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Abstract

Purpose – Studies of inter-organisational relationships have mainly investigated collaborations in the
technical domain. There is considerably less research conducted in the field of inter-organisational
collaborations in the domain of human resource management (HRM). At the same time, it is acknowledged
that inter-organisational collaboration in this domain is relevant for organisations. By focusing on inter-
organisational HR collaborations, this study provides insights into how these collaborations are governed, as
well as how the mode of governance is explained.
Design/methodology/approach – The paper relies on a quantitative study among 161 Dutch companies
that collaborate with each other on HR-related issues. A measure of governance of inter-organisational HR
collaboration is developed and applied.
Findings – Organisations tend to apply a mixture of governance mechanisms to govern their inter-
organisational HR collaborations. Hence, they apply a collaborative community type of governance to these HR
collaborations. The analyses show that the level of knowledge intensity, in particular the extent to which the
organisation applies organisational learning practices, explains the use of collaborative community.
Originality/value – First, this study focuses on an under-researched field: inter-organisational HR
collaborations. Secondly, the study extends existing insights into the governance of inter-organisational
relationships by analysing a novel data set.
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Introduction
Inter-organisational relationships are studied extensively (Powell et al., 1996; Ahuja, 2000;
Hardy et al., 2003; Cropper et al., 2008; Lumineau and Oliviera, 2018). Most of these studies
focus on inter-organisational collaboration in the technical domain: for example,
organisations collaborate to solve issues concerning their production, to develop new
goods and services or to share resources with other organisations (Nooteboom, 2008;
Tomlinson and Fai, 2013; Zahoor andTabbaa, 2020). Apart from some studies (Gardner, 2005;
Grimshaw et al., 2010; Martin-Rios, 2014), research about inter-organisational collaboration to
solve issues related to human resource management (HRM) remains scarce (Koster, 2020).

At the same time, there are several reasons to believe that organisations benefit from
having ties with other organisations in the HR domain. The first reason is that it is argued
that HRMgraduallymade a shift from an internal focus, whichwasmainly control-centred, to
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an external focus, with a stronger emphasis on development, learning and absorbing external
information (Ulrich and Duhlebohn, 2015; Samimi and Sydow, 2021). The second reason is
that, just like in the technical domains, organisationsmay not be able to solve certain issues in
isolation. By collaborating with others, they can access external resources and use the
knowledge that is available in other organisations. The ongoing knowledge intensification of
organisations increases the need and the possibilities for establishing inter-organisational HR
collaborations. Furthermore, organisationsmay seek solutions formutual problems that they
encounter, such as finding qualified personnel (e.g. Koster, 2019), through inter-
organisational collaboration. Both the ability and the necessity to collaborate has
intensified in recent years. For a large part this is due to technological developments,
already taking place before the outbreak of Covid-19, that have been intensified (Caligiuri
et al., 2020; Contractor, 2021). As a result, organisations becamemore interdependent on other
organisations, for example due to value chain disruptions. This may lead them to strengthen
ties with crucial partners (Verbeke, 2020), which can also result in the development of shared
HR policies and practices. Furthermore, new technologies such as artificial intelligence are
likely to have a lasting impact on HRM (Prikshat et al., 2021), as they enable crossing
organisational boundaries. Hence, organisations may engage in inter-organisational HR
collaborations and will probably continue to do so in the future.

Based on the previous notions, it is the question not only to what extent organisations
create inter-organisational HR collaborations, but also which governance mechanisms are
used to govern these collaborations. The present study theorises this by applying the general
literature about the governance of inter-organisational relationships (Gulati and Nickerson,
2008; Cao and Lumineau, 2015; De Pourcq and Verleye, 2021) to inter-organisational HR
collaborations. Based on that theory, it is argued that the collaborative community (a mix of
governance mechanisms) is a suitable form of governance (Adler, 2001). Next to that, the
study aims to explain the use of collaborative community to govern inter-organisational HR
collaborations. Here the theoretical focus is on the knowledge intensity of organisations. In
that regard, the present study extends prior research linking knowledge intensity with the
governance of inter-organisational governance (Gaur et al., 2011). Finally, it is the study’s aim
to generate insights for managers of organisations by showing which options are available
concerning the governance of inter-organisational HR collaborations.

An analysis was carried out of a data set with information from a cross section of
organisations in the Netherlands. Around 44%of these organisations indicated to collaborate
on HR-related issues. In total, 161 could be included in the analysed to test hypotheses about
the governance of these relationships.

Inter-organisational HR collaborations
Before moving to theories concerning the conceptualisation of the governance of inter-
organisational human resource collaborations, it is necessary to clarify what constitutes
these kinds of relationships between organisations. To begin with, the term “HR
collaboration” differs from “collaborative HRM”. Whereas the latter term refers to the
extent to which the relations between employers and employees within a single organisation
are collaborative (Cregan et al., 2021), the formerirst concerns collaboration between
employers of different organisations in the field of HRM. Given that HRM is defined as “. . .
the policies and practices used to organize work and employ people” (Boxall and Purcell,
2011, p. 3), organisations can collaborate on every functional field of HRM, related to the HR
cycle, such as recruitment, pay, development and the outflow of personnel. Instead of solving
these issues on their own, organisations can choose to pool resources to generate mutual
benefits with other organisations (Gray, 1985; Huxham, 1996; Koster, 2017).

