluation apprehension and social desirability bias. Secondly, we conducted Harman’s 

single factor test, which resulted in the largest factor accounting for 16% of the variance. Finally, 

we used a partial correlation procedure by partialling out a general methods factor and following 

up on its impact on model and R2 value of our independent variable; this has however not lead us 

to detect any major changes (<1%).  

To analyse the qualitative text data, we conducted a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). Firstly, two researchers coded all answers openly and independently, which resulted in 567 

initial codes, 37 sub-categories and 21 themes. The final themes referred either to a job demand or 

to a resource as we continued drawing on the JD-R model for the analysis. To visualise how we 

proceeded from the final codes to themes and to increase the transparency of the analysis, we 

followed the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2012).  
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Results 

This section begins with the results from the quantitative study and subsequently presents 

the findings from the qualitative study.  

Measurement model evaluation  

As suggested by Ringle et al. (2020), our assessment of the reflective measures includes 

an examination of the indicator reliability, internal consistency reliability, convergent validity and 

discriminant validity. Furthermore, we evaluated the outer weights, collinearity and the variance 

inflation factor (VIF) for the formative measure of flexibility. Flexibility was measured 

formatively, as its indicators present different aspects of the construct (Coltman et al., 2008). 

For the reflective measures, all outer loadings show significant and acceptable levels 

between 0.64 and 0.95. In terms of convergent validity, the AVEs for the latent constructs meet 

the requirement of 0.5 (Ringle et al., 2020). For the assessment of discriminant validity and to 

ensure that our constructs are truly distinct, we used the HTMT criterion, as suggested by Henseler 

et al. (2015). All HTMT values were below 0.90 with the highest value of 0.89. Consequently, 

discriminant validity has been established between the reflective constructs.  

For the formative measure of flexibility, outer weights are significant, except for the 

indicator of working from home, which might be a reflection of its involuntary nature during the 

crisis. It is advised against the removal of formative indicators, as they belong to the construct’s 

domain (Hair et al., 2014). We thus kept all formative items. We assessed collinearity by 

examining the variance inflation factor (VIF), which remains for all items below the conservative 

threshold of 3.33 (Ringle et al., 2020). 
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Table 2. Results of the measurement evaluation. 

Construct / Item Mean SD Min Max Loading 
Cronbach's 

α 

Composite 

Reliability 
AVE 

Reflective Measures 
   

COVID-19 0.740 0.799 0.499 

 

Unemployment rate 

(month) 
5.814 1.521 4.10 9.20 0.764**    

 

Number of new 

coronavirus cases (day) 
226.023 334.184 2 1,437 0.717***    

 

Number of cumulated 

deaths (day) 
1,822.103 1,805.327 201 5,726 0.670***    

 

Perceived organisational 

impact 
4.680 1.837 1.00 7.00 0.671***    

Job Change 0.650 0.795 0.568 

 Change in tasks 4.942 1.692 1.00 7.00 0.886***    

 Change in job procedure 5.116 1.460 1.00 7.00 0.717***    

 

Change in organisation of 

work 
5.287 1.453 1.00 7.00 0.636***    

Managerial Support 0.939 0.961 0.891 

 Support for HR work 4.967 1.552 1.00 7.00 0.937***    

 Support for importance  4.884 1.523 1.00 7.00 0.947***    

 

Support for 

implementation  
4.865 1.570 1.00 7.00 0.947***    

Proactive Personality 0.849 0.895 0.682 

 Making things happen 5.251 1.187 1.00 7.00 0.880***    

 

Being a champion for 

one's ideas 
4.760 1.417 1.00 7.00 0.748***    

 Implementing ideas 4.640 1.304 1.00 7.00 0.855***    

 Identifying opportunities 5.280 1.172 1.00 7.00 0.814***    

Health-related WB 0.882 0.944 0.894 

 Time pressure 5.000 1.638 1.00 7.00 0.950***    

 Work-life balance 5.211 1.618 1.00 7.00 0.941***    

Happiness-related WB      
0.427 0.706 0.546 

 

Satisfaction with 

performance 
5.901 1.220 1.00 7.00 0.646*** 

   

 

Satisfaction with 

workplace 
6.211 1.054 1.00 7.00 0.707*** 

   

Formative Measures Mean SD Min Max Weight VIF   

Flexibility         

 Level of remote work 2.062 1.027 1.00 4.00 0.122 1.007 
  

 Working hours 2.716 1.987 1.00 7.00 0.501*** 1.009 
  

  Perceived flexibility 5.738 1.510 1.00 7.00 0.833*** 1.007 
  

 

*  p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001. Results are based on bootstrapping routine with 10.000 subsamples, 274 

observations per subsample. 
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Structural model evaluation 

Similar to the assessment of formative measures, we assessed collinearity in the inner 

model by examining the VIF of each construct. All values reported in Table 3 lie under the 

recommended threshold of 3.33.  

 

Table 3. Structural model validation. 

  
Path  

Coefficient 
 Mean  SD 

t 

Statistics  

Inner 

VIF 
f2 

H1: COVID-19 -> Job Change 0.367*** 0.375 0.044 8.310  0.156 

H2: Job Change -> Health-related WB -0.114* -0.115 0.054 2.125 1.147 0.018 

H3: COVID-19 -> Flexibility 0.139* 0.146 0.062 2.238  0.020 

H4: Flexibility -> Health-related WB 0.462*** 0.462 0.059 7.798 1.138 0.300 

H5a: Managerial Support -> Health-related WB 0.128* 0.125 0.059 2.162 1.308 0.020 

H5b: Managerial Support -> Happiness-related WB 0.396*** 0.393 0.077 5.174 1.236 0.206 

H6a: Proactive Personality -> Health-related WB 0.076 0.074 0.049 1.529 1.226 0.007 

H6b: Proactive Personality -> Happiness-related WB 0.147 0.155 0.101 1.454 1.183 0.030 

H7a: Flexibility*Job demands -> Health-related WB  0.048 0.056 0.045 1.076 1.373 0.004 

H7b: Mgmt. Support*Job demands -> Health-related WB -0.137** -0.138 0.054 2.565 1.647 0.026 

H7c: Proactive. Pers.*Job demands-> Health-related WB 0.014 0.018 0.045 0.317 1.537 0.000 

  
R2 Adj. R2 Q2 

      

Health-related WB 0.375 0.341 0.290    

Happiness-related WB 0.265 0.240 0.109       
 

*  p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001. Results are based on bootstrapping routine with 10.000 subsamples, 274 observations 

per subsample.  

