
UNIONS AND THE ADOPTION OF HIGH PERFORMANCE 

WORK SYSTEMS: DOES EMPLOYMENT SECURITY PLAY A ROLE? 

WENCHUAN LIU, JAMES P. GUTHRIE, 
PATRICK C. FLOOD, and SARAH MACCURTAIN* 

Previous research on the association between unionization and the adoption of 

high performance work systems (HPWSs) has yielded inconsistent results. Using data 

from a 2004 multi-industry survey of firms operating in the Republic of Ireland, the 

authors examine the relationship between employee union membership rates and 

relative use of HPWSs. They also test arguments that employment security may affect 

the receptiveness of unions to such HR practices. The results indicate that as union 

representation increased, there was a significant decrease in the use of high performance 
work systems. Evidence also suggests that providing employment security significantly 
ameliorated this negative impact. 

A substantial body of research since the 
*^ 

early 1990s has examined the potential 
for bundles or systems of human resource 

policies and practices to influence firm per 
formance. These high performance work systems 
(HPWSs), which include rigorous staffing 
procedures, employee participation, job 
redesign, investments in training, and alterna 
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tive approaches to compensation (skill-based 
pay and group incentive compensation), are 

widely believed to improve organizational 
performance through their impact on em 

ployees' competencies, discretionary author 

ity, and motivation (Bailey 1993; Combs, Liu, 
Hall, and Ketchen 2006; Delaney and Huselid 
1996; Huselid 1995; Pfeffer 1994). Huselid's 

(1995) study of a sample of publicly traded 
U.S. firms represented 

a watershed of sorts.1 

Its main finding was that greater use of a set 
of high performance work practices 

was as 

sociated with decreased employee turnover 

and higher levels of productivity, profitability, 
and market value. Numerous studies have 

indicated a positive relationship between 

high involvement or high performance HR 

systems and a range of firm outcomes, includ 

ing productivity (for example, Arthur 1994; 
Datta, Guthrie, and Wright 2005; Guthrie 
2001; Koch and McGrath 1996; MacDuffie 

1995), financial results in the form of firm 

!The fact that this study has been cited by almost every 
subsequent empirical strategic human resource manage 

ment (SHRM) publication supports the notion that it 

represents a significant and seminal demarcation point. 
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profitability or market value (Delery and Doty 
1996; Huselid 1995), product/service quality 
(MacDuffie 1995; Youndt, Snell, Dean, and 

Lepak 1996), and employee turnover (Arthur 
1994; Batt 2002; Guthrie 2001). 

This stream of research is not without its 
critics (for example, Bryson, Forth, and Kirby 
2005; Gerhart 1999; Godard 2004; Wood and 
de Menezes 1998) and not all studies pro 
vide positive evidence for the value of high 
performance work systems (Cappelli and 
Neumark 2001; Guest, Michie, Conway, and 
Sheehan 2003). Two recent meta-analyses, 
however, support the conclusion that high 

performance work systems positively influ 

ence firm performance (Combs, Liu, Hall, 
and Ketchen 2006; Subramony, forthcom 

ing). Combs et al. (2006), for example, 
aggregated results across 92 studies covering 
19,319 organizations and found a corrected 
effect size of r = .20. c 

Specific to the setting of this study, Guthrie, 
Flood, Liu, and MacCurtain (2009) make 
the empirical case for a positive association 
between HPWSs and a number of organiza 
tional and HR outcomes in firms operating 
in Ireland. In addition, Horgan and Muhlau 

(2005) examined the impact of a system of 
HR practices on firm performance in both 
Ireland and the Netherlands. One of their 
research questions centered on a 

compari 
son of the relative HRM-firm performance 
effects in Ireland versus the Netherlands. 
Based on an analysis of a variety of societal 

and institutional factors, they argued that 
their measure of "high performance human 

resource 
management" would likely have 

greater firm performance effects in Ireland 

than in the Netherlands. Their results 

strongly supported their arguments. 
While many studies have examined em 

ployee and organizational consequences 
associated with the use of HPWSs, with a few 
notable exceptions (Huselid and Rau 1997; 
Osterman 1994; Pil and MacDuffie 1996; 
Roche 1999), less research has systematically 
examined factors associated with the adop 
tion or use of this approach to HRM. One 

particularly interesting issue is the extent to 
which unions affect the use of these HRM in 

novations, and the nature of this influence. In 

a unionized company, unions may materially 

influence members' attitudes and behaviors 

toward management innovations (Turner 

1991). As Godard (2004) pointed out, some 
have argued that the adoption of HPWSs is 
antithetical to the interests of unions (Huselid 
and Rau 1997; Kelly 1996), while others have 
advanced counter-arguments (Machin and 

Wood 2005). Paralleling these conflicting 
arguments, the evidence generated by 

a small 

number of extant studies provides equivocal 
findings. 

In this paper, we provide further evidence 
on the question of whether or not union 

representation influences the relative use 

of high performance HR practices. Our 
second research objective is to explore the 

possibility that the provision of employment 
security affects this relationship. As we argue 

below, employment security may encourage 

greater employee and union acceptance of 

high performance HR practices, thus mediat 

ing the observed union-HPWS association. 
If such a mediating relationship exists, this 

may help explain conflicting extant results. 
We examine these research questions in 

the context of the dynamic economy of the 

Republic of Ireland. 

Unions and HPWSs 

Despite positive evidence for the effec 
tiveness of high performance work systems, 
studies to date indicate that the adoption of 
these types of practices is somewhat limited 
and sporadic (Godard 2004; Roche 1999). 
As such, identifying factors that inhibit or 
enhance the uptake of these practices 

seems 

both theoretically and practically important. 
Among the factors that may influence HPWS 
use, one that has attracted the attention of 

a number of scholars is the role that unions 

may play in this process. While some have 

argued that high performance work systems 
and unions tend to be incompatible, others 
have suggested that this is not necessarily 
the case. Cooke's (1994) study, for example, 
indicated that employee participation pro 
grams contributed more to value added 

per employee in unionized firms than in 
non-unionized firms, while gainsharing 

programs contributed more to performance 
in non-unionized firms. As noted by Kizilos 

 at University of Kansas Libraries on April 27, 2015ilr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ilr.sagepub.com/


UNIONS AND THE ADOPTION OF HIGH PERFORMANCE WORK SYSTEMS 111 

and Reshef (1997), in unionized settings, 
union leaders will likely influence the extent 
to which HR innovations are successfully or 

unsuccessfully implemented: 

Management... plays an important role in support 

ing an HRM innovation by providing resources, 

training, support, and information access. In 

unionized workplaces, however, the role of the 

union leadership maybe equally important. Work 

ers' attitudinal and behavioral reactions to HRM 

innovation can be influenced by the guidance they 
received from their local union leaders, (p. 642) 

In this section we review the arguments and 

relevant empirical evidence surrounding the 

question of unions and HPWSs. 

