Three Excellent Academy of Management Symposia and One Not-so-Excellent (but Relevant)
This year’s AOM annual conference was disappointing compared to others, especially the paper tracks that I attended.  However, with a little archeology it was possible to dig out a four relevant symposia to the Managing People book topics and to management and managers more generally.  Readers may want to look up some of the names mentioned in the following paragraphs on Google to follow up any material that might be of interest; most people are quite accommodating in sending you their papers if you can’t get them off the websites.

The first relevant all academy symposium was ‘Doing Well by Doing Good in the Employee-Organization Relationship: Current Knowledge, Future Promise’.  This session has given me some further thoughts about organizing and extending the material in Chapter 3 of the book because the framework and linkages between the various topics turned out to be quite sound.  It focused on the question: can effective management of the individual-organizational relationship be a strategic driver in organizations?  Naturally the answer from the participants was yes.  Robert Eisenberger began the discussion with a short presentation on the importance to employees’ motivation and commitment of perceived organizational support, including the role of leadership and management in engendering such support.  This is not a topic I have covered in any detail in Chapter 3 of the Managing People but certainly warrants more attention.  Bob Liden introduced the idea of servant leadership, which is similar to other leadership theories but is unique (according to him) in promoting the selfless idea of a serving of others first, its ethical base, is very strong on integrity and building trust and in developing followers into leaders.  Again, this topic deserves some attention because the evidence he produced showed promise for it as a workable concept (he quoted a conversation he had with the CEO of Southwest Airlines who said she wasn’t that interested in stock prices but had as her number one goal the satisfaction and motivation of employees).  Mark Roeling developed his take on the psychological contract, which, although covered in the book, needs further development.  He produced four key element of psychological contracts that researchers seem to agree on: unwritten notions of what is going to be exchanged; that psychological contracts are distinguishable from legal contracts but can have a bearing on them (even in litigation as evidenced by some US court rulings); different levels of factors that influence psychological contracts; and the notion that breach leads to bad consequences.  Jone L. Pearce introduced the concept of trust, again a topic not dealt with particularly well in the book, but, as she argued, almost an umbrella concept or root concept for the others.  Her most recent work and interests have focused on the relationships between building organizational trust and societal trust – is there a societal level payoff when economic organizations build mutual trust relationships; is democracy likely to benefit?  Anne Tsui’s contribution touched on this question in her follow-up of the excellent work she did in 1995 on balanced employment relationships.  Her original thesis was that employment relationships could be categorized according to two dimensions: (1) whether firms were job/specific segment focused on their HR strategies or took a corporate/organization focus (2) whether they offered employees low and narrow sets of inducements to perform or high/broad inducements.  Mutual investment relationships were the most balanced and were related to positive outcomes, though quasi-spot contracting (job-focused/low inducements) could also be balanced.  The other two possibilities didn’t represent sensible strategies.  Her argument was that MI relationships (high expected contributions coupled with high offered inducements to perform) worked through social exchange theory to produce positive organizational outcomes in four ways, including time in employment, permanent empowerment and embeddedness of individuals in the broader social structure of the firm.  This was the only paper that attempted a segmented approach to the individual organizational relationship, which was a failing of the others.  I wanted to ask the questions: have organizations done well by doing badly in the employment relationship and have organizations done badly by doing well to employees?  I think the answer is yes to both, particularly in the ‘realpolitik’ of scarce resources and strategic decision-making.  Organizations rarely treat everyone well, either because of scarce resources or as a matter of strategy.  Indeed the guarantees of well-being for some segments of employees are predicated on being buffered by contingent workers, consultants, contractors, etc, which is where many companies are headed with their segmentation approaches.  This universalistic approach to social science doesn’t really deal with these issues.
For those of us interested in how knowledge about management and business is produced and in the role of collaborations between managers, academics and consultants in producing more relevant and usable knowledge (the aim of the book), the symposium on Management Consultants – from Translators to Creator of Management Knowledge’ was a real treat. This symposium followed a now well worn theme, that the management consultancy industry is the major source of knowledge creation about management and not academics (see Pettigrew below) so what can we learn?  Two of the presentations were from a forthcoming Sage handbook, which looks to be a gem (see below for a Table of Contents) and one for the bookshelves.
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Two of the chapter authors presented their ideas in support of collaboration.  Andreas Werr and Larry Greiner set out the framework, arguing that there was a history of divergence in knowledge production about management with the academy and practitioners becoming increasingly separated into Mode 1 and 2 forms of knowledge.  They argued for the potential for collaboration by managing the tension between consultants’ needs to build their reputations with clients and to make money with practitioners’ needs for actionable knowledge and academics’ needs for publication and rigour.  However, it was Michael Beer (and some speakers from the floor) who stole the show with his presentation on comparing two practitioner-based, knowledge production groups – Fenix, a Swedish-based research and consulting organization and his own TruePoint Company (which merged recently – see their websites).  These organizations are worth following up because of their methodologies of producing actionable, publishable, reputable and economically valuable research in context.  This was the first time I have heard Michael Beer speak, though his work is well known: he is certainly worth listening to.  The first session by Alfred Keiser from Germany took a different tack.  He argued that the two domains of knowledge production – consulting and academia – were so different in practice that it was near impossible to reconcile them and learn from each other.  Consulting, he argued, was aimed at structuring problems neatly to help managers (simplification) and had to appeal to the consultants needs for market share by appealing to managers rather than challenging them.  Academics, on the other hand, strove to create knowledge not directly for management action but to guide teaching and research (complexification) with the main aim of publication in rigorous scientific journals (the criteria that management academics were judged on) (This view has strong resonance with an excellent paper by Richard Harrison, Robert Chia and Claire Leitch on executive education, which will shortly appear in the Academy of Management Learning and Education Journal). He argued that consultants were perceived to be more relevant precisely because they did not produce or act on theories and did not seek to irritate managers in the way in which academics did.  These assertions, which Keiser repeated was not a prescription but a description, led to a major difference of opinion between him and Michael Beer and two highly articulate senior practitioners, who argued that Weiners’ views on practitioners was patronizing, that good consulting often produces good action research and that the normal science paradigm he had in mind often lacked rigour because it was so disengaged from the real world of managers.