 

With respect to the path coefficients, all hypothesised relationships are significant, except 

for the direct (H6a, H6b) and moderating impact (H7c) of having a proactive personality, and the 

moderating effect of flexibility (H7a). Following the results, the COVID-19 pandemic is 

associated with an increased level of job changes for HR managers (0.367; H1), as well as 
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increased levels of flexibility (0.139; H3). In turn, job changes are negatively associated with 

health-related well-being (-0.114; H2), while job resources, such as flexibility (0.462; H4) and 

managerial support (0.128; H5a) are positively related to health-related well-being. The latter is 

also positively related to happiness-related well-being (0.396; H5b). In addition, our model 

provides evidence that managerial support buffers the negative impact of job changes on well-

being (-0.137, H7b). With respect to the included control variables, results indicate a significant 

impact of the HR practitioners’ hierarchical level (-0.152) and job focus (-0.110) on health-related 

well-being. 

The model’s in-sample predictive power is moderate for health-related well-being (R2 = 

0.375; adj. R2 = 0.341) and rather low for happiness-related well-being (R2 = 0.266; adj. R2 = 0.24) 

(Ringle et al., 2020). By using the PLS blindfolding procedure, we further examined the model’s 

predictive relevance, finding a medium to large predictive relevance for health-related well-being 

(Q2 of 0.290) and a lower predictive relevance of happiness-related well-being (Q2 = 0.109) (Hair 

et al., 2014). Finally, we assessed the model fit as research has introduced goodness-of-fit 

measures for PLS-SEM (Ringle et al., 2020). The SRMR of 0.081 reflects a good model fit (0.08-

0.10), yet the value should be looked at with caution due to the prediction-oriented approach of 

PLS-SEM compared to factor-based SEM.  
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Qualitative findings 

Our first study confirms a nexus between a crisis, job demands, resources and well-being 

at work. However, the R2 values for both types of well-being hint that managerial support, 

flexibility and job changes are not the only demands and resources that explain how HR managers 

maintain their well-being in times of a crisis. Taking up on this, we aimed to follow-up on this 

question and broadened the scope of our research to capture a more complete picture of the 

demands and resources that challenge and contribute to the well-being of HR managers.  

Job resources 

Figure 3 presents the data structure for the crisis-related job resources that informants 

outlined regarding the question ‘What contributes to you feeling happy and/or committed at work 

during the COVID-19 crisis?’ and ‘What contributes to you feeling healthy at work during the 

COVID-19 crisis?’. Fields marked in grey represent job resources that were considered in the 

previous quantitative study such as managerial support (top management support for HR), personal 

attitudes (proactive personality) and work-related resources including temporal and spatial 

flexibility.  

Social relations and emotional support from colleagues, team members and management 

was the most prominent resource for happiness but also for health-related well-being (175 codes). 

One HR manager answered the question about what contributes to them feeling happy and 

committed at work with ‘The few colleagues that I have left’, which accentuates the severity of 

the crisis and its substantial threat to the survival of some companies.  

Role-related resources. The most recurring topic after social and emotional resources is 

the theme of role-related resources (106 codes) that are specific for the work of HR practitioners. 

Codes show that working within the field of HR during a crisis is a resource in itself  as HR 
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practitioners experience meaningfulness by undertaking tasks that contribute to the organisational 

and employee outcomes (theme: task significance). For instance, one HR practitioner wrote:  

‘At the start of the pandemic, I took a lot of responsibility to create the policies and routines 

to ensure our employees and our customers were safe. It gave me great satisfaction to have 

so much influence on how we were going to handle the situation.’ 

HR practitioners either highlighted their contribution to proximal outcomes such as 

employee safety and well-being, or rather distal outcomes, such as organisational survival. The 

following quotes indicates the latter: ‘It is interesting to work at a strategic level supporting the 

organisation through the crisis’.  

Another theme that relates to the task significance experienced by HR practitioners is the 

topic of achievements as a job resource. Informants highlighted achievements related to their work, 

such as job performance or organisational performance, as a resource for feeling happy and 

committed during the crisis. For example, one manager answered ‘when I see that we can fix the 

change together that comes all the time’. Overall, HR managers emphasised their task significance 

and achievements only as resources for happiness-related well-being.  

Job-related resources and cognitive resources. The previous theme of achievements 

corresponds with two other resources for happiness-related well-being: Job goals and personal 

development and learning. While the theme of having clear job goals was regarded as a job-related 

resource (85 codes), like flexibility and autonomy, we considered learning and development as a 

cognitive resource (32 codes) together with the topic of information sharing.  Both, learning and 

information provide HR managers with knowledge and skills to handle the demands of the crisis. 

Similar to role-related resources, most practitioners stressed job-related and cognitive resources 

with respect to their happiness and commitment at work, home-office being the only exception 

mentioned more often with respect to their health.  
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Figure 3. Illustration of the data structure for job resources. 
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Besides social, cognitive and role-related resources, HR practitioners possess also 

organisational resources (60 codes) that contribute to their health and happiness during the crisis. 

One manager wrote for example ‘we introduced fitness via teams 3 times a week’ highlighting an 

organisational initiative to support worker health. In addition to initiatives that target the company 

employees, a recurring sub-topic were organisational measures to implement governmental rules 

and regulations related to the crisis. One informant wrote: 

‘My company is very committed to maintain a safe work environment. All preventive 

actions are taken to counter the COVID-19 virus’.  

Surprisingly, practitioners outlined those measures not only as contributing to their health 

but also to their happiness and commitment, which might be explained with the resonating signal 

of commitment to protecting employee health. Although some company initiatives are specific for 

the COVID-19 crisis, it shows that employees generally experience organisational initiatives as 

resources to counterbalance the demands of a crisis.  

Finally, HR practitioners highlighted in their answers a range of different personal 

resources (136 codes), mostly in relation to their health-related well-being. The variety of personal 

resources shown in Figure 3 might explain why we could not find a significant impact of proactive 

personality on well-being in our quantitative study. Personal attitudes seem to represent only a 

minor part of personal resources during a crisis.  