As already noted, there is some relevant research to take into consideration, namely,
research on networks in which knowledge about HRM is shared (Martin-Rios, 2014), multiple
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employment (Grimshaw et al., 2010; Smith and McBride, 2021) and HR alliances (Gardner,
2005). Each of these conceptualisations captures an aspect of inter-organisational HR
collaborations. While research on knowledge networks investigates inter-organisational
collaboration, it is limited in the sense that it focuses more on information sharing and less on
solving issues together. This latter point is also captured in the idea of inter-organisational
HR collaborations. The concept of multiple employment also reflects connections between
organisations. However, in that research, the focus is on employees rather than on employers.
Hence, while these employers are connected via employees that work for multiple
organisations, it is not necessary that they cooperate with each other. Finally, the concept
to HR alliances spans three topics on which organisations collaborate: employee-sharing,
training and development, and quasi-internal labour markets. Whereas such alliances are a
clear example of inter-organisational collaboration, they are focused on one specific HR
domain, namely, employee staffing. Inter-organisational HR collaborations, in contrast,
include a wider range of HR domains, namely, all practices and policies to employ people. A
final point of distinction that should be made concerns how HRM and inter-organisational
relationships are connected. Broadly speaking, there are two approaches to be found here.
The first views the HRM practices and policies of organisations as a precondition for their
ability to establish external ties, for example, to increase their innovativeness (Kesting et al.,
2011). The present study differs, as it does not focus on HRM as a factor affecting these ties,
but as the overarching reason to establish ties with other organisations.

Governing inter-organisational HR collaborations
Inter-organisational relationships can be governed through three distinct mechanisms: price
(the market), authority (the bureaucracy) or trust (the community) (Adler, 2001; Cao and
Lumineau, 2015). For a long time, theoretical discussions centred on the market-bureaucracy
distinction. The transaction cost approach (TCA) provided the main theoretical arguments
explaining under which conditions organisations would choose bureaucratic control
mechanisms or the market mechanism (Williamson, 1975; Hennart, 2008; Cuypers et al.,
2021). A particular strength of the TCA is that it offers the conceptual and explanatory
framework for the choice between the market (buying or outsourcing based on the price
mechanism) versus the bureaucracy (the make-option aimed at integration and hierarchical
means of formal control). One of its weaknesses lies in a too simplistic conceptualisation of the
different modes of governance, at least in its initial formulation. After the introduction of the
market versus hierarchy dichotomy, Ouchi (1980) noted that governance structures can also
take the form of a clan, which relies on the trust mechanism. This ledWilliamson to consider a
third option, the hybrid form of governance (Contractor and Lorange, 2002; Hennard, 2008),
mixing price and authority, and others to consider network forms of governance as an
alternative to prices and authority (Powell, 1990). This shift in thinking creates news ways of
looking at collaborations between organisations. First, it opens the dichotomy of markets
versus hierarchies, which in terms of collaborations can be seen as a choice between “not
collaborating” (as it may be a long stretch to think in terms of collaboration if knowledge,
resources and information are simply bought on the market) and “collaborating using
bureaucratic control”, by adding the possibility of “collaborating using trust” (see also
Howard et al., 2019). Secondly, it creates the option to think about how price, authority and
trust relate to each other.

As a result, two positions developed in the literature. The first position holds that
organisations choose one of these modes to govern their external relationships. If the market
fails, for example because there are high information costs associated with the market
transaction, there is a need for using formal, bureaucratic modes of governance (Ouchi, 1980).
However, bureaucracies can also fail, and if they do, trust is required (see also Adler, 2001;
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Poppo and Zenger, 2002; Coa and Lumineau, 2015). Hence, there is an either/or choice. The
underlying reason for this concerns assumptions about trust and control: if the relationship
between organisations is based on trust, there is no need for bureaucratic control. And, if trust
is lacking, bureaucratic control mechanisms need to be instilled to govern the collaboration.
From this it follows that organisations will choose one of the three governance mechanisms
(Rediker and Seth, 1995; Huber et al., 2013).

The second position holds that price, authority and trust can be combined.What ismore, it
is argued that they need to be combined to overcome the downside of each of the mechanisms
(Koster, 2018). According to Adler (2001), there are two information problems associated with
the knowledge economy: knowledge creation within organisations, giving rise to prisoner’s
dilemmas; and knowledge creation among organisations, which leads to public good
problems. Given that the knowledge economy relies on the production of knowledge and
sharing this knowledge, overcoming these issues is of importance for its functioning. Each of
the governance mechanisms is not completely fit for doing that: in the market situation there
is an under-production of knowledge. Bureaucratic structures are not capable of providing
the right control mechanisms, and communities based on blind trust are open to exploitation
of the knowledge the create. A different option is therefore to combine these mechanisms to
find the right balance between them. Then the market situation can provide incentives
to generate knowledge, and bureaucratic control can be balancedwith trust in the community
to ensure that partners do what is expected from them. According to Adler and Heckscher
(2006), this combination of market, hierarchy and trust may transform into a qualitatively
new kind of organisational governance, which they term the collaborative community
(Kolbjørnsrud, 2018; Obel et al., 2018). Based on the knowledge generated in the field of inter-
organisational collaborations, the collaborative community is the preferred option as it
overcomes the downside of each of the means of governance. Hence, from that literature it is
derived that the collaborative community is best suited for governing inter-organisational
HR collaborations.