Enhancing effects. A number of scholars, 
but most especially Thomas Kochan (Kochan 
1995; Kochan and Osterman 1994; Ruben 
stein and Kochan 2001), have argued that 

high performance work practices 
are com 

patible with the interests of unions. In fact, 
these scholars argue that due to the promise 
of "mutual gains" for involved parties, the use 
of high performance work systems "creates 

opportunities for union renewal, enabling 
unions to discard their traditional, adver 

sarial role in favour of a new, partnership 
one. Thus, the high-performance paradigm 
is best practice not only for employers, but 
also for workers and, potentially, for their 
unions" (Godard 2004:349). Drawing on the 
work of Freeman and Rogers (1999), Kochan 

argues that union members are interested in 

having more involvement in the workplace 
and, increasingly, less interested in adversarial 

industrial relations, instead favoring more 

co-operative relationships with management 

(Roche and Geary 2002). 
Some have claimed that unions promote 

the use of innovative HR practices. One 

argument, building on the concept of X 

inefficiency (Liebenstein 1966), is that unions 

may engender "shock" and "voice" effects, 

leading management to adopt more progres 

sive, efficiency-enhancing HR innovations. 
As noted by Verma (2005), 

It is very hard for management, a hierarchical 

organization, to develop the most efficient process 
on its own because of its inherent inability to ques 
tion hierarchy or the dominant paradigm. The 

implication is that when unions enter the scene 

they are able to question management. Such 

questioning sets up a dialectic, otherwise absent 

from managerial deliberations, which lead to bet 

ter, more creative and, hence, more productive 
solutions, (p. 420) 

Verma used Rubenstein and Kochan's (2001) 
case description of Saturn to illustrate how 
union representatives may be more willing 
to "tell it like it is," leading to improved 

management practice. Verma reviewed ex 

isting evidence on the association between 

unionization and use of HR policies and prac 
tices, and found positive union effects on 

training, selection practices, and employee 
voice mechanisms and negative effects on 

the use of formal performance appraisal 
and flexible job arrangements. Thus, in 
his view, unions may sometimes lead firms 

to use more progressive HR policies and 

practices. 
Machin and Wood (2005) also provided 

empirical evidence on the relationship be 
tween HR policies and practices and union 
ization. Their main focus was on whether 

modern HR policies and practices serve as 
a "substitute" for unions, thus leading to 

union decline. Discussed by authors such 
as Fiorito (2001), the "HRM as substitute" 

hypothesis suggests that the use of these 

types of HR policies tends to decrease worker 
dissatisfaction, a 

prime 
cause of unionism. 

Thus, in this view, greater use of high per 
formance or high commitment HR practices 
should be associated with reduced union 

representation. Machin and Wood argued, 
however, that many of the components of a 

high performance HR system (for example, 
training, fair selection processes, and priority 

given to internal recruitment) are consistent 

with the interests or demands of unions and 

may act as a 
complement to, rather than 

a substitute for, unionism. These authors 

presented longitudinal data tracing trends 
in unionism and HR practice usage (for 
example, 

use of flexible pay, use of partici 

patory and communication mechanisms) in 
Great Britain. Their findings did not reveal 
a faster uptake of HR practices in non-union 

workplaces than in union workplaces 
or a 

faster union decline in workplaces or in 
dustries displaying a faster adoption of HR 

practices. Thus, they found little support for 
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the "HRM as substitute" hypothesis. Other 
evidence has suggested that the association 
between union representation and indices 

of high performance HR practices is either 

positive (Millward 1994; Milner and Richard 

1991) or small to nonexistent (Eaton and 
Voos 1992; Gittleman, Horrigan, and Joyce 
1998; Godard 1997; Wood 1996). 

Inhibiting effects. Because innovations often 
result in replacing or transforming existing 
organization practices, "the very existence of 

a 
potential innovation poses a threat to vested 

interests" (Kanter 1988:171). Unions may re 
sist any innovation if it is perceived as a threat 
to their entitlements and influence (Daft and 
Becker 1978). For example, Ortiz (1999) 
found that unions in the U.K. subsidiaries 
of a U.S. multinational corporation resisted 

the introduction of team-working because it 

challenged their core interest in the control 
of work organization. As noted, the "HPWS as 
union substitute" effect suggests that a system 
of high performance practices will weaken 

support for unions because these systems 

provide individualized voice mechanisms 
and equitable treatment for workers without 
the need for collective arrangements (Fisher 
1997; Godard 2004; Kizilos and Reshef 1997). 

Extensive employee involvement may lead 

workers to assume 
responsibilities previously 

reserved for supervisors and managers, lead 

ing to an erosion of union solidarity (Kizilos 
and Reshef 1997). In addition, in labor 

markets where union-management relations 

have been historically adversarial (such as the 
United States and Ireland), the emphasis on 

cooperation in the high performance work 
environment may undermine the historical 

role of unions (Godard 2004). In these 
contexts, unions have historically attempted 
to limit managerial discretion and flex 

ibility in terms of staffing, rewards, and so 
on through the use of detailed work rules. 
In the HPWS workplace, there is reduced 

rules-governed decision-making and more 

autonomy on both sides. More generally, 
the introduction of high performance HR 

practices "may disrupt the labor-manage 
ment relationship by introducing signifi 
cant changes in the workplace, such as job 

elimination, job creation, new skill require 

ments, new worker responsibilities, and new 

subordinate-superior relationships" (Kizilos 
and Reshef 1997:641). Because unions may 
have both the motivation and the capacity 
to limit the full implementation of a high 
performance work system, many argue there 

is an inherent tension between unions and 

these systems (Guest 1995). 
Critics of "workplace partnership" arrange 

ments between workers and management, 
such as those characteristic of HPWSs, believe 
these arrangements to be unsustainable. 

Streeck (1992) suggested that in the absence 
of strong institutional constraints, such as 

those found in the German labor market, 
the imbalance of power between labor and 

management will undermine partnership ef 

forts because partnership will only be sought 
if it serves 

management's interests. Thus, in 

weakly regulated labor markets, union inter 

ests will not be well served by cooperative, 
high performance work systems. Similarly, 
Kelly (1996) sees no particular advantage 
for unions in partnership arrangements and 

believes management often uses them as a 

pretext for resisting 
or 

"moderating" unions.2 

Empirically, a number of studies have sug 
gested that there is an uneasy relationship 
between unions and high performance work 