Job demands 

Turning towards job demands, the overall complexity underlying job demands and 

resources becomes apparent, as HR practitioners often highlighted the lack of certain resources as 

a demand. This issue emerged for several themes. Furthermore, a clear distinction between job 

demands and their consequences, such as loneliness or stress, turned out to be challenging while 
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coding. Figure 4 provides an overview of the data structure for the codes and themes resulting 

from the answers from the two open-ended questions ‘What makes you feel less happy and/or less 

committed at work during the COVID-19 crisis’ and ‘What makes you feel less healthy at work 

during the COVID-19 crisis?’ 

Social demands. Numerous respondents stressed the lack of support in their answers (146 

codes) and related negative emotional states, such as feeling lonely and having no sense of 

belonging. The negative implications for lacking social support and the impact hereof on 

commitment is also reflected in the following statement:  

‘I feel less and less committed to work emotionally due to lack of physical time together, 

[the] feeling of detachment and lack of confidence in my work due to lack of recognition 

and lack of feedback from leaders. I have 20 years left before I retire, but if I could retire 

today, I would do that.’ 

While the former quote emphasises the lack of physical contact and managerial support, 

another HR practitioner accentuated the negative attitudes of others as an emotional demand. One 

manager wrote for instance that ‘the overall negative attitude among friends/family/co-workers’ is 

decreasing happiness and commitment at work.  

 Role-related demands. Another job demand that is more specific to the work of HR 

practitioners is the experience of job limitations and negative job changes (overall 45 codes). 

While job changes have been part of the quantitative study and their negative impact on health-

related well-being became evident, the job limitations caused by the context of the crisis are a 

demand that the quantitative study did not consider. One informant answered to the question about 

reduced happiness: ‘Not being able to help everyone that needs it. Some of my colleagues are 

struggling because of redundancy and there is absolutely nothing, I can do to help them. You feel 

you are not doing enough.’ The quote captures the experienced helplessness towards organisational 
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decisions, which is also representative for other crises where HR managers get involved in 

downsizing activities. Yet, other HR managers face less severe hindrances in their work, indicated 

by the following statement: ‘reading people is difficult on Teams meetings’. Even though the latter 

quote stems from a context that is coined by mandatory work from home, one remnant of the crisis 

might be increased levels of working from home, which raises the question how people functions 

will overcome those new job demands in the future. 

Job-related demands. Working from home (WFH - 54 codes) is perceived as both, a health 

resource but also a job demand decreasing the commitment and happiness during the pandemic. 

With respect to job demands, two other themes emerged from the data that are linked to working 

from home: physical demands (56 codes) and quantitative demands (49 codes). Examples of 

physical demands are staying in a sitting posture for too long and working the whole day on a 

screen. Quantitative job demands relate mostly to longer working hours and a higher workload.  

Personal demands experienced during the crisis relate to the lack of personal routines (53 

codes), such as not taking breaks, eating unhealthy or less physical activity throughout the day. 

Furthermore, HR practitioners stressed different emotional states (26 codes) that are demanding. 

Being less creative, sad or bored are a few examples hereof, and a range of managers stressed the 

inability to separate work from private life. One practitioner wrote that ‘The line between work 

and leisure is blurred and it is sometimes hard to get the feeling when the workday starts and ends. 

It all floats in to one another’, which shows how intertwined topics are.  

Finally, several crisis-related demands emerged (54 codes), which result from the 

uncertainty of the situation, a lack of control and the draining length of the pandemic. The topic of 

information sharing and involvement also re-occurred as a cognitive demand (18 codes).  
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Figure 4. Illustration of the data structure for job demands. 
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Discussion 

This mixed-method study investigated the crisis experience of HR practitioners through 

the lens of the JD-R model by means of a sequential mixed method design. Our first quantitative 

study demonstrates that the COVID-19 crisis translated into increased job changes and flexibility 

for HR practitioners. While job changes have negative implications for the health-related well-

being of HR managers, we find that high levels of flexibility and managerial support relate 

positively to health-related well-being. Managerial support has simultaneously a positive impact 

on happiness-related well-being. However, we could not find a positive impact of a proactive 

personality on well-being (e.g. Fuller & Marler, 2009) nor could we fully confirm that job 

resources moderate the negative effect of job demands on health-related well-being (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007; Schaufeli & Taris, 2013). By means of a qualitative study, we extend the insights 

and explanations about crisis-related job demands and resources, which HR practitioners perceive 

in connection with their health- and happiness-related well-being at work. 

Looking closer at the results, firstly, the non-significant effect of having a proactive 

personality for well-being is surprising yet reinforcing for a crisis context. Personal characteristics 

are difficult to change, especially within a short timeframe. The finding underlines that 

organisations cannot rely on the personal resources of their HR managers to balance the demands 

of the crisis. However, the small number of organisational initiatives found in our qualitative study, 

which go beyond offering flexibility and the adherence to the COVID-19 rules is alarming. In 

contrast, we found a versatility of personal resources (e.g. maintaining a positive attitude), which 

might be the result of compensating on the lack of organisational resources. Alternatively, we 

could deduce from the number personal resources that they contribute to well-being only in 

combination and not as single resources.  
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Secondly, the significance of flexibility in our first study is not as self-evident as it appears 

at first glance. Combined with the insights from our second study, it becomes apparent that 

although respondents perceive spatial flexibility (working from home) as a job resource for health-

related well-being, the very same respondent can perceive working from home simultaneously as 

a demand for health-related well-being. Other codes that emerged from the qualitative data 

underline the negative health implications of working from home. For instance, managers outlined 

physical demands (e.g. pain) or the lack of personal routines (e.g. not taking breaks). 

Consequently, the associated downsides of spatial flexibility could have cancelled out the positive 

effect of flexibility.  