Explaining the governance of inter-organisational HR collaborations
Whereas there is discussion about the question whether governance structures are based on
one of the three modes (price, authority or trust) or that combinations are possible, there is
reason to assume that a collaborative community type of governance (combining the three
modes) is more likely to be applied if organisations engage in external ties to solve HR-related
issues. Joining forces in these areas may be complex and require an exchange of knowledge,
which increases the likelihood of hybrid governance including price, authority and trust
(Adler, 2001; Koster, 2018). In addition to that, the knowledge intensity of organisations is
further expected to influence the choice of governance structure. The more knowledge-
intense the organisation, the more complex the HR issues are expected to be, and thus the
higher the chances of applying a mixture of price, authority and trust to the external ties. In
what follows, the knowledge intensity of organisations is conceptualised as the stock of
knowledge and the use of organisational learning practices.

Stock of knowledge: educational level
The stock of knowledge available in the organisation relates to the type of work that is
performed in the organisation. As prior research shows, the more knowledge-intense that
work is, the less organisations rely on formal mechanisms alone by providing autonomy to
employees (Van Nordenflyght, 2010; Zardkoohi et al., 2011). The provision of autonomy gives
rise to the agency and transaction costs problems identified by Ouchi (1980) and which the
clan form of governance seems to overcome. A reason for this is that the behaviour of
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knowledge-workers is bound to professional rules and socialisation (Mero~no-Cerdan et al.,
2007; Trede et al., 2012). On the one hand, this lowers the need to monitor these workers, but
besides that, it may be a fitting organisational solution since it is more difficult to monitor
them in the first place and it may be necessary for them to have autonomy to do their job. If an
organisation provides more autonomy to its workers, the more likely it is that it also applies
this to the governance of external relationships. The first hypothesis summarises this link.

H1. The collaborative community mechanism for inter-organisational HR collaborations
depends upon the stock of knowledge within the organisation.

Organisational learning practices
A different, more dynamic view regarding the knowledge intensity of organisation relates to
the use of organisational learning practices (Teece, 2007). In the knowledge economy,
production processes are based on information and knowledge, which need to be developed
and maintained (Powell and Snellman, 2004). Therefore, as the knowledge intensity of
organisations is higher, the ability to learn is more important (Calantone et al., 2002; Teece,
2007; Jimenez-Jimenez and Sanz-Valle, 2008). Learning within organisations is achieved
through a combination of (formal) training and (informal) on-the-job-learning (Bishop, 1996).
Besides that, organisational learning requires that organisationsmonitor which skills need to
be developed (Koster, 2021). Together with training and on-the-job learning, this constitutes
the learning practices of an organisation (Carmeli and Shaffer, 2008).

The governance issues that Adler (2001) identifies mainly concern knowledge-intense
organisations. These organisations are likely to be governed by a mixture of governance
mechanisms to generate the required knowledge and manage its operation (Foss, 2007) and
the development of collaborative communities to govern inter-organisational ties (Snow et al.,
2011; Kolbjørnsrud, 2018). Hence, the hypothesis reads as follows:

H2. The collaborative community mechanism for inter-organisational HR collaborations
depends upon organisational learning practices.

Data and method
Data collection
An online survey was conducted among a cross-section of Dutch organisations to gather the
necessary data for this study. The survey (The Sustaining Employability Employer Survey)
contains several questions about the characteristics of the organisations and HRM-related
ties with other organisations. Organisations were approached via the Business Panel of
Kantar (NIPOBase Business). This panel includes representatives of private and not-for-
profit organisations (owners and HRr managers) with two or more employees. From this
panel, 1,000 representatives of these organisations were invited to participate in this study. In
total, 549 of them responded by filling in the online survey. However, since not all
organisations collaborate with other organisations, the data set that could be used to test the
hypotheses includes fewer organisations. To select these organisations, representatives were
asked to indicatewhether they collaboratewith other organisations onHR-related issues. The
extent to which the organisation collaborates with others on HR-related issues was measured
as follows. Respondents first read the introduction sentence – “Does your organisation
collaborate with other organisations on [. . .]” – followed by “recruitment and selection”,
“training”, “career and development”, “pay” and “outflow”. Each of these questions could be
marked with a yes (a value of 1) or a no (a value of 0). Organisations that did not collaborate at
all (a score of 0 on the five items) were removed from the data set, since they cannot provide
information about the governance of HR collaborations. Hence, the data set consists of
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organisations that collaborate on at least one of the HR issues. These analyses include 161
organisations in total.

Measures
Collaborative community. The extent to which the collaboration with other organisations
reflects a collaborative community was measured with a set of questions which were
developed in accordance with prior research, such as Alder (2001), Poppo and Zenger (2002)
and Koster (2018). In total eight questions are formulated to measure how intern-
organisational collaboration is governed. Respondent could rate these items on a scale
from 1 (does not apply at all) to 5 (applies completely). Table 1 presents the exact wording of
the items.

The structure of these items is analysed. First, a reliability analysis is conducted to assess
the interrelationships between the items. The Cronbach’s alpha of the scale is 0.74. This
indicates that the items can be combined. This variable is created by adding the scores of the
items and dividing the total score by 8. The resulting variable is termed collaborative
community.