2It is important to distinguish between two levels of 

partnership in the extant literature: (i) social partner 
ship, which focuses on national-level tripartite agree 

ments between unions, management, and government 
concerning wages and social policy, and (ii) workplace 
partnership, which is at the enterprise level and focuses 
on mutuality in employment relations matters between 

management and employees/unions. Since our study 
is at the enterprise level, we focus more on the latter 
form of partnership, although as we discuss below, Ire 
land's emphasis on social partnership is an important 
contextual background factor. As described by Guest 
and Peccei (2001), workplace partnership represents 
a concerted effort by owners and managers to create 
an environment where employees have a significant 
psychological stake in the success of the organization. 
This is achieved by building high levels of attachment, 
commitment, and involvement in the enterprise. In 

addition, a partnership philosophy relies on both em 

ployees and management focusing on shared goals and 
interests without being derailed by perceived differences 
on specific issues. Partnership represents a philosophy 
of integration and mutuality, and as such, we believe 
that a partnership orientation will often be manifested 
in the use of management practices comprising a high 

performance work system. 
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systems. Research suggests that collaboration 

with employers can generate problems for 
local unions over time. Wells (1993) exam 
ined the implications of high performance 
practices for unions in five companies. The 
author found that high performance prac 
tices resulted in strains between the union's 

traditional role and the new, more coopera 
tive arrangement. As a result, these practices 
seemed to survive only where the union was 

already weak. Otherwise, the union found 

it necessary to revert to its traditional adver 

sarial role. The author also concluded that a 

few of the companies used their experiences 
with these practices as models for establish 

ing non-union workplaces. Fiorito, Lowman, 

and Nelson (1987) found that when high 
performance work practices 

were in place, 
the likelihood of a union being established 

was significantly reduced. Kochan, McKersie, 
and Chalykoff (1986) found similar results, 
with this finding magnified when employers 
reported union avoidance to be a 

priority. 
The results of a study by Freeman, Kleiner, 
and Ostroff (2000) suggest that employee 
attitudes toward unions maybe influenced by 
the use of high performance systems. They 
found that 25% of workers in firms using 
HPWSs would vote for a union, versus 40% 
of workers in firms without such systems. 

Evidence also suggests that some firms 

adopt high performance work systems in part 
to reduce union influence, although other 

objectives (for example, cost reduction, im 

proved product quality) tend to be more im 

portant (Godard 1998). While Wood (1996) 
found no general relationship between the 
use of high commitment management and 

union presence, his results do suggest that 

unions negatively affect the rate of diffusion 
of these practices. Huselid and Rau (1997) 
found that the degree of workplace union 

representation had statistically significant 
negative implications for the adoption of 
HPWSs. In a study of particular relevance 
to the present effort, Roche (1999) obtained 
data from a sample of Irish firms and found 
that companies with no employee union 

representation were three-and-a-half times 

more likely to adopt a bundle of commitment 
oriented HR practices than were firms having 
union representation. 

Thus, while some have argued that high 
performance work systems are 

compatible 
with and may even advance the interests of 

unions, others depict an inherent tension 
between unions and HPWSs. Although some 
what equivocal, available evidence suggests 
a neutral to negative association between 

unionized settings and HPWS adoption. 

The Irish Context 

Although Ireland became known as the 
"Celtic tiger" during the 1990s, experiencing 
an unprecedented era of rising profits, house 
hold income, and job growth, the economy 
has cooled somewhat in recentyears. In terms 

of labor relations, the Republic of Ireland 
lacks strong institutional/legislative support 
for unions (Roche and Geary 2002; Streeck 

1992). At the same time, however, Ireland 
has relatively high levels of union density 
(Wallace, Gunnigle, and MacMahon 2004). 

After reaching a record level of 62% in 1980, 
union density in Ireland has fallen in recent 

years, but remains comparatively high in the 

European context, standing at about 35% as 

of 2005 (Central Statistics Office, Republic 
of Ireland). Similar to the situation in the 
United States and other countries, the recent 

decline in union representation rates in 
Ireland is principally attributed to macroeco 
nomic factors and changes in employment 
structure involving employment decline in 

traditionally highly unionized sectors and 

employment growth in sectors that have 

traditionally posed difficulties for union 

penetration (Roche and Ashmore 2001). 
Also similar to the United States, Ireland 
has a 

"long history of low-trust, adversarial 

industrial relations" (Roche 1999:655). 
An important contextual or background 

factor that clearly sets Ireland apart from 
the United States, however, is the "social 

partnership" movement. Adopted in the 
late 1980s as a way to 

help "cure" a stagnat 

ing economy, social partnership in Ireland 
has involved tripartite agreements between 
unions, management, and government on 

wage and social policy issues. Trade unions 
have played a crucial role in the six central 

ized agreements that have been forged since 
1987 and have been active proponents of 
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the social partnership movement (Wallace 
et al. 2004). These agreements, especially 
the wage agreements, are 

thought to have 

played an important role in the economic 
transformation of Ireland during the 1990s 

(Baccaro and Simoni 2007) .While the social 

partnership movement differentiates Ireland 
from the United States, there are parallels in 
calls for enterprise-level partnership models 
in the two countries. Similar to developments 
in the United States (for example, Kochan 

1995; Rubenstein 2001), economic realities 
and the decline in union density have led 
some to argue that unions in Ireland should 

move away from their traditional/historical 
adversarial mode toward more of a coopera 
tive (that is, "workplace partnership") model 
to enhance their legitimacy and sustainability 
(Wallace et al. 2004). Again, as in the United 

States, it is clear that attempts to move toward 

workplace partnership are complicated by 
an adversarial history. D'Art and Turner 

(2005), for example, question the extent to 
which partnership has led to true coopera 
tion between employers and unions. Others 

have described workplace partnership in 
Irish organizations 

as "more rhetoric than 

reality" (Gunnigle 1997). There remains 
a strong belief in many quarters, however, 
that some form of workplace partnership is 

necessary if Irish organizations 
are to meet 

the challenges of advancing competitiveness 
while at the same time providing employees 
with employment stability and quality of life 

(O'Donnell and Teague 2000). 
The relationship between unions and the 

adoption of high performance work systems 
has been incorporated into discussions of 

workplace partnership in Ireland. Wallace 
et al. (2004) argued that trade unions play 
a critical role in influencing the deploy 
ment of HPWSs and that HPWSs are most 
effective when combined with direct and 
indirect forms of employee involvement. 

They suggested that such a work system is 
best facilitated if there is trade union in 
volvement. They, along with others such as 

Geary (1996; 1999), have argued that union 
involvement in the implementation of high 
involvement or high performance work sys 
tems is advantageous for a number of reasons, 

including the legitimization of the change 

to their members. According to this view, 
the involvement of unions in the adoption 
of high performance work systems may help 
ensure that mutual gains 

are realized. 

A Role for Employment Security? 

Proponents of high performance work 

systems often argue that employment security 
is an important part of the implicit contract 
in the high performance work organization 
(for example, Pfeffer 1998). As outlined in 

discussions surrounding other work innova 

tions introduced over the years (for example, 
gainsharing), employment security is often 
described as a quid pro quo for employees' 
committing to managerial policies 

or prac 
tices perceived to contain an element of risk. 

The "risk" associated with HRM innovations 
that increase workplace efficiency is the pos 
sibility of decreased demand for labor and 

subsequent employee attrition. A major role 
of unions is to provide workers with protec 
tions againstjob loss, and, as noted by Levine 
and Tyson (1990:210), "workers are unlikely 
to cooperate in increasing efficiency if they 
fear that by so doing they jeopardize their 

jobs." This viewpoint dates back to Selig 
Perlman, who argued that American workers 

and unions tend to be "job conscious" and 

will cooperate with management in improv 

ing workplace efficiency to the extent that 

employment stability is enhanced (Perlman 
1928:169). 