Thirdly and closely linked to the fact that constructs function concurrently as demands and 

resources, we saw in our data that the absence of resources often turns into a demand (e.g. lack of 

social support). The issues related to the nature of job demands and resources have been discussed 

in the literature (cf. Schaufeli & Taris, 2013), but their implications in times of a crisis not. The 

finding implies that organisations are not only required to focus on existing resources and demands 

but also on lacking resources. Based on that, two alternative explanations emerged for the found 

phenomenon. First, HR practitioners might have had it easier to acquiring lacking resources during 

the crisis than other employees. Previous studies show that HR managers gain greater influence 

on decision-making during a crisis (Roche & Teague, 2012), which supports this claim. Second, 

HR managers are ideally experts for solving people management issues and the COVID-19 crisis 

has been labelled as a people-based crisis (Caligiuri et al., 2020). Thus, they also might have been 

better at generating adequate resources and not only at acquiring those. Our qualitative findings 

include different HR-related practices, such as goal setting or learning and development. Extant 

literature highlights the importance of HR practices during a crisis (e.g. Gunnigle et al., 2019; 
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Ulrich, 2020) and confirms the relationship between HR practices and well-being (e.g. Peccei & 

Van De Voorde, 2019). It would have been very surprising to not find any HR-related resources 

in our qualitative study because who if not HR managers would be expected to use HR-related 

resources to maintain their well-being?  

Fourthly, an alternative explanation for the high levels of well-being found among HR 

managers during the crisis emerged from the findings of the second study, namely job- and role-

related resources. Working within HR seems to be a resource for well-being in itself due to the 

experienced meaningfulness and task significance in times of a crisis. HR practitioners seem to 

belong to a rare group of professionals whose crisis experience is partly characterised by positive 

events, such as job achievements, personal and professional growth. In line with that idea, we 

found in our first survey that managerial support is positively associated with both types of well-

being. The resulting meaningfulness might be the explaining link. However, since we looked only 

at the crisis experience of HR managers, it remains unclear if managers share those perceptions.  

Future research and limitations  

The discussion of our findings points towards a range of questions that may become of 

importance in the future. For instance, how will the well-being of HR managers’ develop once the 

crisis is over? A longitudinal study conducted with the same group of HR managers could provide 

valuable insights. Particularly the scenario that well-being decreases among them would be severe. 

However, also longer qualitative research projects that follow HR managers during the transition 

to the ‘new normal’ could provide interesting insights e.g. on how the meaningfulness and 

importance of HR managers develops over time.  

With respect to the limitations, firstly, our paper relies mostly on self-reported data from 

HR practitioners, except for the COVID-19 measure. We tried to control for common method 
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variance (cf. Podsakoff et al., 2003) and the critiques of cross-sectional self-reported studies have 

been found to be distorted and exaggerated (Spector, 2006). However, future research could 

benefit from including objective health data since it might improve the insights gained from the 

JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007).  

Secondly, our sample encompasses HR practitioners working in Scandinavia. Since the 

understanding of well-being varies across cultures (Zheng et al., 2016), the generalisability of our 

findings might be limited to similar cultures and it would be interesting to see how findings differ 

from more collective cultures. 

Thirdly, our estimated model relies on cross-sectional data from 274 HR practitioners even 

though we collect data at different points of time. While most evidence confirms an effect of job 

demands and resources on well-being, some studies imply reversed causality (cf. Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007). 

Lastly, we acknowledge that our findings result from a special crisis that differs from 

previous crises. However, we believe that our findings have implications for the future. The ‘new 

normal’ following the COVID-19 crisis will certainly continue to contain elements of the 

examined context such as increased levels of flexibility and virtual collaborations. Thus, our 

insights might serve as guidance for practitioners and organisations to improve employee resources 

and thereby well-being in the future.  

Conclusion 

Investigating the crisis experience of HR practitioners from a JD-R perspective allowed us 

to capture systematically answers to the question of what contributes and challenges the well-being 

of HR managers during a crisis. Particularly, the qualitative answers from HR managers provided 

insights into the severity of the crisis and the daily challenges organisations and their employees 
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are facing.  On the one side, it underlined that studying the crisis experiences of HR practitioners 

has its own right. On the other side, it was enriching to see the responsibility, effort and 

significance that HR managers put into their work during the crisis. Organisations should not take 

these efforts for granted. We hope that this study inspires companies to reciprocate the efforts 

made by their HR managers by becoming more aware of the demands they are facing and the 

resources they need to balance those demands in order to maintain their well-being throughout the 

crisis. 
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Discussion 

The purpose of this thesis is to advance the current knowledge on the phenomenon of 

Employee Experience Management (EEM) and our general understanding of the theoretical 

construct of experience in an organisational context. In accordance with the strategies of 

phenomenon-driven research (cf. Schwarz & Stensaker, 2016; von Krogh et al., 2012), this 

dissertation engages in exploration and theorisation about both aspects (EEM and experience) to 

bring forth new, meaningful insights for the field of HRM.  

From Research Paper 1, we learn that Employee Experience Management can be 

understood as a bundle of experience-enhancing practices that are linked to the person-based, 

situational or contextual dimension of the experience construct. From Research Paper 3, we find 

that the identified bundle of experience-enhancing practices is widely used among Scandinavian 

people management practitioners. Additionally, we learn that the proactive personality of 

practitioners matters for the use of EEM practices, meaning that managers who excel at identifying 

opportunities and constantly pursue improvement operate as an important driver of the 

phenomenon. Beyond the associated practices, we explore in Research Paper 2 an overlooked, yet 

important, side effect of EEM: the emergence of new job titles and their consequences. 

Particularly, the newness of those titles bears the risk of employees developing increased 

expectations and hopes that make it more difficult for job titleholders to satisfy employees with 

their performance. Finally, Research Paper 4 demonstrates the complexity of HR managers’ crisis 

experiences, which shows how difficult an endeavour it is to capture and ‘manage’ employee 

experiences in reality.  

In the following paragraphs, I will discuss the insights gained from these papers 

collectively by reflecting on different discussion points that are of importance to propel the 
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academic discourse about EEM forward. Subsequently, I will elaborate on the dissertation’s 

theoretical contributions and practical implications. Lastly, I will highlight the limitations and 

avenues for future research before closing the thesis with a concluding remark.  

Discussion point 1: Employee Experience Management – just a fad? 

In light of the thesis’ aim to advance our knowledge of Employee Experience Management, 

one query that deserves special attention is the often-raised question of whether Employee 

Experience Management is merely a fad or simply a fancier label for Human Resource 

Management. In the past, scholars have made hasty judgements about this question, but it remains 

unclear on which information and what grounds conclusions were based. To my knowledge, this 

dissertation is one of the first attempts to give voice to practitioners who claim to do Employee 

Experience Management and to provide empirical insights into their work.  