In addition to that, a cluster analysis was conducted. This analysis shows that there is a
difference between organisations regarding the extent to which their inter-organisational
collaboration reflects a collaborative community. This analysis shows that about 53% of the
organisations have a high score on each of the 8 items (representing the collaborative
community), while the other 47% have relatively low score (indicating that they are not
applying the collaborative community type of governance). To capture this aspect of inter-
organisational HR collaboration, a dummy variable is constructed. The variable has the value
of 0 for the organisations that do not use the collaborative community type of governance,
and 1 if the collaboration is governed as a collaborative community. The variable is termed
collaborative community dummy to distinguish it from the other dependent variable.

Knowledge intensity. Two indicators of knowledge intensity of organisations are included
in the analysis. The first indicator is based on the stock of human capital of the organisation.
This variable is labelled educational level. The variable is measured by asking respondents
about the percentage of lower, medium and higher educated workers in the organisation.
Hence, the variable consists of three categories. In the analyses, the category “% higher
educated” serves as the reference category.

The second indicator of knowledge intensity is labelled organisational learning practices.
Whether organisations have these practices is measured by asking respondents to rate 4
questions about learning in the organisation on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (does not apply

Collaborative community
(1) The collaboration is based on a mutual goal that everyone strives for
(2) The collaboration is based on formal rules
(3) Existing rules are continuously improved
(4) The collaboration is based on informal relationships which are aimed at problem-solving
(5) There is a high level of trust between the partners of the collaboration
(6) The collaboration is based on joint decision making
(7) Gains are shared based on the contributions of the partners of the collaboration
(8) You need to cooperate with others to get access to the necessary knowledge and skills
Organisational learning practices
(1) The organisation has a yearly budget for the development of personnel
(2) The organisation uses training
(3) Whether a training period is required for new workers
(4) Skill needs are regularly assessed

Table 1.
Measures
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at all) to 5 (applies completely). The exact wording of the questions is presented in Table 1.
The scale has a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.75. The variable is calculated by adding the scores on
the 4 items by dividing them by 4.

Control variables. The following control variables are added to the analyses. The size of
organisation is measured with the number of employees of the organisation. This variable is
termed organisational size. Next to that, several characteristics of the organisations are
included, namely, the percentage temporary workers, the percentage flexible workers and
ageing of the workforce (indicated with the percentage employees of 55 and older in the
organisation). Finally, the economic sector (three sectors are distinguished, namely, raw
materials and manufacturing, service sector and the public sector), in which the organisation
operates is added as a control variable. This variable is a categorical variable; the service
sector serves as the reference category. Table 2 provides an overview of the descriptive
statistics of the variables.

Analyses
Two dependent variables are investigated. The variable collaborative community ranges from
1 to 5 and can be assessed using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis. The
variable collaborative community dummy has 2 values, 0 and 1. Therefore, an OLS regression
analysis cannot be applied. Instead, this variable is investigated using a logistic regression
analysis. Besides this difference in analysis techniques, the models are similar: the control
variables are included together with the knowledge-intensity variable to test Hypotheses 1
and 2.

Results
The results of the OLS regression analysis and the logistic regression analysis are reported in
Table 3. While two different dependent variables are investigated, a more fine-grained
measure of collaborative community and a dichotomous one, the results are similar.

Hypothesis 1 states that the stock of human capital that the organisation applies explains
the use of collaborative community to govern inter-organisational HR collaborations. There is
little support for this hypothesis. Organisations that have more highly educated employees
do not differ from those with medium educated employees. They are, however, somewhat
more inclined to use the collaborative community than organisations with larger shares of
less-educated employees. These differences are only significant at the 5% level. Hence, it is

Minimum Maximum Mean Standard deviation Percentage

HRM collaboration 0 1 44
Organisational size 0 1,200 58.62 138.50
% Temporary employees 0 80 17.16 17.71
% Flexible employees 0 100 16.70 16.97
% Employees >50 y.o. 0 100 31.60 24.51
Raw materials and manufacturing 0 1 18
Services 0 1 63
Public 0 1 19
% Lower educated 0 100 26.54 24.38
% Medium educated 0 100 44.02 27.77
% Higher educated 0 100 45.44 44.04
Organisational learning practices 1 5 3.83 0.72
Collaborative community 1 5 3.46 0.58
Collaborative community dummy 0 1 53

Source(s): Sustaining employability employer survey
Table 2.
Descriptive statistics
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possible to state that the stock of human capital explains a small part of the application of a
mixture of governance mechanisms. However, this only applies to the extremes (lower vs
higher educated), and the effects are small.

The situation is totally different regarding Hypothesis 2, which stated that the use of the
collaborative community to govern inter-organisational HR collaborations is explained by
the learning practices of organisations. This hypothesis is fully supported by the analysis.
There is a positive and statistically significant relationship between organisational learning
practices and collaborative community (b5 0.20; p< 0.001) as well as between organisational
learning practices and the dummy variable measuring whether organisations apply
collaborative community governance to inter-organisational HR collaborations (b 5 0.81;
odds ratio 5 2.25; p < 0.001). Hence, Hypothesis 2 is fully supported.

Regarding the control variables, it is worthwhile to mention that most of the other
organisational characteristics do not explain the use of collaborative communities. The only
exception is that organisations employing more temporary workers are somewhat less
inclined to apply this type of governance.