Like their American counterparts, Irish 

union members tend to be less concerned 

about political ideology and class interests 
than with pragmatic bread and butter is 
sues such as job security. As in the United 

States, in Ireland recent "industrial actions" 

(strikes) have often been motivated by con 
cerns over redundancies (layoffs). Recent 

high-profile examples include Irish Ferries, 
Ltd. (Lavery 2005) and the firm of Guinness, 
both of which recently faced strikes over 
announced layoffs of several hundred plant 
workers (Taylor 2008). In the Irish Ferries 

case, the protest over the possible dislocation 
of Irish ferry workers resulted in the largest 
country-wide strike in over 25 years, with 

nearly 100,000 people taking to the streets 
in December 2005. 
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One of the more consistent research find 

ings is that use of HPWSs tends to increase 
work force productivity. The productivity 
effects associated with HPWSs are partly due 
to these systems' positive effects on the depth 
and breadth of firm-specific human capital, 
which can be characterized as transaction 

specific assets (Anderson 1985). Transaction 

specific 
assets are more constrained in their 

application because they are tailored to the 
needs of a 

particular 
user. For example, 

machinery dedicated to the production of 
a manufacturer's unique product design 
would be a transaction-specific asset to the 

degree that the machinery has limited or no 
value to firms other than the current user. 

Transaction-specific 
assets can also be human 

in nature, in the form of special-purpose 

knowledge or skills (Anderson 1985). As with 
other types of special-purpose assets, while 

transaction-specific human assets represent 
a source of value to a 

particular firm, they 
are less valuable to other firms. As such, 

employees bear some risk under HPWSs to 
the extent that they invest in firm-specific 
skills. Rational agents, although they may 
be attracted by the higher wages that are 

typically earned in an HPWS environment 

(Bailey et al. 2001), will be reluctant to assume 
such risks unless there is some assurance by 
the firm that it will avoid layoffs engendered 
by enhanced productivity (Marshall 1992; 
Kochan and Osterman 1994). 

Against the backdrop of global competi 
tion and evidence that transformed work 

systems (for example, 
use of self-directed 

work teams, flexible work assignments, and 

participatory mechanisms) result in gains in 

productivity and quality, Rubenstein (2001) 
has argued that unions need to re-orient and 

restructure themselves toward "value-added 

unionism," which he defines as labor institu 
tions that work toward increasing firm value 

and, by extension, value to their member 

ship. He believes that this reorientation is 

necessary to make unions more appealing to 

potential union members and better adapted 
to current economic realities. He cautions, 

however, that job security is "necessary for 
effective efforts to increase employee partici 
pation" (p. 586) and that the move toward 
"value-added unionism" is "bounded by the 

firm and typically based on a commitment 
to employment security" (p. 593). 

In his study of the relationship between 
unionism and "high commitment manage 
ment" (HCM), Wood (1996) speculated 
that the nature of the relationship might be 
influenced by 

a number of conditions such as 

fear of unemployment. Similarly, in their case 

study of the partnership initiative between 
Ireland's state-owned Airports Authority, Aer 

Rianta, and employee unions, Roche and 

Geary (2002) noted that an important condi 
tion underlying this effort was management's 
assurance of the "representational 

status and 

institutional security of the unions." The 
authors argued that the provision of employ 

ment security was an important component 
of the unions' willingness to cooperate in 
the partnership arrangement. Like Streeck 

(1992), Roche and Geary further noted that 
these assurances are 

particularly important 
in countries (Ireland among them) lacking 
legislative frameworks providing institutional 

security for unions. Absent meaningful 
as 

surances of employment security, unions that 

cooperate may be marginalized and member 

support undermined (Marks, Findlay, McKin 

lay, and Thompson 1998). 
With specific reference to Ireland, Roche 

(1999) indicated that providing employment 
security will likely play a role in softening 
union resistance to HR innovations: 

To date the innovators in commitment-oriented 

HRM have mainly been organizations capable of 

developing and implementing HRM practices 
without having to concern themselves with the 

views and potential opposition of trade unions. 

The recent shift of focus in Irish trade union 

strategy toward a willingness to accept "soft" 

HRM practices, provided that union and employ 
ment security are underwritten by management, 

suggests that in future the unionization variable 

may become less significant for the incidence or 

diffusion of coherent bundles of HRM practices, 

(p. 670)3 

In the next section, we describe our 
sample 

and method for investigating two research 

3Soft HRM is somewhat analogous to a "partnership" 
philosophy. As described by academics such as Storey 
(1992) andLegge (1995), soft HRM focuses on relation 

ship building, mutuality, and involvement, reflecting the 
view that employees are valuable resources. 
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questions. First, does union presence in a 

firm reduce the likelihood that it will use 
a set of high performance work practices? 
Second, does the provision of employment 
security affect this relationship? 

The Study 

Sample. The intended sample was a rep 
resentative, multi-industry set of Irish-based 

operations. The sample was drawn from 
the "The Irish Times Top 1000 Companies" 
(see http://www.businessworld.ie/) and 
"Ireland's Top 1000 Companies" (Kompass 
Ireland Publishers, http://www.kompass. 
ie/). These represent the "top" firms in 
terms of size (based on sales revenue/assets). 

These sources 
provide 

a 
comprehensive, 

authoritative listing of firms having opera 
tions in Ireland. Moreover, they provide the 
names and addresses of members of the top 
management group (for example, MD/ 
CEO, head of finance, head of marketing, 
and head of HR). There were 1,338 firms 
in the initial sample. 

Procedure. The basic procedure 
was to so 

licit survey-based 
measures of organizational 

characteristics and HR practices. To achieve 

this objective, two separate survey instru 

ments focusing on "General Management 
Practices" and "Human Resource Practices" 

were sent to the Managing Director (MD) 
and to the top HR manager, respectively. The 
GM survey obtained measures on a 

variety of 

organizational characteristics. In addition to 

repeating 
some of these same measures (to 

assess measurement reliability), the HR Prac 
tice Survey asked respondents to "describe 

HR practices in your operations in Ireland 

during 2003-04." After pilot testing, surveys 
were mailed in mid-year 2004 to the execu 

tives identified in the sample firms. This was 
followed by reminder letters, a second survey 
follow-up, and, finally, 

a 
telephone reminder. 

We received 204 completed HR surveys and 
246 completed GM surveys representing 285 

separate companies. For the purposes of this 

paper, we use the 165 companies for which we 
have both the HR and GM survey responses. 
The median firm in the final sample had 323 

employees and ?75 million in annual sales. 

Survey-based studies of "high performance 

work systems" reviewed by Becker and Huselid 

(1998) had response rates ranging from 6% 
to 28%, and the response rates in studies 

reviewed by Wall and Wood (2005) averaged 
approximately 39 %. Given that our response 
rate, 12.3%, is at the lower end of the range 
found for those previous studies, we checked 
for possible non-response bias using a "time 

trend extrapolation test" in which "late" versus 

"early" respondents were compared along key 
study variables (first suggested by Oppenheim 
1966). The assumption behind this test is that 
"late" respondents (those whose responses are 

received after the second round of mailing and 

follow-up telephone calls) are very similar to 

non-respondents, inasmuch as 
they would have 

fallen into the non-response category had it not 
been for the follow-up efforts (Armstrong and 
Overton 1977). T-tests showed no statistically 
significant differences between "early" and 
"late" respondents along any of the key study 
variables (for example, firm size, company 
age, union density, HPWS). In addition, we 
were able to compare responding 

versus non 

responding firms using limited data available 
from the 2003 version of the Irish Times Top 
1000 set of companies. Specifically, we used 
these data to compare respondents to non 

respondents 
on sales revenue and number of 

employees. Although responding firms had 

slightly higher values for sales revenue and 
number of employees, 

none of these small 

differences achieved statistical significance 
(the respective t-values for the mean difference 

tests were .68 and .76, both p > .10). While 
these comparisons do not rule out systematic 

non-response bias, they do lessen this concern. 