A closer examination of the term’s definition provides a first counterargument. 

Accordingly, a fad is ‘a style, activity, or interest that is very popular for a short period of time’ 

(Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Although it is not entirely clear what constitutes a ‘short period of 

time’, the introduction of this paper shows that practitioner interest in EEM has been rising since 

2015 (cf. Figure 2). To continue referring to a phenomenon as a fad after six years of growing 

interest seems unjustified, especially if we consider that this is a firth of the 30 years that SHRM 

has existed. Furthermore, Research Paper 3 shows that EEM did not only arouse mere interest but 

in fact found its way into practice. Employee experience is a core theme for people management 

practitioners (e.g. 41% of those surveyed), and the identified bundle of experience-enhancing 

practices finds wide application in organisations today – at least during the crisis, which underlines 

its usefulness. Although practitioners may not explicitly label their approaches as ‘Employee 
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Experience Management’, it hints that there might be a greater orientation towards individual 

experiences than what would be expected of a passing fad.  

Research Paper 1 provides another counterargument to the idea that EEM is a new label 

for HRM by showing that the associated practices may exceed the roles and responsibilities of 

HRM and involve organisational practices and elements which typically fall into the domain of 

adjacent functions, such as marketing, IT or communication. Evidence that practitioners do 

something different demonstrates that EEM is more than a fad, and also the unexpected 

consequences related to Employee Experience-related job titles hint that organisations might 

pursue a broader change with EEM than sheer trend tracking. Paper 2 shows that using job titles 

such as ‘Employee Experience Manager’ does not necessarily yield positive outcomes as 

previously suggested (Mahadevan & Schmitz, 2020). On the contrary, related job titles can result 

in heightened employee expectations or a lack of understanding and respect. It raises the question 

of why organisations and practitioners should use such titles if they are nothing more than fancier 

labels for HRM. Consistent with this argument, Reay and colleagues (2006) stress that the 

introduction of new roles is a micro-process that signals a larger change taking place. Lastly, 

disciplines outside of HRM, such as marketing, provide evidence that strategically improving 

people’s experiences is a valid managerial approach. For instance, articles published on the topic 

of customer experience belong to the most cited and most read articles in top marketing journals 

these days (e.g. Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).  

To conclude, there are reasonable grounds for the assumption that there is a broader change 

taking place in HRM practice that transcends a short-lived fad. Interestingly, academics also 

considered talent management simply as a fad or an alternative to staffing in its beginnings (Claus, 

2019). It seems this discussion is inherent to this early stage of a phenomenon, and perhaps 
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necessarily, as there are also arguments to support the claim EEM is just a fad. For instance, 

consultancies were the first to allude to the topic of EEM, which raises the question of whether 

EEM was merely a means of selling services or attracting attention. However, if a vast number of 

practitioners perceived the need to relabel their work, EEM may actually reflect upon a more 

severe problem in HRM. The world is constantly changing, COVID-19 has disrupted the world of 

work and HR practice (Cooke et al., 2021), new technological solutions emerge, and also HRM 

theory advances, so why should people management practice not change?  

Discussion point 2: the relationship between Human Resource Management and 

Employee Experience Management 

Theorising about EEM and studying the work of EE practitioners reveals that the 

relationship between HRM and EEM is a point of discussion that in itself requires further attention 

and holds potential for conflict.  

In the introductory chapter, I have claimed that EEM is a new type of strategically targeted 

HRM system that belongs to Strategic HRM, while in Paper 1, I conclude that EEM practices may 

go beyond HRM because the found practices expand the boundaries of HRM towards other 

functions (e.g. marketing, IT, communication) and elements of the organisation (e.g. the office 

space, non-HR related IT systems). One does not rule out the other, but calls for clarification: in 

this dissertation, I suggest that EEM is a strategic people management approach that builds upon 

an experience-targeted type of HRM system, whose practices may expand the functional 

boundaries of HRM. In other words, EEM is part of Strategic HRM, but HRM practices are only 

one component of EEM, as it involves further practices from other organisational functions as 

outlined above (e.g. marketing, IT, communication) and in Paper 1. It is evident that in practice 

this can be confusing and is not as clearly understood and consistently defined as it is here. The 
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different organisational belongings of EEM practitioners provide an illustrative example of the 

different understandings that exist regarding the relationship between HRM and EEM (see Figure 

1).  

 

Figure 1. Different organisational belonging of interviewees in Study 1.  

Source: Figure created by author of this dissertation. N=36 (not all interviewees shared this information).  

 

As Figure 8 illustrates, there are organisations where the EEM function dominates, e.g. as 

an independent function or as a function that includes an HRM position (right side). In contrast, 

we find the opposite with organisations where an HRM function dominates (left side). Lastly, there 

are also organisations with a combined approach, often indicating that one person is in charge of 

both EEM and HRM. Despite the differences in structural configuration, the provided example 

shows that most practitioners share the belief that EEM and HRM exist together instead of the 

belief that EEM merely replaces HRM, a fact which corresponds with the above.  

However, the simultaneous prevalence of EEM and HRM in practice bears potential 

conflicts. In Paper 2, which deals with Employee Experience-related job titles, I find that especially 

when managers explained their new titles and roles with HRM, negative employee feedback such 

as confusion, a lack of understanding or respect followed as a consequence. There are two reasons 

for the conflict-laden relationship between HRM and EEM. Firstly, EEM aims to improve 

employees’ daily and long-term experiences at work and is associated with a strong employee 

focus (cf. Paper 1). This strategic intent is not necessarily observable for outsiders, e.g. employees, 
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which explains the confusion when both functions exist at the same time. Secondly, EEM does not 

reinvent HRM from scratch, but rather combines existing HRM practices and organisational 

practices to strategically improve people’s experiences in the work place. Since the practices 

themselves are not necessarily new, it explains why scholars and practitioners derive misleading 

conclusions about the relationship between EEM and HRM.  

Discussion point 3: from performance to experience?  