Conclusions and discussion
Conclusion
The results show that inter-organisational HR collaborations are governed with a mixture of
governance mechanisms called collaborative communities. The use of collaborative
communities to structure HR collaborations is also more prevalent among organisations in
which learning is more important. The results are in line with studies of inter-organisational
relations showing stronger support for the idea that the governance mechanisms are
complements (e.g. Cao and Lumineau, 2015) as well as those stating that collaborative
communities thrive (or are required) in a knowledge-intensive environment (Alder, 2001;
Koster, 2018).

Discussion and implications for research
While prior research suggests that organisations can establish external ties to solve HR-
related issues (Gardner, 2005), research in this area remained scarce. The present study

Model 1 collaborative
community

Model 2 collaborative community
dummy

b s.e. p b s.e. p Odds

Constant 2.96 0.32 0.00 �1.98 1.31 0.13 0.14
Organisational size �0.02 0.03 0.45 �0.05 0.12 0.70 0.96
% Temporary employees �0.01 0.00 0.01 �0.03 0.01 0.02 0.98
% Flexible employees 0.00 0.00 0.95 0.01 0.01 0.49 1.01
% Employees >50 y.o. 0.00 0.00 0.84 0.00 0.01 0.68 1.00
Sector (service sector is reference)
Raw materials and manufacturing 0.11 0.12 0.39 0.26 0.48 0.59 1.29
Public 0.03 0.11 0.81 0.42 0.45 0.36 1.52
Educational level (% higher is reference)
% Lower educated �0.00 0.00 0.05 �0.02 0.01 0.02 0.98
% Medium educated 0.00 0.00 0.75 0.00 0.01 0.78 1.00
Organisational learning practices 0.20 0.07 0.00 0.81 0.28 0.00 2.25
Adjusted R2 0.10
Nagelkerke’s R2 0.20
N 161 161

Source(s): Sustaining employability employer survey
Table 3.

Regression analyses
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shows that these collaborations indeed exist, are managed in a particular way (in the form of
collaborative communities) and matter in a particular context (namely, if the organisation is
more knowledge-intense). As such, this research extends the insight of previous studies into
inter-organisational collaborations in the technical domain (Nooteboom, 2008; Tomlinson and
Fai, 2013; Zahoor and Tabbaa, 2020). Hence, the research shows that applying the knowledge
from these areas to the field of HRM can generate new insights. First, it shows that
organisations do indeed collaborate with other organisations on HR-related issues. And,
secondly, it provides insights into how they do that.

Concerning the way in which inter-organisational HR collaborations are governed, the
following can be stated. Whereas several authors have argued that the collaborative
community is a suitable governance mechanism for inter-organisational relationships, much
of thework conducted in that area is either theoretical (Adler, 2001), focused on a specific case
(Snow et al., 2011) or based on simulations (Obel et al., 2018). The present study, in contrast,
relies on a survey instrument. Since this survey is generic, it can be applied across different
settings and organisations. Hence, in addition to prior research showing that organisations
choose a collaborative community to govern their relationships with other organisations, the
present analysis indicates how widespread the use of this mechanism is. Furthermore, since
the survey instrument is developed and tested in the present study, it can be utilised in other
research investigating inter-organisational relationships (HR collaborations as well as other
types of inter-organisational collaborations).

Overall, this study contributes to HRM research by focusing on the role of external ties to
solve HR-related issues. In that sense, it is a call to HRM researchers to look and think more
across organisational boundaries. While traditionally, the human resource policies and
practices of organisations are bound to a particular organisation and are studied extensively
by HRM researchers, there is a need to be more outward-looking (Ulrich and Dulebohn, 2015).
Whereas a large share of human resource studies is implicitly or explicitly grounded in open
systems approaches such as contingency theory, with its focus on internal and external fit, it
seems that much of the research is based on the idea that external fit can only be achieved by
adapting the internal policies and practices to the external environment. What the present
research shows is that there is merit in the idea that organisations achieve fit by creating HR-
related collaborations with other organisations and not just by applying and renewing their
HR functions on their own. Focusing on these collaborations opens a door to a wealth of
research concerning how organisations build such alliances, learn from each other and
whether these collaborations offer specific advantages to organisations.

Finally, the research shows that the collaborative community is applied by more
knowledge-intensive organisations. Theoretically, this is in line with the theoretical
expectations about the knowledge economy (Adler, 2001; Powell and Snellman, 2004).
There are two interpretations of this finding. On the one hand, knowledge intensity goes
along with specific issues in the HR domain that require external knowledge sharing and
learning from other organisations. On the other hand, solving the governance issues
stemming from collaborations between knowledge-intense organisations cannot rely on
control alone and needs to rely on trust relations as well (Gaur et al., 2011). Given that it can be
assumed that the process of knowledge intensification of the economy continues, it is likely
thatmore organisationswill be engaged in inter-organisational HR collaboration based on the
collaborative community mechanism in the near future.