Measures 

HRM: high performance work systems. Much 
recent work in the SHRM literature has fo 
cused on firms' use of a system or bundle of 

high performance HR practices. As such, fol 

lowing the suggestion of Becker and Huselid 

(1998) and the extant empirical literature 

(for example, Datta et al. 2005; Roche 1999), 
we focus on HR practices at the system level. 
While various approaches to measuring high 
performance work systems exist in the litera 

ture, our measure is explicitly based on the 

work of Datta et al. (2005), which, in turn, 
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draws on Huselid (1995). Consistent with 
Datta et al., we asked HR survey respondents 
to describe their firm's relative use of 18 prac 
tices for two categories of employees (Table 
2 provides more complete information on 
the individual HR items). Group A employees 
comprised production, maintenance, service, 

and clerical employees. Group B employees 
comprised executives, managers, supervi 
sors, and professional/technical employees. 
Respondents indicated the proportion of 
each group covered by each practice. For 
each firm, these proportions 

were used in 

conjunction with the number of employees in 
each category to compute a weighted average 

(Cronbach's alpha 
= 

.76). Higher 
scores for 

a particular practice (that is, closer to 100%) 
indicate more intensive use of that practice. 

A high score on the high performance work 

system measure indicates relatively intensive 
use of a high performance work system; 
lower scores on this measure indicate less 

extensive use of a high performance work 

system. Although we do not have multiple 
respondents for the HR measure in this study, 
inter-rater reliability evidence for this 18-item 

measure (ICCj 
= .62) provided by Datta et 

al. (2005) suggests that multiple respondents 
are consistent in their descriptions of their 
firm's use of HPWSs.4 

Union membership rates. As in other studies 

(for example, Guthrie 2001; Huselid 1995), 
union membership rates for each firm were col 

lected from key organizational informants. 

These data were collected by asking the rate 
of union membership for each of the two 

employee groups via the HR survey {What 
proportion of your workforce is unionized ?). We 
then created a weighted average to reflect 

the overall proportion of employees in each 
firm represented by 

a union. It is worth noth 

ing here that in many European countries 

4Our HPWS outcome measure is non-continuous 

and, as such, technically violates an assumption of 
the analytical technique employed in this paper, OLS 

regression. However, the HPWS measure has a broad 
theoretical range (0 to 100, with actual sample values 

ranging from 19.4 to 80.7) and is normally distributed, 
with 141 of the 142 cases taking on distinct values. These 
features make OLS modeling an appropriate analytical 
choice (Labovitz 1967). 

collective agreements negotiated between 

unions and employers are legally extended 
to cover all similar employees in the firm or 
an entire industry. As such, the collective 

agreement on wages and conditions of em 

ployment covers both the unionized and the 
non-union employees in a firm or industry. 

However, this is not the case in Ireland, where 

only union members are covered by collec 

tive agreements. Thus union membership 
is coterminous with collective bargaining 
coverage. 

Employment security. Employment security 
was measured using multiple items drawn 
from the HR and GM survey responses. 
Three items appeared in both surveys {Our 
employees can expect to stay with the organization 
as long as they wish; Our company is committed 
to a goal of long-term employment security; If this 

organization were facing economic problems, 
em 

ployee downsizing would be the last option used). 
The HR and GM surveys also contained items 

unique to these respective surveys. Thus, 
the GM and HR surveys each had a total of 
four items measuring firms' employment 
security policies. In addition to the above 
three items, the GM survey respondents 

were 

asked to indicate their level of agreement with 
the statement, Organizations should provide 
long-term security for all employees. Unique to 
the HR survey, respondents were asked to 
estimate the proportion of employees who 

Have job security: Employment with the firm is 
almost guaranteed. The question, constructed 

similar to the other HR practice items, asked 
the HR respondent to estimate the percent 

age of each of the two employment groups 
covered by this practice. Following a z-score 

transformation to standardize item scales, the 

internal reliability values (Cronbach's alphas) 
of the GM and HR employment security scales 
were computed as .74 and .70, respectively. 

Aggregation of these employment security 
estimates from the two respondents is justi 
fied if evidence suggests agreement among 
each firm's respondents. Glick (1985) argues 
that 

ICC2, 
the group-level intra-class corre 

lation, is the appropriate statistic to justify 
aggregation. With an ICC2 value of .61, our 
measure exceeds the threshold established by 
Glick (1985). James (1982) argued in favor 
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of aggregation justification based on ICC^ 
the individual-level intra-class correlation 

coefficient. Our 
ICCj 

value is .42, a value 

that, according to available standards (for 
example, Bliese 2000; Gerhart et al. 2000), 
would be considered "large" and supportive 
of an 

acceptable degree of agreement across 

raters. Finally, if we simply compute the in 
ternal consistency of the eight security items 

(four from the GM survey and four from the 
HR survey), the computed Cronbach's alpha 
is .76. In sum, both the inter-rater and inter 

nal reliability indices support the reliability 
of this measure. 

As a final assessment of this measure, we 

examined the association between the eight 
item employment security scale and firms' 

downsizing histories. Firms that report higher 
levels of employment security should, on 

average, be less likely to downsize (Guthrie 
and Datta 2008). Consistent with previous 
work (forexample, Cascioetal. 1997; Guthrie 
and Datta 2008), we used employment-level 
change data to create dichotomous variables 

representing firms that reduced their work 
force (= 1) and those that did not (= 0). Us 

ing year-to-year employment-level changes, 
the most common cutoff is 5% (for example, 
Cascio et al. 1997; Guthrie and Datta 2008). 
Our survey respondents provided data on 

employment levels "three years ago" and at 

the time of survey administration. We used 

these data to compute employment-level 

change and found very strong agreement 
across our two informants. We thus averaged 
the GM and HR respondents' growth figures 
(ICC2 

= 
.84). Following previous work, we 

used the employment-level change percent 

ages to compute dichotomous measures of 

downsizing. We used three alternative con 

struct operationalizations, corresponding 
to 

decreasesinheadcountof5%,10%,andl5%. 
Our employment security scale correlated 
with these three dichotomous variables at r 
= -.34 (p 

< .001), r = -.35 (p 
< .001), and r = 

-.32 (p < .001), respectively. This evidence 

supports the validity of our measure of em 

ployment security in that firms reporting 
higher levels of employment security were, 
in fact, less likely to downsize. 

Control variables. We controlled for a num 

ber of factors that could influence the use 
of HPWSs, unionization rates, or both. Firm 

size is included as a control because it may 
be associated with the use of HPWSs as well 
as union presence. Consistent with previous 
studies (Guthrie 2001; Huselid 1995), we use 
the logarithm of the number of employees to 

operationalize firm size. The GM and HR es 
timates of number of employees 

were in close 

agreement, and we used the average of these 

two responses as our measure 
(ICC2 

= 
.97). 