Apart from the discussion points outlined above, another critical question that deserves 

further attention is whether we are shifting from a focus on performance to a focus on employee 

experience? As shown in Paper 1, Employee Experience Management practices intend to enhance 

people’s short- and long-term experiences at work, which reflects upon the overall belief that 

organisations will benefit from it. Similarly, I find in Paper 3 that practitioners have strong work 

focus on employee experiences. What does this imply?  

On one hand, shifting the view towards people’s experiences stands to reason from a 

critical HRM perspective, as it brings back ‘the H in HRM’ (cf. Bolton & Houlihan, 2007). Keegan 

and colleagues (2018) describe the criticism from Labour Process theorists that ‘the one-sided 

emphasis on performance [that] drives out attention for other concerns, such as “the human 

experience of work” as a matter in its own right’ (p. 82). On the other hand, focusing on people’s 

experiences stands to reason because positive experiences may actually result in better 

performance. The process frameworks of SHRM support this notion, showing that the experiential 

aspect of an HRM practice moderates employee outcomes such as performance. In accordance 

with this idea, Farndale and Kelliher (2013) note that organisations might better understand 

employee outcomes if they focus more on the experiences they create rather than the practices 

themselves.  
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The relationship between employee experiences and performance might not be as straight 

forward as suggested here, which is also reflected in the debate about the HR-Performance-Well-

Being relationship (Beijer et al., 2019), if we consider well-being as ‘the overall quality of an 

employee’s experience and functioning at work’ and thus a proxy for the person-based element of 

experiences (Van De Voorde et al., 2012, pp. 393-394). The debate shows that experiences (and 

well-being) and performance are closely linked. Consequently, EEM does not necessarily result in 

an either-or question for organisations. Paper 3 shows that some organisations use bundles of High-

Performance-Work Systems and Employee Experience Management practices in parallel. The 

parallel use of HRM systems is not new (cf. Jackson et al., 2014), yet combining extant HRM 

systems with the bundle experience-enhancing practices might be new. In particular, the fact that 

one dimension of EEM concerns having s strong employee focus, e.g. frequently collecting 

insights, co-creating, adapting practices and taking an employee perspective (cf. Paper 1), opens 

new opportunities to better address individuals’ needs and to retain the Human element in SHRM. 

Furthermore, the inherent element of adaptation accounts for the critique that best practices limit 

variation (Chadwick & Flinchbaugh, 2021; Harney & Collings, 2021).  

In sum, the question of whether we are shifting from a strategic focus on performance to 

experience due to the emergence of EEM can be answered in the negative. However, the 

compatibility raises further questions and calls for future research, as it links to a basic paradox in 

HRM that may require proactive practitioners to engage actively with tensions and accept both 

sides of the coin (Keegan et al., 2018). Interestingly, Paper 3 shows that proactive personality is 

positively associated with the use of Employee Experience Management practices, implying that 

this idea may have already translated into organisational practice.  
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Discussion point 4: employee experience of HR practices or employee experience of 

work?  

Discussing the novelty and distinctiveness of EEM calls for a greater critical reflection on 

the previously mentioned broader scope of EEM and its implications. In Paper 1, I postulate that 

Employee Experience Management refers to a bundle of practices that are linked to the person-

based, situational or contextual dimensions of the experience construct that collectively contribute 

to improving people’s micro experiences at work. Consequently, Employee Experience 

Management is not solely focused on improving people’s experiences with HRM and HR practices 

but extends beyond the extant scope of the HRM literature (cf. Theoretical Grounding). Paper 4 

provides insights on the challenges that such a broad scope entails in the example HR managers’ 

crisis experience. By drawing on the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2017) and the construct of well-being, the qualitative part of the paper in particular 

reveals the limitations of the JD-R model in capturing the complexity underlying people’s 

experiences (cf. Van Veldhoven et al., 2020). For example, working from home was perceived as 

a resource for health-related well-being but was perceived as a demand for happiness-related well-

being.  

While HRM research is currently reviewing and discussing the existing measures to 

capture the employee experience of HR practices (Meijerink et al., 2021; Van Beurden et al., 2020; 

Wang et al., 2020), it seems that understanding experiences in a broader work context remains a 

difficult undertaking due to the fact that ‘the scope of work is vast, and, thus, it is difficult to fully 

account for the phenomenon’ (Okhuysen et al., 2015, p. 6). Combined with the fact that 

experiences are highly subjective and multidimensional, it seems a nearly impossible task. Two 

decades ago, Bacon (1999) noted that ‘We need to know more about the “life-words” of employees 



 

 

253 

 

in a manner that does not reduce their experiences to management targets’ (p. 1185) and we have 

not yet reached this goal. The broad scope of Employee Experience Management stresses the 

theoretical need to develop a more contextualised and multi-dimensional understanding of 

peoples’ work experiences, which implies a move away from a unitarist and acontextual view of 

organisational life (Truss et al., 2013). Simultaneously, this need shifts the attention back to the 

HRM literature and the ongoing discourse on employee reports, perceptions and experience with 

the hope of driving universally valid insights that might be applicable to a broader context than 

HR practices. Lastly, the lack of theory and measures points to a general problem in the field of 

HRM: our models, methods and theories have not kept pace with the continually growing 

complexity and sophistication of organisations (Patrick M. Wright et al., 2018).  
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Theoretical contributions 

The literature provides different answers to the question of what constitutes good 

theoretical contributions (e.g. Grant & Pollock, 2011; Hollenbeck, 2008; Leidner, 2020; Whetten, 

1989). Following Leidner’s (2020) classification, the main contribution of this dissertation lies in 

the provision of novel insights into an emergent phenomenon, namely Employee Experience 

Management (EEM), and mapping out which aspects are new, such as: the bundle of experience-

enhancing practices (Paper 1), the fact that EEM is driven by the proactivity of people management 

practitioners (Paper 3) and the consequences of related job titles (Paper 2).  

Colquitt and George (2011) note that novel topics and insights have potential to change the 

scientific discourse by, for example, adding new vocabulary, stating something that was not said 

before or adding new ideas or constructs. This dissertation does not change the conversation about 

EEM but rather establishes a nuanced scientific discourse about it by providing compelling insights 

into its nature (Paper 1), its prevalence and antecedents (Paper 3), its overlooked risks (Paper 2) 

and its complexity (Paper 4). Additionally, Paper 4 challenges the narrow extant take on employee 

experiences by casting a wider net on the range of employee experiences at work and thus initiates 

a reflection on our current understanding.   

