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Management for the More Experienced (Ex-Files)  
Innovative Human Resource Management Practices

Introduction
Human Resource Management (HRM) refers to “people management practices that aim to enhance organisational performance by improving the performance of individuals within the organisation” (1). It refers to “that part of an organization’s activities concerned with recruitment, development and management of its employees” (2) and can be “a collection of multiple discrete practices with no explicit or discernible link between them” or “an integrated and coherent ‘bundle’ of mutually reinforcing practices” (3). It is an extremely broad field, covering practices as straightforward as recruitment and training, and as technical or jargon-laden as business process re-engineering or single status minimisation.
HRM seeks to link these activities with performance. A great deal of research has been conducted to find out which practices have a positive effect on the performance of individuals and organisations. Some research claims to have demonstrated that HRM does have an impact on performance, but this relationship is increasingly being questioned (2, 3, 4). The variables and confounders affecting the relationship between HRM practices and performance are many, varied and only inadequately understood (2). However, new strategies or practices are constantly being developed in HRM with the intention of improving performance. The following case studies describe recent research into some very different HRM interventions, ranging from policy-led innovations in job redesign in the NHS, to the impact of post-lunch naps on the performance of a small group of factory workers (!)
Case study 1 (5)
This study reported on the implementation of the Changing Workforce Programme (CWP) initiated by the NHS Modernisation Agency in 2001. This is an example of a policy-driven HRM innovation within a large organisation with established professional groups and hierarchies. The aim of the programme was to introduce new roles, or to revise or redesign old roles, on thirteen NHS pilot sites. This redesign of people’s jobs was “intended to challenge traditional and longstanding barriers to change . . . such as professional role demarcation, conventional team structures and hierarchies” (p.703) and to improve performance in terms of “both patient care and staff satisfaction, through the best use of skills” (p.703). It involved “job widening”, i.e. giving staff new tasks, previously conducted by other staff; “job deepening”, i.e. giving greater responsibility and autonomy to designated staff; and the creation of completely new roles. The staff involved were principally nurses and unregistered healthcare workers, but also included doctors, therapists, pharmacists and administrators. 
The researchers found, however, that certain factors prevented or limited the complete implementation of this initiative in job redesign. Many jobs were successfully redesigned, but the success of each individual job-change was dependent on whether certain things were in place before people started in their new jobs, such as appropriate training, agreement on new levels of pay, and consensus about the manager to whom the new position was accountable. Failure to resolve these issues at an early stage usually meant that the new ways of working could not be implemented.
Case study 2 (6)

This study examined the effect of participation in decision-making (PDM) by all staff in a sample of primary care practices in the United States. Participative decision-making is just one of many practices used nowadays to develop employee involvement. The participation examined in this study was both formal, for example, staff meetings, and informal, i.e. the regular engagement of all staff in decisions regarding quality improvement, practice change and clinical operations. Models of participation suggest that involvement of staff in decision-making benefits organisational performance “because it enhances the information-processing capacity of organizations through the increased information, knowledge, and creativity that participants contribute to decision processes” (p.947). The study found that informal methods of participation had a significant positive effect on both organisational performance, i.e. the average number of patients seen per week by practice staff providing direct patient care, and also staff behaviour: low staff turnover was associated with high informal participation in decision-making. Interestingly, no such positive association was shown to exist with formal staff meetings. Informal methods of communication were more effective. Involving staff on a daily, informal basis may therefore be better than formalising their input in the form of more infrequent, formal meetings.
Case study 3 (7)

In this case, the researchers examined if the practice of 360 degree feedback had a positive effect on the performance and development of 40 public sector managers. This practice is a type of appraisal for managers that involves three stages: the collection of anonymous feedback from “stakeholders” in the manager’s performance, such as colleagues and clients; the presentation of this feedback to the manager being assessed; and the formulation of a development plan by the manager, based on this feedback. The idea behind the practice is to raise managers’ self-awareness by allowing “different groups of employees [to] hold a mirror that enables an individual to see, perhaps for the first time, how his or her actions are understood and interpreted”, and to use this information to improve how these managers work.

The results of this case study were inconsistent, reflecting other findings relating to this practice. More than half of the managers felt that they learned a great deal about themselves, how their actions were perceived, their strengths, weaknesses and development needs. However, the rest thought the process told them nothing new, and some found the feedback to be little more than unconstructive criticism: they wished the stakeholders had addressed any contentious issues face-to-face. However, the process did have an effect: the majority claimed that they had made changes to the way they worked as a result of the appraisal, but this was largely an informal process since almost all of those involved did not complete a formal development plan. In other words, the 360 degree appraisal process was not completed properly. The reason for this was the organisation’s lack of commitment to the practice. It liked the idea of 360 degree feedback, which reflected its agenda on culture change, but it left follow-up actions, such as the development plan, to the individuals involved, and failed to provide formal support to ensure it was implemented properly and fully. This is an example of how an organisation can respond to an innovation in HRM, especially when it fits the current organisational climate, but can also fail to follow through with all the necessary support for the practice. Effective implementation of HRM practices requires commitment to all of the processes involved, if the practice is to have its hoped-for effects. 
Case Study 4 (8)

This case study offers a completely novel HRM approach to improving employee performance: short, 15-minute post-lunch naps! The aim of the study was to see if this practice offered a viable approach to reducing errors and accidents at work by improving employee alertness. This research compared perceived alertness, reaction time and workers’ attitudes to the practice in a small sample (12) of factory workers: half were given time to take short naps post-lunch in a reclining chair, and half continued with work as normal. Previous studies had shown that alertness and reaction time did improve for the nap group, but this was the first study to be performed on actual workers rather than students.
The case study found that the nap group had significantly better perceived alertness towards the end of the week (Wednesday to Friday), and a positive attitude towards the practice, but there was no actual difference between the nap and no-nap groups using the more objectively measured reaction-time test. This is a very small scale, exploratory study with substantial limitations, but is representative of the type of research that may shape genuinely innovative, more formalised HRM practices in the future.

Conclusion

The above four case studies offer a glimpse into a range of very different HRM practices. Despite their differences, they all seek to achieve the same end: improved performance by individuals, and ultimately, the organisation. None of the practices studied had unequivocal or uniformly positive effects. The outcomes were sometimes positive, sometimes negative, and in some cases had no effect at all. Half of these case studies reported difficulties in the proper implementation of the practices being studied, principally due to a lack of broader organisational support for the practice. Innovation in HRM can require organisations as a whole to be involved and supportive. 
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