We also controlled for the age of each firm. The 
GM and HR survey responses again proved 
reliably consistent, and we use the average 
of these responses (corrected for skewness 
via a log transformation) in analyses (ICC2 

= 

.95). Since firms emphasizing technological 
intensity and innovation may be more in 

clined to use HR innovations such as HPWSs 

(Huselid and Rau 1997), we controlled for 
firms' R&D intensity. The HR and GM survey 
respondents' estimates of R&D as a percent 

age of sales displayed consensus (ICC2 
= .70), 

and we used the natural log transformation 

of the average of these responses. Relative 

to foreign-owned multi-nationals, Irish firms 

may tend to be more unionized and also less 

likely to use more progressive HR practices. 
As such, we controlled for country of ownership 

(Irish-owned coded as "1"; foreign-owned 
coded as "0"). 

Because of potential industry differences in 
HPWSs and unionization, we also controlled 

for this factor. Dummy codes representing 
seven industries were created. These indus 

tries, with the percentage of sample firms in 

each, are as follows: transportation and com 

munications (7%), financial services (13%), 
chemical products (4%), retail/wholesale 
(8%), agriculture, energy, or construction 

(20%), service (15%), and manufacturing 
(33%). Along with specifying a primary in 

dustry sector, respondents 
were also asked to 

estimate the proportion of total sales derived 
from this industry. The average firm derived 
96% of its sales from the designated primary 
industry. This lack of diversification supports 
the designation of a primary industry for 

sample firms. 

Finally, we controlled for two perceptual 
measures that might affect the adoption 
of HPWSs or unionization rates: GM re 
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Table 1. Constructs, Operationalizations, and Descriptive Statistics. 

Construct Operationalization Mean s.d. 

Firm Age I (years since founding) 3.72 .79 

Firm Size ^(number of employees) 6.05 1.31 

R&D Intensity /w(R&D 
as a percentage of sales revenue) -1.08 5.39 

Chemical Products Industry 1 if firm primarily in chemical/pharmaceutical industry; 
0 otherwise .04 .21 

Retail Industry 1 if firm primarily in retail/wholesale industry; 0 otherwise .08 .27 

Financial Industry 1 if firm primarily in finance industry (for example, 
banking, insurance); 0 otherwise .13 .34 

Mfg. Industry 1 if firm primarily in manufacturing industry; 0 otherwise .33 .47 

Service Industry 1 if firm primarily in service industry; 0 otherwise .15 .35 

Transport./Commun. Industry 1 if firm primarily in transportation or communications 

industry; 0 otherwise .07 .25 

Agric./Energy/Const. Industry 1 if firm primarily in agriculture, energy, or construction 

industry; 0 otherwise .20 .40 

Country of Ownership 1 = Irish-owned; 0 = foreign-owned .58 .49 

Partnership Philosophy Composite of five GM survey items 3.92 .64 

Competitive Environment Composite of two GM survey items 2.82 .89 

HPWS Weighted average of 18 high performance work practices 46.96 15.12 

Union% Weighted average of percentage of employees represented 
by a labor union 33.63 32.03 

Employment Security Composite of eight GM 8c HR survey items (z-scores) .014 .61 

spondents' partnership philosophy and their 

perception of environmental competitiveness. The 

relationship between managerial values or 
orientation and HR practices has been the 
focus of previous research (de Menezes and 

Wood 2006; Osterman 1994). Osterman 

(1994) found strong support for the role of 

managerial values as a determinant of "flex 

ible work practices." We invoke the work 

of Guest and Peccei (2001), who provided 
initial empirical work focused on measuring 
partnership at work, involving beliefs about 

principles regarding employee treatment 

and, in turn, employees' responsibilities to 

organizations. Applying principal compo 
nents factor analysis (varimax rotation) to the 
Guest and Peccei partnership items resulted 
in five items loading on a factor interpreted 
as representing a partnership philosophy. 
GM respondents were asked to "indicate the 
level of support among your top managers 
for each principle." The items (principles) 
are the following: Employees should share in 
the financial success of the company; Employees 

should be given 
a chance to enhance their employ 

ability; Employees should be kept informed about 
all business matters; Feedback should be sought 
from all employees; The skills and competencies of 
all employees should be systematically developed. 
These items were 

averaged to form a com 

posite scale (Cronbach's alpha 
= 

.76). One 

of the principal arguments proffered for 
the use of HPWSs is to meet the demands 
of competitive environments (Pfeffer 1998). 
Thus, perceptions of market competitive 
ness may influence the adoption of high 
performance work systems (Osterman 1994; 
Huselid and Rau 1997; Roche 1999). As such, 
we control for GM respondents' perceptions 
of the extent to which their markets are (a) 
Very stressful, exacting, hostile; hard to keep afloat 
and (b) Very safe, little threat to the survival of 
my company (reverse-coded; mean of items 
used in analyses). 

Analyses and Results 

Table 1 provides operationalizations and 
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Table 2. High Performance Work System Items. 

What proportion of your employees.... Pet.a 

Are administered one or more employment tests (for example, skills tests, aptitude tests, mental/ 

cognitive ability tests) prior to hiring? 28.5% 

Are hired on the basis of intensive/extensive recruiting efforts resulting in many qualified applicants? 54.6% 

Hold non-entry level jobs as a result of internal promotions (as opposed to hired from outside of the 

organisation)? 35.1% 

Hold non-entry level jobs due to promotions based upon merit or performance, as opposed to 

seniority? 41.8% 

Receive formal performance appraisals or evaluations on a routine basis? 63.8% 

Receive formal performance feedback from more than one source (that is, feedback from several 
individuals such as supervisors, peers and so on)? 26.8% 

Receive compensation partially contingent on group performance (for example, profit-sharing, 
gainsharing, team-based)? 38.1% 

Are paid primarily on the basis of a skill or knowledge-based pay system, versus a job-based system? 
(That is, pay is primarily determined by a person's skill or knowledge level as opposed to the 

particular job that they hold.) 26.5% 

Have been trained in a variety of jobs or skills (are "cross trained") and/or routinely perform more 

than one job (are "cross utilised")? 47.9% 

Have received intensive/extensive training in company-specific skills (for example, task or firm-specific 

training)? 65.9% 

Have received intensive/extensive training in generic skills (for example, problem-solving, 
communication skills, and so on)? 32.8% 

Are involved in programmes designed to elicit participation and employee input (for example, quality 
circles, problem-solving or similar groups)? 34.8% 

Are provided with relevant operating performance information (for example, quality, productivity, and 

soon)? 71.9% 

Are provided with relevant financial performance information? 55.8% 

Are provided with relevant strategic information (for example, strategic mission, goals, tactics, 

competitor information, and so on) 61.4% 

Are routinely administered attitude surveys to identify and correct employee morale problems? 34.4% 

Have access to a formal grievance/complaint resolution procedure? 90.2% 

Are organised in self-directed work teams in performing a major part of their work roles? 37.0% 

aThese percentages represent weighted averages across the two employee groups. 

statistics for the study variables. Table 2 pres 
ents descriptive information on the individual 

high performance HR practices. Bivariate 
correlations (not presented in tabular form) 
indicate a number of statistically significant and 

noteworthy relationships. Younger firms (r = 

-.20, p < .01), larger firms (r 
= 

.11, p < .10), 

and R&D-intensive firms (r = .21, p < .01) were 
somewhat more likely to make greater HPWS 
use, whereas Irish-owned firms (r 

= 
-.45, p 

<.001) were not. Firms whose GM respondents 
reported more of a partnership philosophy (r 
= .23, p < .01) were more likely to use HPWSs. 