By recombining knowledge from the psychology and philosophy literature pertaining to 

the construct of experience (e.g. Bradley, 2013; Erlich, 2003; Oakeshott, 2015) with strategic 

HRM, this thesis offers new theoretical explanations for the organisational realities of Employee 

Experience Management practitioners. More specifically, each paper of this dissertation answers 

not only questions about the ‘what’ of EEM but also questions about the ‘why’, which are believed 

to make strong theoretical contributions (Whetten, 1989).  
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For example, In Paper 1, I introduce the dimensions of experience as a guiding theoretical 

framework to understand how organisations address people’s experiences. The identification of an 

underlying logic explains the horizontal relationship between the found practices and answers the 

question of why practitioners engage in certain practices. Paper 2 provides evidence and 

explanation of why inflated Employee Experience-related job titles result in heightened employee 

expectations, hopes and lower satisfaction. Similarly, Papers 3 and 4 not only engage in description 

but further provide qualitative and quantitative evidence for the nexus between HR managers’ 

proactive personalities and HRM system use (Paper 3), or the nexus between the crisis and HR 

managers’ experiences (Paper 4). Table 1 provides a more detailed overview of the papers’ 

contributions by referring to the criteria from Whetten (1989). Moreover, each paper elaborates 

further on its individual contributions in the respective chapter.  

 

Table 1. Theoretical contributions. 

 Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 3 Paper 4 

Theoretical 

contribution 

1) Introducing EEM 

as a new system  

of people 

management 

practices 

 

2) Identification of 

an underlying logic 

among practices 

1) Providing evidence 

that EEM titles lead to 

increased expectations 

and lower satisfaction of 

job title receivers 

 

2) Extension of Job Title 

Inflation Theory  

 

1) Showing that the 

HR managers’ 

proactivity is a 

predictor of EEM 

practices 

 

2) Introducing and 

testing a scale for 

EEM 

Providing in-depth 

insights into the 

factors that 

contribute to HR 

managers’ crisis 

experience  

Questions 

addressed 

(cf. Whetten, 

1989) 

What (practices of 

EEM)  

Why (link between 

practices)  

What (job title 

outcomes) 

Where (context) 

Why (new mechanism)  

 

Why (link between 

proactive personality 

& HRM System use) 

Where (context)  

What (job demands 

& resources) 

Where (context) 

Why (link between 

JDR and well-being 

during the crisis) 

Addressed 

Literature 

Strategic HRM  Job title literature 

HRM literature 

Strategic HRM, crisis 

literature  

HRM literature, crisis 

literature 
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 Alongside the provision of novel insights and theoretical explanations for the 

organisational realities of EEM practices, this thesis creates a case for the importance of the 

phenomenon of EEM and links it to recent developments in the field of HRM (cf. introduction). 

Exploring, learning and theorising about HR practitioners’ contemporary work is of great practical 

relevance and provides actionable knowledge. In the past, criticism arose that HR scholars do not 

study the issues and dilemmas that organisations face, resulting in a mismatch between the 

knowledge that academics produce and the knowledge that practitioners consume (Batt & 

Banerjee, 2012; Cascio & Aguinis, 2008). Moreover, Wright and colleagues (2018) protest that 

‘much of SHRM research is stuck still arguing about and addressing the twentieth-century 

concerns.’ (p. 142). By investigating a contemporary phenomenon in the field of HRM, this thesis 

overcomes the relevance-rigor divide, addresses recent criticism and provides knowledge that is 

of interest for a broad HRM audience seeking understanding and theoretical explanation for current 

developments within the field (cf. Deadrick & Gibson, 2009). In sum, despite the observation that 

‘our field’s theory fetish […] prevents the reporting of rich detail about interesting phenomena for 

which no theory yet exists’ (Hambrick, 2007, p. 1346), I believe that this dissertation managed to 

contribute to both: understanding and theory.  
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Practical implications  

Similarly to theoretical contributions, scholars interpret practical implications and impact 

differently (e.g. Bartunek & Rynes, 2010; Davies, 2021; Sivertsen & Meijer, 2020). Following 

Greenhalgh et al. (2016) ‘Impact occurs when research generates benefits […] in addition to 

building the academic knowledge base.’ (p. 1). This dissertation may benefit organisations and 

practitioners in two ways. Besides creating awareness for current developments in HRM practice, 

this thesis offers a systematic understanding of EEM and the topic of experience (Implication 1). 

Secondly, the papers provide inspiration and guidance for organisations that aim to strategically 

improve individuals’ experiences and engage in EEM practices in the future (Implication 2).  

Implication 1: understanding experiences and EEM 

Paper 2 shows that managers with Employee Experience-related job titles are often 

confronted with confusion or misunderstanding from internal stakeholders. By providing clear 

definitions and explanations for ‘experience’ and EEM, this dissertation provides guidance to 

practitioners for positioning and explaining these topics. For instance, the theoretical dimensions 

of experience and definition of EEM presented in Paper 1 may offer new pathways for explaining 

the topics to internal and external stakeholders. In turn, this may reduce potential conflicts between 

EEM and HRM roles as individuals develop clearer understandings of what EEM means. 

Similarly, the cumulative knowledge gained about EEM and the term ‘experience’ may challenge 

current organisational understandings and facilitate the development of more nuanced views in the 

future. The papers of this thesis emphasise the versatility of individuals’ experiences, as well as 

the subjectivity and multi-dimensionality. Although two employees have the same job in the same 

company, and thus what is happening might be the same for both, how it makes each of them feel 

may differ considerably. Paper 4 provides an interesting illustration of the described complexity 
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at the example of HR practitioners’ crises experiences. It is of importance that organisations are 

aware of this and avoid taking a unidimensional or unitarist view. 