Limitations and suggestions for future research
This research has several implications and limitations. The first is thatmuchmore research is
needed to understand where these HR collaborations come from aswell as why organisations
choose to govern them in a particular way. In that regard, this study is a first step. Additional
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studies are needed to extend our knowledge about how widespread these HR collaborations
are and under which conditions they are applied. To a certain extent, this is also a matter of
data gathering. International comparative surveys such as the European Company Survey
(ECS, 2015) do have information about inter-organisational collaboration. Adding questions
about HR collaborations as well as the way in which these and other collaborations are
governed is worthwhile. This would also help overcoming another limitation of this study,
namely, its focus on a single country. Since the data are from one country, one should be
careful with generalising the outcomes to other countries, which may differ in knowledge
intensity. In that regard, it should be noted that the Netherlands is an example of a knowledge
economy. According to the Global Knowledge Index of 2020 it is on spot 5, behind
Switzerland, the US, Finland and Sweden (UNDP and MPRF, 2020). Therefore, while the
results cannot directly be transferred to other countries, they indicate what can happen if
more countries move in the direction of a knowledge economy. The expectation would be that
in these countries, more organisations would choose to create collaborative communities to
solve HR-related issues. Of course, future research is required to test that expectation. In the
present study, the focus is on organisational characteristics explaining the governance of HR
collaborations. Additional research shouldmove in the directionwhere it is possible to further
investigate the characteristics of the collaborations, the collaboration partners, as well as the
dynamics taking placewithin these collaborations, much in the vein of Gardner’s (2005) study
of HR alliances. That research can to a large extent rely on work that has been conducted in
the field of inter-organisational relationships (Lumineau and Oliviera, 2018; De Pourcq and
Verleye, 2021), by applying these insights, research methods and theoretical explanations to
the field of HRM.

Implications for practice
This research offers two main insights for managers of organisations and those providing
advice to organisations. The first practical insight concerns the design of inter-organisational
HR collaborations. Apart from the benefits that such collaborations may bring to
organisations, the present research provides concrete suggestions on how to structure
these collaborations. Based on the information that the organisations give about their
experience, the research shows that it is possible to combine different modes of governance
(price, authority and trust). The questions that are used to investigate these HR collaborations
in this study can also be used to evaluate one’s own collaborations. The eight items in Table 1
can be applied to the HR collaborations of organisations by asking questions such as thew
following: Is this collaboration based on a mutual goal (and is that goal clear to the
participating organisations)? Is there a system to ensure that existing rules are improved
(and, how well does that system work)? How is the decision-making of this collaboration
structured? By ticking the eight boxes, organisations are able to see whether they aremissing
something in their current collaborations and can use it to structure new collaborations.What
this research also shows is that organisations tend to be consistent in their choice of
governance structure; they either try to maximise or minimise all three modes of governance.
Based on this, it is suggested to organisations involved in inter-organisational HR
collaborations to make a choice: either all three modes are applied as well as possible, or they
are appliedminimally.What does not seem towork ismaximising one of the three underlying
modes of governance (price, authority and trust).

Secondly, from the finding that the background characteristics of organisations do not
matter for the choice of governance, while organisational learning practices do, it follows that
organisations can work on the preconditions for establishing collaborative communities to
deal with issues in the HR domain. Whereas these background characteristics (workforce
composition, organisational size and economic sector) are not easily changed, organisational
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practices can be managed. Again, the survey items provide a steppingstone to assess these
practices of one’s own organisations (or the organisation that one is advising). Asking
questions regarding the training of employees, whether there is sufficient budget and
whether required skills are regularly assessed, organisations can evaluate how these
practices are currently fulfilled and assess what needs to be added or improved.
Organisations engaged in HR collaborations or those considering creating such external
ties with other organisations are recommended to develop these practices if they are striving
for creating collaborative communities to solve issues in the HR domain with other
organisations.

References

Adler, P.S. (2001), “Market, hierarchy, and trust: the knowledge economy and the future of capitalism”,
Organization Science, Vol. 12 No. 2, pp. 215-234.

Adler, P.S. and Heckscher, C.C. (Eds) (2006), The Firm as a Collaborative Community: Reconstructing
Trust in the Knowledge Economy, Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Ahuja, G. (2000), “Collaboration networks, structural holes, and innovation: a longitudinal study”,
Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 45 No. 3, pp. 425-455.

Bishop, J.H. (1996), What We Know About Employer-Provided Training: A Review of the Literature,
CAHRS, Ithaca.

Boxall, P. and Purcell, J. (2011), Strategy and Human Resource Management, Macmillan International
Higher Education, Basingstoke.

Calantone, R.J., Cavusgil, S.T. and Zhao, Y. (2002), “Learning orientation, firm innovation capability,
and firm performance”, Industrial Marketing Management, Vol. 31 No. 6, pp. 515-524.

Caligiuri, P., De Cieri, H., Minbaeva, D., Verbeke, A. and Zimmermann, A. (2020), “International HRM
insights for navigating the COVID-19 pandemic: implications for future research and practice”,
Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 51, pp. 697-713.

Cao, Z. and Lumineau, F. (2015), “Revisiting the interplay between contractual and relational
governance: a qualitative and meta-analytic investigation”, Journal of Operations Management,
Vol. 33, pp. 15-42.

Carmeli, A. and Sheaffer, Z. (2008), “How learning leadership and organizational learning from failures
enhance perceived organizational capacity to adapt to the task environment”, The Journal of
Applied Behavioral Science, Vol. 44 No. 4, pp. 468-489.

Contractor, F.J. (2021), “The world economy will need even more globalization in the post-pandemic
2021 decade”, Journal of International Business Studies, pp. 1-16 (In press).

Contractor, F.J. and Lorange, P. (2002), “The growth of alliances in the knowledge-based economy”,
International Business Review, Vol. 11 No. 4, pp. 485-502.

Cregan, C., Kulik, C.T., Johnston, S. and Bartram, T. (2021), “The influence of calculative (‘hard’) and
collaborative (‘soft’) HRM on the layoff-performance relationship in high performance
workplaces”, Human Resource Management Journal, Vol. 31 No. 1, pp. 202-224.

