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The world, by all accounts, is undergoing rapid and significant change. While this simple

truism has been obvious for decades and its coming heralded by such writers as Alvin

Toffler (1970), the basic fact still rises above being a trite comment on the world. Rather,

what is paramount is to recognise how global changes have and will continue to impact

the world in which we all live and work and the organisations that must function in this

rapidly changing world.

Modern organisational research faces the challenge of understanding this new,

emerging and exciting set of world issues and trends. As Tsui (2007) has noted, research

can take various ‘types’; most of the papers in this issue are of the form she calls 

“context-specific studies”, those studies that focus on a region outside the USA. Our initial

focus here is on the emerging economies of Eastern Europe but we hope to find

implications that are far wider in their meaning. Indeed, it is necessary for all HR

activities, in all countries, to take on a ‘global mind-set’, one which goes beyond mere

regional boundaries and sees how HRM can be implemented in widely varying cultural

contexts (Begley and Boyd, 2003). We hope to approach such broad goals in this special

issue and, thus, it is worth noting the source of these papers and the reason for the topical

focus of this issue.
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In June of 2007, the 9th International Human Resource Management Conference was

held in Tallinn, Estonia. The theme for the conference (changes in society, changes in

organisations and the changing role of HRM: managing international human resources in

a complex world) generated several hundred submissions and many of those papers were

presented at the conference. Several of those papers, in revised form, are included in this

volume, as are several papers that were submitted to the special issue but which were not

part of the 9th IHRM Conference.

The resulting seven papers, while clearly diverse, still allow us to see the direction of

the rich field of IHRM as we move into the 21st century. Papers represent macro and

micro approaches, varied countries and the breadth of topics found in modern IHRM.

Authors are clearly globally based. In short, the wide scope of IHRM and the

organisational context in which we function is well represented.

We present these papers from a micro-level to a macro-level, with the latter papers also

addressing the issues of cross-level phenomena. Given the theme of this special issue,

looking at the organisational context of international human resource management

(IHRM), most of the papers take a broader view of the role of IHRM in practice, research

and theory. Also, we note that, in keeping with the “global mind-set” (Begley and Boyd,

2003), the papers are not uniquely limited to the European context but all have

implications for EU countries and those who work with EU countries.

1 The papers: what have we found?

Kupka and Everett have pointed out that cultural affinity is a promising variable in

international HRM. However, the complexity of this variable is closely grounded in the

nature of the cultures involved; pre-perestroika Moscow and New York city are quite

different but subtleties apply in many other comparisons. Indeed, as the authors point out,

modern Europe, including Eastern European countries that were formerly part of the

USSR, show much wider cultural diversity than is first perceived. The patchwork that is

modern Europe is a culturally complex entity.

The authors suggest that intercultural affinity is an underused construct that may

explain some of the adjustment process as people transcend cultural boundaries. One

notable aspect of this construct is that it requires appreciation of both the home and the

host countries and this issue, while not new (Benson, 1978), has been much ignored in the

culture shock literature. The measure proposed by Kupka and Everett, while still in early

developmental stages, is one approach to this problem.

Measuring the trans-cultural work environment is also addressed by Sohmen, Parker

and Downie in the second paper of this issue. Project work has long held importance in

the IHRM field and international projects have been seen as the source of numerous 

inter-cultural conflicts. Even novels and movies have noted the role of the “ugly

American” in international business (Lederer and Burdick, 1958). The modern

international project, however, is likely to take on a very different character, with the

growth of virtual teams and high technology endeavours and Sohmen et al. address the

more complex kinds of project found in the 21st century, proposing to extend the concept

of transformational leadership into this context.

Mirowska discusses labour/management relations in a context much broader than the

European context and makes recommendations that are intended to be more universal in
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application and relevance. The five actions model can be used to structure the way we

manage complex organisations, building trust and cooperation that will enhance the

productivity of the organisation. This paper is also a good lead-in to the following paper,

as management relationships with unions (and employees generally) are increasingly

clouded by real or potential threats of offshoring.