Finally, as union coverage increased, HPWS 

use decreased (r 
= 

-.19, p < .01). In terms of 

unionization rates, higher union membership 
was observed in larger (r 

= .26, p < .001) and 
older (r = .36, p < .001) firms. Industry dif 
ferences also existed, with significantly higher 
union coverage found in firms operating in the 

manufacturing and chemical products sectors, 

and lower union representation in the services 

and financial services sectors. No bivariate as 

sociation (r 
= 

.021, n.s.) is observed between 

HPWSs and employment security provisions. 
The primary relationships of interest are 

examined using OLS regression and moder 
ated multiple regressions (MMR) (Table 3). 
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Table 3. OLS Regression Results: Union Representation, Employment Security, and HPWSs.a 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Constant 52.384 44.633 46.103 
(9.033) (9.362) (9.270) 

Step 1: Control Variables 

Firm Size .053 .889 .608 

(.785) (.784) (.786) 
Firm Age -1.959 -.865 -.809 

(1.326) (1.368) (1.351) 

Manufacturing Industry -9.993*** -8.432*** -7.176*** 

(3.072) (3.072) (3.093) 
Retail Industry -3.996 -4.804 -4.059 

(4.269) (4.194) (4.156) 

Agric./Energy/Const. Industry -17.670*** -17.718*** -17.059*** 

(3.508) (3.436) (3.407) 
Financial Industry -2.233 -2.814 -2.144 

(3.669) (3.601) (3.570) 

Transport./Commun. Industry -4.327 -3.428 -4.021 

(4.661) (4.579) (4.530) 
Chemical Products Industry -7.847 -6.300 -6.123 

(5.309) (5.236) (5.170) 
R%D Intensity .276 .237 .239 

(.193) (.189) (.187) 
Irish-Owned -9.753*** -9.707*** -10.126*** 

(2.120) (2.077) (2.060) 

Competitive Environment -2.463** -2.549** -2.708** 

(1.173) (1.149) (1.137) 

Partnership Philosophy 5.034*** 5.332*** 5.359*** 

(1.626) (1.597) (1.576) 

Employment Security -2.502 -2.461 -2.301 

(1.793) (1.756) (1.735) 

Step 2: Independent Variable 

Union% -.089*** -.092*** 

(.035) (.035) 

AR2 027*** 

Step 3: Interaction Term 

Union% x Emp. Security .116** 

(.056) 

AR2 .017** 

Unadjusted R2 .445 .472 .489 
Adjusted R2 .388 .413 .428 
Model F 7.889*** 8.094*** 8.036*** 

N_142_142_142 
aService Industry is the omitted benchmark industry variable. R2 values are adjusted. Unstandardized regres 

sion coefficients are shown; standard errors are shown in parentheses. Missing data and listwise deletion reduced 
the sample to n = 142 for OLS analyses. 

*Statistically significant at the .10 level; **at the .05 level; ***at the .01 level (all tests are two-tailed). 

Model 1 is restricted, and model 2 is the full 

model, including the "union effect." First, 
we find, consistent with the bivariate results, 
that HPWS use varied across industry sec 

tor. Companies designated as competing in 

agriculture, energy, and construction or in 

manufacturing tended to make less HPWS 
use (p < .001) than did the service industry 
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(omitted benchmark industry variable). 
Other factors predicting greater HPWS use 
include top management exhibiting more of 
a partnership philosophy ((3 

= .22; p < .001) 
and perceiving the environment as being 
more competitive and risky ((3 

= .16; p < .05). 
Irish-owned firms were much less likely to use 
a high performance HR system ((3 

= -.33; p < 

.001). Finally, consistent with expectations, 
above and beyond the influence of all other 
factors in the model, increases in employee 
union membership lessened HPWS use (P 

= 

-.19; p < .01), accounting for an additional 

2.7% of variance (AF=6.42;p<.01). Overall, 
model 2 accounts for 41.3% of the variance 
in HPWS use (F= 8.09; p < .001). 

The above results support the first study 
hypothesis. The second hypothesis was tested 

using moderated multiple regression (MMR). 
As indicated in Table 3 (model 3), the inclu 
sion of the interaction term (the product of 
union membership rates and the employment 

security scale) accounts for a 
statistically sig 

nificant amount of additional variance (AF= 
4.29; p < .05). Figure 1 illustrates this interac 
tion and aids in its interpretation. This figure 
contains two panels illustrating the nature 

of the slopes for different values of employ 
ment security and union density. Panel (a) 
uses ?1.0 SD for both union representation 
and employment security, while Panel (b) 
uses ?1.5 SDs. As indicated by these figures, 
when employment security provisions were 

"low," there was a relatively sharp decrease 

in the use of HPWSs as we move from low to 

high union representation. This decline is 
more precipitous in Panel (b). In Panel (a), 
there is a modest negative slope in the "High 
Security" group, indicating that HPWS use 
decreased only slightly as employee union 

membership increased. In Panel (b), how 
ever, the slope is positive, indicating slightly 
greater use of HPWSs as union membership 
increased. We calculated the point of inflec 
tion?the value for our employment security 

measure where, for the average firm (in terms 

of union density and the other predictors), 
the effect of union membership on HPWS 
utilization drops to zero. The precise value 
for employment security where this takes 

place is .793, which is 1.26 standard devia 
tions above the sample mean, or at about the 

Figure 1. Union Representation and Use of 
HPWS as Moderated by Employment Security. 
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90th percentile within our sample. Above this 
value for employment security, increases in 

union representation were associated with 

modest increases in HPWS use. In other 

words, when employment security provisions 
were very strong (in the top 10% of our 

sample), union representation correlated 

modestly and positively with greater use of 

high performance work systems. 
In sum, the MMRresults and the additional 

analyses provide support for the conclusion 
that the provision of employment security 
tempers the negative effect of union presence 
on the relative use of high performance work 

systems. When employment security strength 
ens, the negative impact of the presence of 
unions on these HR practices is attenuated. 
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Discussion and Conclusions 

As our literature review in this paper 

showed, some authors believe unions may 
enhance the adoption of HPWSs and others 

argue the reverse. Given the setting of our 

study, a country with relatively unfettered 
labor markets in tandem with a history of 
adversarial labor relations, we were not 

surprised to observe a negative impact of 
unions on the relative use of HPWSs. This 
result holds after we control for the influ 
ence of a host of other factors, including 
industry, national ownership, environment, 
and managerial values. 