Cropper, S., Ebers, M., Huxham, C. and Ring, P.S. (Eds) (2008), The Oxford Handbook of Inter-
Organizational Relations, Oxford Handbooks, Oxford.

Cuypers, I.R., Hennart, J.F., Silverman, B.S. and Ertug, G. (2021), “Transaction cost theory: past
progress, current challenges, and suggestions for the future”, Academy of Management Annals,
Vol. 15 No. 1, pp. 111-150.

De Pourcq, K. and Verleye, K. (2021), “Governance dynamics in inter-organizational networks: a meta-
ethnographic study”, European Management Journal. doi: 10.1016/j.emj.2021.05.003 (In press).

Eurofound (2015), Third European Company Survey. Overview Report: Workplace Practices: Patterns,
Performance and Well-being, Publication Office of the European Union, Luxembourg.

JWAM
14,2

298

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2021.05.003


Foss, N.J. (2007), “The emerging knowledge governance approach: challenges and characteristics”,
Organization, Vol. 14 No. 1, pp. 29-52.

Gardner, T.M. (2005), “Human resource alliances: defining the construct and exploring the
antecedents”, The International Journal of Human Resource Management, Vol. 16 No. 6,
pp. 1049-1066.

Gaur, A.S., Mukherjee, D., Gaur, S.S. and Schmid, F. (2011), “Environmental and firm level influences
on inter-organizational trust and SME performance”, Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 48
No. 8, pp. 1752-1781.

Gray, B. (1985), “Conditions facilitating interorganizational collaboration”, Human Relations, Vol. 38
No. 10, pp. 911-936.

Grimshaw, D., Rubery, J. and Marchington, M. (2010), “Managing people across hospital networks in
the UK: multiple employers and the shaping of HRM”, Human Resource Management Journal,
Vol. 20 No. 4, pp. 407-423.

Gulati, R. and Nickerson, J.A. (2008), “Interorganizational trust, governance choice, and exchange
performance”, Organization Science, Vol. 19 No. 5, pp. 688-708.

Hardy, C., Phillips, N. and Lawrence, T.B. (2003), “Resources, knowledge and influence: the
organizational effects of interorganizational collaboration”, Journal of Management Studies,
Vol. 40 No. 2, pp. 321-347.

Hennart, J.F. (2008), “Transaction costs perspectives on inter-organizational relations”, in Cropper, S.,
Ebers, M., Huxham, C. and Ring, P.S. (Eds), The Oxford Handbook of Inter-Organizational
Relations, Oxford University Press, Oxford, pp. 339-365.

Howard, M., Roehrich, J.K., Lewis, M.A. and Squire, B. (2019), “Converging and diverging governance
mechanisms: the role of (dys)function in long-term inter-organizational relationships”, British
Journal of Management, Vol. 30 No. 3, pp. 624-644.

Huber, T.L., Fischer, T.A., Dibbern, J. and Hirschheim, R. (2013), “A process model of complementarity
and substitution of contractual and relational governance in IS outsourcing”, Journal of
Management Information Systems, Vol. 30 No. 3, pp. 81-114.

Huxham, C. (Ed.) (1996), Creating Collaborative Advantage, Sage, London.

Jimenez-Jimenez, D. and Sanz-Valle, R. (2008), “Could HRM support organizational innovation?”, The
International Journal of Human Resource Management, Vol. 19 No. 7, pp. 1208-1221.

Kesting, P., Mueller, S., Jørgensen, F. and Ulhøi, J.P. (2011), “Innovation and network collaboration: an
HRM perspective”, International Journal of Technology Management, Vol. 56 Nos 2/3/4, pp. 138-153.

Kolbjørnsrud, V. (2018), “Collaborative organizational forms: on communities, crowds, and new
hybrids”, Journal of Organization Design, Vol. 7 No. 1, pp. 1-21.

Koster, F. (2017), “Inter-organizational cooperation and organizational innovativeness. A comparative
study”, International Journal of Innovation Science, Vol. 9 No. 2, pp. 184-204.

Koster, F. (2018), “Have a little faith”, International Journal of Business Science and Applied
Management, Vol. 13 No. 1, pp. 25-41.

Koster, F. (2019), “Sharing older workers among organizations: a vignette study investigating
organizational, relational and task characteristics”, Journal of Human Resource Management,
Vol. 22 No. 1, pp. 1-11.

Koster, F. (2020), “Organizational innovativeness through inter-organizational ties”, in Buskens, V.,
Corten, R. and Snijders, C. (Eds), Advances in the Sociology of Trust and Cooperation, De
Gruyter, Berlin, pp. 465-482.

Koster, F. (2021), “Knowledge management and innovation performance. A mediated-moderation
model”, International Journal of Innovation and Technology Management.

Lumineau, F. and Oliveira, N. (2018), “A pluralistic perspective to overcome major blind spots in
research on interorganizational relationships”, Academy of Management Annals, Vol. 12 No. 1,
pp. 440-465.

Collaborative
community
governing
mechanism

299



Martin-Rios, C. (2014), “Why do firms seek to share human resource management knowledge? The
importance of inter-firm networks”, Journal of Business Research, Vol. 67 No. 2, pp. 190-199.