Implication 2: engaging in Employee Experience Management 

Paper 1 provides insights into the practices that people management practitioners use when 

they intend to strategically improve people’s experiences in the workplace. EEM requires the 

implementation of a set of practices that are linked to having a strong employee focus, improving 

employees’ daily experiences, the formative employee journey experience and the organisational 

space in which those experiences take shape. The paper provides a detailed overview of the actual 

practices used to address these dimensions, and it may serve as inspiration and as a benchmark for 

organisations aiming to compare their existing programs or to implement EEM practices. It is 

important for organisations to be aware that EEM is a holistic approach with a strong focus on the 

individual, meaning that practices should address all dimensions. Paper 3 offers a measurement 

scale for EEM that captures elementary practices from all dimensions. Practitioners may use this 

scale as a tool to internally assess their current approach. Furthermore, organisations that aim to 

focus on EEM should hire or train proactive managers, as they serve as an important driver for the 

use of EEM practices, and top management should show their support (Paper 3). If organisations 

decide to introduce related job titles (e.g. Employee Experience Manager), titleholders must be 

aware of potential risks and outcomes (e.g. confusion, high employee expectations and hopes) and 

contextual factors that amplify and mitigate these reactions (e.g. visibility). Paper 2 offers 

explanation why and when positive and negative employee feedback occurs, which may help 

titleholders to understand their organisational realities and to develop strategies that forestall and 

counterbalance unfavourable job title outcomes.   
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Limitations and future research 

While the individual limitations of each research paper are addressed in its respective 

chapter, there are several shortcomings of this dissertation project that should be taken into 

consideration when engaging with its findings and outcomes.  

Firstly, the majority of studies comprising this dissertation draw on data from Employee 

Experience Management and Human Resource Management practitioners. Consequently, the 

thesis’ level of analysis is the implemented EEM practices, not the strategically intended practices 

(organisation level) or the experienced practices (employee level) (Wright & Nishii, 2012). 

However, both the intended and experienced level are of great importance for a full understanding 

of the phenomenon of Employee Experience Management and the identified practices. On one 

hand, we need further studies that collect insights from higher management about the strategic 

intentions and policies behind EEM to gain more insights about the vertical link between firm 

strategy and EEM practices. On the other hand, future research is needed that focuses on the 

question of how employees experience the implemented EEM practices to draw valid conclusions 

about the potential individual effects, as well as the system’s contribution to the overall goal of 

enhancing experiences at work and ultimately contributing to performance. However, as outlined 

in the discussion, theory must simultaneously progress in developing suitable models and measures 

that allow us to capture employees’ subjective, multi-dimensional work experiences and that 

account for the context from which emerge. Collaborations and interdisciplinary projects with 

adjacent functions that face similar challenges with respect to capturing and measuring 

experiences, such as the field of customer experience, may result in fruitful contributions. 

Furthermore, alternative methodologies that allow for the collection of rich data (e.g. Experience 

Sampling Studies, diary studies) may present suitable avenues for future research. 
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Secondly, we must consider the context that frames the findings of this dissertation. Paper 

3 and Paper 4 draw upon survey data that was collected in Scandinavia (Denmark, Sweden and 

Norway). Similarly, Paper 1 and Paper 2 are based on interviews where 45% of interviewees are 

from Nordic countries (Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and Finland). While this reinforces the 

consistency among the papers, the prevalence of respondents from these countries may limit the 

generalisability of the findings. Furthermore, we must be aware that this thesis draws on data that 

was collected before the COVID-19 pandemic (2019) and during the crisis (2020 and 2021). 

Although features of the examined crisis context may remain beyond the end of the crisis, only 

future studies can tell if, for example, EEM practices remain of strategic relevance in the ‘new 

normal’, or if the crisis has altered the nature of the practices identified prior to the pandemic. 

Lastly, with respect to the settings, I must point out that all studies included primarily (but not 

exclusively) practitioners from the private sector. Specifically non-profit organisations would 

provide an interesting research setting for future studies, as individuals value positive experiences 

over material possessions (van Boven & Gilovich, 2003), and thus EEM may provide a new 

strategic HRM approach in the competition for the retention of scarce talents. Beyond these 

limitations, there are a range of interesting questions to follow-up in the future. For example, the 

combined focus on performance-enhancing and experience-enhancing practices provides an 

interesting case for the paradox literature to study how members of the organisation handle the 

tension between human (experience) and business (performance) goals.  
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Conclusion 

With closing this dissertation, some questions raised in the introduction remain to be 

answered. Firstly, I asked if theory and practice are developing in the same direction. Investigating 

the phenomenon of Employee Experience Management clearly shows that it is more than a passing 

fad in people management practice, but a serious attempt to improve individuals’ experiences in 

the workplace and to bring employees and their experience onto the strategic agenda. Considering 

that HRM scholars have long called for greater consideration of the individual and their views and 

experiences of HRM (e.g. Bacon, 1999; Boselie et al., 2009; Guest, 1999; Long, 2007), the answer 

to my question would be that yes, theory and practice evolve in a similar direction. However, 

Employee Experience Management has not gained the scholarly attention that it deserves. I can 

understand the scepticism, and I may have once been sceptic myself, or the working title of my 

first paper would not have been ‘Employee Experience Management: old wine in new bottles’. I 

hope that this thesis shows that EEM is more than just old wine in new bottles. Of course EEM is 

not done out of pure altruism, and I have never made such a claim. Yet, the essence of EEM links 

to a more human-centred agenda at work, and it should therefore receive not only the attention 

from scholars but also their support in the form of explanation and theory development.  

Secondly, I still owe an answer to the questions of how Strategic HRM has influenced 

EEM and conversely, how EEM changed Strategic HRM. In light of the disconnection between 

the two fields, the disappointing answer is that both could do much better in learning from each 

other. Recently, the editors from the Academy of Management Review reminded us that the 

relationship between theory and practice ‘is not just one-sided, where academics are supposed to 

teach practitioners. Rather, it quite rightfully is two-sided, and academics should learn from 

practice’ (Ployhart & Bartunek, 2019, p. 496). I could not agree more. This dissertation represents 
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a first attempt to build a bridge between practice and research, establish a conversation and create 

awareness for the shared conviction that individual experiences at work matter. Undoubtedly, it 

was a challenge ‘to take the academic “road less travelled” and work back from a phenomenon 

[…] towards a theoretical framework’ (Dries, 2013). Understanding people’s experiences at work 

is a complex endeavour, and it is illusive to believe that we can ‘manage’ experiences. However, 

it would be very unfortunate if we give up on the ambition to contribute to people’s experiences 

simply because it is too complex. 
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