Foulkes, Vachani and Zaslow discuss the rapidly changing nature of offshoring in the

modern world. European and American companies alike are increasingly engaging in this

form of business activity and the nature of offshore work is much different today from

how it was a few decades ago. The kinds of job, the ways in which we work at distance

and the countries where offshoring can occur have all taken on significance for IHRM.

This paper begins to extend the topics of IHRM (e.g. global staffing) into a much broader

(i.e. macro) perspective, with many lessons and implications for issues such as the role of

IHRM in organisational change.

The paper by Nikandrou, Apospori and Papalexandris takes a broad view of the role

of training and development in European contexts, using the Cranet data as a basis of

inquiry. Given the role of the EU in encouraging similar policies and practices, they

question the extent to which this has resulted in a degree of convergence in managerial

practices vis-à-vis the training function. They find some support for such convergence in

Europe.

Studdard and Darby extend the issue of human resources knowledge into the realm of

start-up or entrepreneurial firms. The role of the incubator is crucial, possibly impacting

firm reputation in ways that enhance performance but, clearly, the role of information

cannot be overlooked in understanding the HRM function and effectiveness in modern

organisations.

One of the issues to be addressed in this special issue is the nature of organisations

across levels of analysis. The final paper, by Kessler, Taylor, Levine, Wiley and Kessler,

talks about the relationship between satisfaction and productivity and uses a very new

twist to consider a long-standing research question. Previously, researchers have looked at

the relationship between job satisfaction and performance as an individual-level construct

but, now, this is conceptualised as a macro question, looking at countries as the unit of

analysis.

What does this add to knowledge? Indeed, this issue is important, since 

re-conceptualising the question at this level is only useful if there’s an inherently

interesting issue that can be raised by doing so. They find that levels of analysis do matter,

although understanding these issues at the country level does indeed raise questions about

the very phenomena under consideration.

2 Discussion of the papers: what does it all mean?

In the last two or so decades, the field of HRM in general has come to recognise that a

strategic orientation is necessary for our future development as an academic enterprise and

as an area of organisational practice. This is also true for IHRM and the papers here, while

not deliberately strategic in topic or intent, do have implications for how we approach this

important aspect of our field. Clearly, we must think of how IHRM functions in a broader

context and reconsider the realms and boundary conditions which constrain our

understanding of IHRM (e.g. Fenwick, 2005; Schuler, 2001).
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Research on the IHRM function has grown increasingly sophisticated and the

implications for practice are accordingly that much richer. The issues faced in managing

the global workforce have never been as exciting as we enter a new millennium and the

future of such research is likely to be even more exciting. The papers here raise several

issues of interest in this regard.

For example, while trans-cultural projects are of importance (Sohmen et al.) it is

necessary to conceptualise such projects in a dynamic and ‘inter’-cultural context, wherein

the flow of technology runs in both directions. Attention to issues of ‘reverse diffusion’

cannot be ignored in modern views of international project work or, for that matter, for the

transfer of knowledge and practices in general (Edwards et al., 2005).

As another example of issues raised here, the work of Kessler et al. presents data that

could have implications for potential migration patterns. Tung and Lazarova (2006) note

that countries that have historically been victims of ‘brain drain’ may now be able to

attract ‘ex-host country nationals’ (EHCNs) to return to their homelands, thus

experiencing the possibility of ‘brain gain’. The relationships between satisfaction,

productivity and turnover have been much analysed at the micro level but can this paper

serve as the basis of a study wherein ‘turnover’, at the macro level, becomes ‘migration’?

Clearly, whole research vistas open when we cross levels of analysis.

In general, the field of IHRM is gaining a clear sense of maturity, one that was missing

in earlier research and models of the role of global workers. The field has progressed far

beyond mere hiring and training standards to questioning the very fabric of the IHRM

process. Models and issues both become increasingly complex and the knowledge derived

is, subsequently, that much more interesting and relevant.
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