The third, excellent symposium was on the final day on Strategic Human Resource Management in Healthcare organized by Helen Shipton from Aston University and Naresh Katri from the University of Missouri.  This was a truly international event with presentations from the UK, Canada, USA and the Netherlands and the research is certainly relevant to the senior healthcare HR and OD people I teach.  I’m sure Helen would be prepared to put interested readers in touch with the presenters for copies of their papers.   Some examples include: 
(1) a US paper by Cheryl Rathert from Missouri who produced some hard evidence from a series of case studies on the Magnet hospital group  on the impact of strategic HRM on financial and clinical outcomes, 
(2) a Canadian paper by Kent from the University of Alberta on the impact of employer of choice schemes on Canadian hospitals and other healthcare organizations.  He found that ‘traditional HR practices’ were associated with larger and more formal HR departments, while more ‘employee-centred’ ones (focusing on quality of working life) were similarly linked to formal HR but not necessarily large ones.  In contrast, ‘high commitment/employee involvement practices’ tended to be found in progressive, decentralised  decision-making cultures.  Employee-centred and employee involvement practices tended to be related to healthcare organizations being regarded as employers of choice but not traditional practices (a necessary but not sufficient condition).  However, he also found that it was not the practices themselves that explained very much of the variance but the culture and progressive decision-implementation processes of hospitals that were important in determining whether healthcare organizations achieved, a lesson frequently repeated during the HR sessions (its not so much strategies and policies that matter but how they are implemented)

(3) Helen Shipton’s paper focused on the links between strategic HR and strategic renewal/organization learning.  Her work, based on the huge Aston database, is always worth reading.  Key findings from the research were that a focus on exploratory (rather than exploitative) learning approaches predicted levels of innovation in healthcare organizations, good HR predicted mortality and morbidity rates, and that organizations with IIP accreditation predicted mortality rates.  These are important findings, which were taken up by
(4) Judy Scully, also from Aston, who runs the employee opinion survey for the NHS in England, focused on HR competencies and strategy in healthcare.  She highlighted the unique nature of the UK healthcare system and the role it plays in British life, especially media and political interest; yet 37% of staff in the system reported at least one error that could have a serious effect on staff or patients.  This lack of attention to patient satisfaction was a feature of the UK health sector and partly brought about by the problems that managers experienced in gaining a seat at the table in key decision-making.
(5) Naresh Khatri from the University of Missouri took up this theme of the dominance of clinical cultures in his provocative review of international healthcare systems, which is too complicated to review in a paragraph.  He suggested that the US system was an outlier and therefore not a good comparison.  He also argued that the biggest problem facing HR in healthcare was the poor state of HR capabilities and that unless they are improved and CEOs become more enlightened about the relevance of HR, things will remain the same.
What should have been the best of the all was a symposium on Bringing the M back into Organization and Management Research, featuring some of the biggest hitters in the field – Michael Tushman, Andrew Pettigrew, Kathy Eisenhardt and Jane Dutton – didn’t quite live up to expectations.  This was probably because the speakers were limited to a few key points and there was little discussion.  The essential premise was that the research and teaching in this field had forgotten management and that the focus was on external influences on organizations; yet MBA students in particular wanted to learn about how to manage.  The panel was asked to explain why and what could be done about it.  Mike Tushman began by explaining how we knew lots about the roots of dynamic capabilities, including innovation and exploitation, social capital, organizational inertia, culture and technical change.  Organization and management theory had lost its way because it didn’t engage with managers, a theme he took up later.  Andrew Pettigrew continued in this vein, making four important points.  Organization and management theory had lost out because it didn’t give enough prominence to human agency and managerial actions in strategy formulation and implementation, that academics were pre-occupied with publishing rather than action, that there was a pre-occupation with identity research (the new fad), that politics and power were neglected and that consultants were doing most of the interesting work.  Kathy Eisenhardt suggested that we know a lot about strategic choice, organizational design, innovation, etc, but what was holding us back was that most academics coming from an economics and sociology background had no real sympathy with nor understanding of managers (resonance the some of the other symposia), an opinion shared and extended by Jane Dutton, who argued that there was too much of a focus on the head and not enough on the heart on OMT research.  What needed to be done was best tackled by Mike Tushman, who argued that engaged research and a focus on executive education would really help (see his forthcoming paper in the Nov issue of the Academy of Management Learning and Education Journal and our paper at the conference on the future of the business schools, also a candidate for the AMLE).  Andrew Pettigrew suggested we needed to sell a big idea and his candidate for that was the relationship between business and society – a focus on the power of modern corporations (largely absent in the CSR literature), the legitimacy and reputations of modern corporations, the responsibility of modern corporations, their governance and their regulations.  Kathy Eisenhardt introduced another theme – digging deeper into organizational processes and attitudes, power and politics and complexity theory.  I’m not sure what was new about much of this but it is always re-assuring to hear ideas that resonate with your own, especially those of Tushman and Pettigrew.