Mero~no-Cerdan, A.L., Lopez-Nicolas, C. and Sabater-S�anchez, R. (2007), “Knowledge management
strategy diagnosis from KM instruments use”, Journal of Knowledge Management, Vol. 11,
pp. 60-72.

Nooteboom, B. (2008), “Learning and innovation in inter-organizational relationships”, in Cropper, S.,
Ebers, M., Huxham, C. and Ring, P.S. (Eds), The Oxford Handbook of Inter-organizational
Relations, Oxford University Press, Oxford, pp. 607-634.

Obel, B., H�akonsson, D.D., Snow, C.C. and Bach, L.A. (2018), “Forming a collaborative community: an
agent-based simulation study of the effects of membership composition”, Organization Design,
Vol. 40, pp. 255-273.

Ouchi, W.G. (1980), “Markets, bureaucracies, and clans”, Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 25,
pp. 129-141.

Poppo, L. and Zenger, T. (2002), “Do formal contracts and relational governance function as
substitutes or complements?”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 23 No. 8, pp. 707-725.

Powell, W.W. (1990), “Neither market nor hierarchy”, Research in Organizational Behavior, Vol. 12,
pp. 295-336.

Powell, W.W., Koput, K.W. and Smith-Doerr, L. (1996), “Interorganizational collaboration and the
locus of innovation: networks of learning in biotechnology”, Administrative Science Quarterly,
pp. 116-145.

Powell, W.W. and Snellman, K. (2004), “The knowledge economy”, Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 30,
pp. 199-220.

Prikshat, V., Malik, A. and Budhwar, P. (2021), “AI-augmented HRM: antecedents, assimilation and
multilevel consequences”, Human Resource Management Review. doi: 10.1016/j.hrmr.2021.
100860 (In press).

Rediker, K.J. and Seth, A. (1995), “Boards of directors and substitution effects of alternative
governance mechanisms”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 16 No. 2, pp. 85-99.

Samimi, E. and Sydow, J. (2021), “Human resource management in project-based organizations:
revisiting the permanency assumption”, The International Journal of Human Resource
Management, Vol. 32 No. 1, pp. 49-83.

Smith, A. and McBride, J. (2021), “‘Working to live, not living to work’: low-paid multiple employment
and work–life articulation”, Work, Employment and Society, Vol. 35 No. 2, pp. 256-276.

Snow, C.C., Fjeldstad, Ø.D., Lettl, C. and Miles, R.E. (2011), “Organizing continuous product
development and commercialization: the collaborative community of firms model”, Journal of
Product Innovation Management, Vol. 28 No. 1, pp. 3-16.

Teece, D.J. (2007), “Explicating dynamic capabilities: the nature and microfoundations of (sustainable)
enterprise performance”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 28 No. 13, pp. 1319-1350.

Tomlinson, P.R. and Fai, F.M. (2013), “The nature of SME co-operation and innovation: a multi-scalar
and multi-dimensional analysis”, International Journal of Production Economics, Vol. 141 No. 1,
pp. 316-326.

Trede, F., Macklin, R. and Bridges, D. (2012), “Professional identity development: a review of the
higher education literature”, Studies in Higher Education, Vol. 37 No. 3, pp. 365-384.

Ulrich, D. and Dulebohn, J.H. (2015), “Are we there yet? What’s next for HR?”, Human Resource
Management Review, Vol. 25 No. 2, pp. 188-204.

UNDP and MPRF (2020), Global Knowledge Index 2020, UNDP/MPRF, New York and Dubai.

Verbeke, A. (2020), “Will the COVID-19 pandemic really change the governance of global value
chains?”, British Journal of Management, Vol. 31 No. 3, p. 444.

Von Nordenflycht, A. (2010), “What is a professional service firm? Toward a theory and taxonomy of
knowledge-intensive firms”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 35 No. 1, pp. 155-174.

JWAM
14,2

300

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2021.100860
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2021.100860


Williamson, O.E. (1975), Markets and Hierarchies. Analysis and Antitrust Implications, MacMillan
Publishers, New York.

Zahoor, N. and Al-Tabbaa, O. (2020), “Inter-organizational collaboration and SMEs’ innovation: a
systematic review and future research directions”, Scandinavian Journal of Management,
Vol. 36 No. 2, 101109.

Zardkoohi, A., Bierman, L., Panina, D. and Chakrabarty, S. (2011), “Revisiting a proposed definition of
professional service firms”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 36 No. 1, pp. 180-184.

Further reading

Lepak, D.P. and Snell, S.A. (1999), “The human resource architecture: toward a theory of human
capital allocation and development”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 24 No. 1, pp. 31-48.

Corresponding author
Ferry Koster can be contacted at: koster@essb.eur.nl

For instructions on how to order reprints of this article, please visit our website:
www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
Or contact us for further details: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

Collaborative
community
governing
mechanism

301

mailto:koster@essb.eur.nl

	A knowledge-intensity-based collaborative community governing mechanism for inter-organisational HR collaborations
	Introduction
	Inter-organisational HR collaborations
	Governing inter-organisational HR collaborations
	Explaining the governance of inter-organisational HR collaborations
	Stock of knowledge: educational level
	Organisational learning practices

	Data and method
	Data collection
	Measures
	Collaborative community
	Knowledge intensity
	Control variables

	Analyses

	Results
	Conclusions and discussion
	Conclusion
	Discussion and implications for research
	Limitations and suggestions for future research
	Implications for practice

	References
	Further reading