A primary contribution of this study is 
our exploration of the mediating influence 
of employment security provisions on the 
union-HPWS relationship. Scholars have 

suggested that the future of unions will be 
enhanced if they actively partner with firms 
and managers to promote and implement 

co 

operative, value-adding workplace practices 

(Kochan and Osterman 1994; Rubenstein 

2001). Further, a number of authors have 

suggested that if unions and employees feel 
more secure in their jobs, they will be more 

receptive to working with management in 

implementing transformed work systems de 

signed to improve labor productivity (Levine 
and Tyson 2000; Roche 1999; Roche and 

Geary 2002; Rubenstein 2001; Wood 1996). 
Previous work, however, has not explicitly 
tested these arguments with respect to the use 

of high performance work systems; our results 

support the validity of these arguments. We 
find that the negative association between 
unions and use of HPWSs was strongest when 

employment security was low, and that the 

magnitude of the effect fell sharply as employ 
ment security increased. Our expectation 
was that stronger employment security provi 
sions would soften the constraints placed on 

HPWS adoption by the presence of unions. 
In fact, we find some evidence that the rela 

tionship between union membership and use 
of HPWSs became positive in the context of 

very strong employment security provisions. 
While we did not explicitly predict this latter 
result, it is consistent with discussions found 
in the literature suggesting that unions can 

either constrain or facilitate the implementa 

tion of management innovations, depending 
on the quality of labor-management relations 

(for example, Kizilos and Reshef 1997). If 
union leadership advises members that sup 

porting HR innovations will lead to layoffs 
or more stressful working conditions, then 

resistance to their implementation will likely 
follow. If, on the other hand, union leaders 
endorse and support workplace changes, 

implementation may be enhanced. 

Ireland's economic revival prior to the 
current economic crisis was largely depen 
dent on the attraction of multinational firms 

(including many from the United States) 
wishing to use Ireland as a 

platform to serve 

the entire European community. This led 
to an increase in foreign direct investment 
and the arrival of large numbers of immi 

grant workers. The global financial crisis 
has affected both of these factors. In the 
United States, the Obama administration 
is encouraging American multinationals to 

repatriate overseas 
foreign operations back 

to the United States, while the general slow 
down in economic activity in Ireland has led 
to many foreign workers returning to their 

home countries. Job insecurity in Ireland 
is now at an all-time high. As illustrated 

by the Irish Ferries case described earlier, 
the availability of a labor pool comprised 
of workers often willing to work at lower 

wages has exacerbated the sense of employ 
ment insecurity, especially in (higher-wage) 
unionized sectors. This has magnified the 

importance of this issue in Ireland and, we 

suspect, in many other countries. Concerns 

harbored by unions about the impact of 
innovative management practices on their 

role and future will be particularly salient in 
environments where employment instability 
is already an issue. Management, on the other 

hand, has now the opportunity afforded by 
the recession to pioneer the introduction of 
labor efficiency practices. 

The findings presented here should be in 

terpreted in the context of a number of study 
limitations. First, our results are based on a 

limited sample of firms from the Republic of 
Ireland. Each country is unique in terms of 
labor market regulations, industrial relations 
climate and history, and so on, which may 
limit generalizability or transportability of 
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results. Ireland's adversarial labor relations 

environment may contribute to the findings 
reported here. Results in countries with more 

cooperative industrial relations systems may 
differ. On the other hand, we would expect 
our results to generalize to countries with 

a similar history, such as the United States. 
In addition, our results may not pertain to 

the entire Irish economy, since our 
sample 

of firms was drawn from a list of some of the 

larger employers in the Republic. Second, 
in contrast with, for example, Machin and 

Wood's (2005) results, ours are derived from 
a cross-sectional design. Although we imply 
that the negative coefficient in our models 
indicates that unions impede the adoption 
of HPWSs (consistent with the "inhibition" 

effect), we cannot rule out the interpretation 
that the presence of HPWSs decreases the 

potential for the establishment and growth of 
unionism (consistent with the "substitution" 

effect). It is important to note, however, that 

union representation in most sample firms 

will have pre-dated the more recent interest 

in innovative HR systems. Third, we suggest 
that our results indicate union resistance 

to HPWS adoption and, further, that this 
resistance lessens in the context of greater 
assurances of employment security. While our 
results are consistent with this interpretation, 
we do not explicitly test union and employee 
attitudes and how they were influenced by 
employment security. Fourth, the union 

HPWS relationship is likely complex and 
mediated by a number of factors, including 
macro-economic conditions and the strength 
of the labor market (Wood 1996). This sug 
gests that our study's focus on employment 

security 
as a moderator is somewhat limited. 

Future studies might fruitfully examine the 
effects of other variables?unemployment 
rates, for example?on the relationship 
between unionism and HPWSs. Finally, 
whenever survey response rates are less than 

100%, there is the possibility of non-response 
bias. While we report a test of non-response 

bias, we cannot be certain that respondents 
and non-respondents did not differ on un 

measured variables that also correlated with 

our 
independent and dependent variables. 

As noted, the adoption of high perfor 
mance work practices is not without its critics. 

Some (Wall and Wood 2005) question the 
true impact of HPWSs on firm performance, 

while others (Godard 2004; Harley 2001) 
remain unconvinced that workers typically 
benefit under these systems. With respect to 
unionized settings, Kelly (1998) has argued 
that union militancy will be required to force 

managers to share the gains of increased 

productivity with employees. Similarly, in 
their study of two steelworks, Bacon and 

Blyton (2007) reported that employee gains 
were secured only where union negotiators 

pursued conflict tactics during bargaining. 
In contrast, others accept the value of 

HPWSs and argue that high performance 
work systems offer the potential of "mutual 

gains" for both employees and management 
(Kochan and Osterman 1994; Levine 1995; 

Appelbaum et al. 2000; Rubenstein 2001). 
From this perspective, such systems have the 

potential to benefit both organizations (for 
example, by increasing productivity and in 
novation as more 

employees work both "smart 

and hard") and employees (by increasing pay, 
bringing more 

interesting work, and so on). 
As such, the National Centre for Partnership 
and Performance, a government agency 
under the aegis of Ireland's Department of 
the Taoiseach (that is, the Prime Minister), 
has been encouraging cooperation between 

employers and unions in order to facilitate 
the introduction of innovative management 

practices, including high performance work 

practices. Kochan and Osterman (1994), 
however, believe this can be achieved only 
if a climate of trust prevails. Provisions of 

employment security would seem to be an 

important aspect of "trust"?in this case trust 

on the part ofemployees that they will remain 

gainfully employed. Job insecurity would limit 
the likelihood that unions will cooperate in 

pursuing mutual gains?especially since case 

history suggests that if high performance 
work practices are implemented in the con 
text of job insecurity, unions and employees 

may experience less favorable outcomes 

(Bacon and Blyton 2006). 
It is axiomatic that, for many people, 

change is hard and therefore often resisted. 

In the workplace, resistance to organizational 

change is likely to be magnified if (a) em 

ployees 
are uncertain as to the implication 
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of changes for future job security and (b) 
employees have the strength of a union be 
hind them. Mounting evidence indicates that 

organizational effectiveness can be enhanced 

through the adoption of high performance 

work systems. Our research suggests, how 

ever, that successful implementation of such 

systems in unionized settings may depend on 

providing employees with a strong sense of 

employment security. 
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