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Abstract 

This dissertation focused on the philosophy of strategic management research. More specifically, Guest 
(2017) introduced a new HRM framework that is fundamentally different then more dominant and 
myopic approaches that have a resource based view (RBV) underpinning. This paper critically questions 

a RBV underpinning through empirical and tautological critiques supported by warning flags that 
focused on the shifting landscapes of work and the shifting conditions surrounding work. There has 
been little response to those changes in the literature besides the Mutual Gains HRM framework. This 
paper suggests that employee branding can give both practical added value to the framework by 
attracting and retaining millennials, while at the same time it can provide a solution to the theoretical 
side of the equation by specifically uniting a divide in strategic management research about a sustained 
competitive advantage. It also seems possible to overcome three challenges to boundary spanning 
material: language, assumptions, and building bridges. Primary research aided in two conclusions. First 
the findings found promising evidence that Mutual Gains attracts millennials at DBS to work. Second 
was that employee well-being was perceived as an antecedent of a positive employment relationship. 
While the construct validity of the questionnaire was strong, both the reliability and predictive validity 
of the conclusions were questionable at best. Mutual Gains HRM can bring a multi-level solution looking 
at attraction, retention and motivation which some scholars have suggested was needed to address 
challenges when studying strategic questions of sustained competitive advantage.  
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Chapter I – Introduction 

1.1 Dissertation Roadmap 
Chapter one introduced, synthesized, and provided the background of the topic at hand. That included 

the research questions, research aim, research objectives, as well as the scope, limitations and 

benefits of the study.  

Chapter two discussed the relevant literature. The review started with a very relevant strategic 

question posed by the current literature, then brought into question that reality with a series of 

tautological and empirical critiques. Lastly, the review presented Mutual Gains HRM as an answer to 

not only the original strategic question but the critiques mentioned as well.  

Chapter three discussed the methodology chosen, applying the underlying philosophical assumptions to 

the project, and then described the actual activities carried out for data collection. The literature 

review closely assumed a typical postmodernist position. The other philosophical assumptions were 

discussed using the continua described in the Saunders et al., 2016 research methods textbook. In total 

forty-nine usable responses were collected from participants, and were entered in the statistical 

software SPSS.   

Chapter four simply presented the findings with no deeper analysis or conclusions, and discussed the 

reliability and validity of the data.   

Chapter five included a deeper discussion on the findings. In SPSS, a statistical test called the Mann-

Whitney U test was used to substantiate the conclusions. Then chapter five shifted gears to address 

potential inconsistencies or weaknesses which may or may not have been inferred by a reader, the 

potential implications of Mutual Gains HRM boundary spanning ability, and future research. A self-

reflection on the dissertation process as a whole was the last section.    

1.2 Background and Synthesis of the Study 
In 2017 David Guest introduced a new model to human resource management theory called the Mutual 

Gains HRM framework. Conceptually, the framework represented a different approach to understand 

and practice HRM strategy compared to the more dominant strategies such as the human capital 

approach with a resource based view as its theoretical underpinning. Guest’s (2017) model positioned 

itself as an alternative pathway to high performance work and establishment level outcomes. The 

model differed from the more dominant HRM approaches because employees were seen not as a means 

to an end, but as ends in and of themselves. But the framework needs consensus.   

The need for a new framework was introduced after some HRM researchers concluded there was a 

strong myopia in the philosophical approaches towards HRM theory. Problems arise from having such a 

narrow view focused on unit-level and establishment level performance. In some sense, that narrow 

view was shown to be toxic to employee well-being. Within the strategic management literature there 

was a question about sustained competitive advantage and what is the source of it. HR practices, or 

human capital resources? The question was seemingly largely answered by a review done by Delery and 
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Roumpi (2017), whom cited a lack of strong statistical association shown by Barnes et al., (2016). 

Instead, a lack of employee well-being could be the culprit and in turn give credence to both sides of 

the question.  

A literature review of tautological and empirical critiques of the HRM and the RBV relationship seemed 

to indicate a general lack of awareness of those issues throughout the complex and fragmented 

discourse. Empirically, one could observe that in the past, low-cost business strategies decreased the 

need for human resource management practices at all. Tautologically, original philosophical work 

based on Immanuel Kant’s own work, but which also understood the difference between deontology, 

and consequentialism showed differences in approaches to HRM and established a moral baseline. 

Warning flags found in the real world warranted the issue to deserve a need for a solution.   

A specific angle for new research that added to the existing body of research was developed here by 

the investigation of the potential added value that the concept employer branding was able to bring to 

the emergent mutual gains HRM model, and investigation into the possibility that well-being was seen 

as a precursor to a positive employment relationship among a sample of millennial Dublin Business 

School students. The millennial students were a foundational pillar in the investigation’s basis because 

attracting and retaining young millennial talent was a major issue for CEO’s in the PwC 14th annual 

global CEO survey. So, given HRM’s unique position in the workplace, an exploration of what added 

value a new philosophical approach may have, added to the existing body of knowledge in a positive 

and productive way. 

Employer branding was a concept described as so much more than a companywide campaign to 

increase awareness of benefits positioning the company as great place to work or a recruitment 

campaign designed to attract talent. Even so, employer branding was very much concerned with such 

things. What that meant for this research, was that the concept (which is fundamentally in line with 

the Mutual Gains model) seemed at the surface level to have some potential to add value. In order to 

test that more deeply, a survey was given to participants that outlined a hypothetical situation in 

which a hypothetical company offered them employment. Simulating the research anyone would do 

when offered employment, the participants were presented a series of statements describing the 

internal characteristics of the company. They were asked to rank them for their level of attraction to 

each statement. To keep things scientific the internal characteristics were drawn from three variables: 

Mutual Gains HRM, corporate social responsibility, and brand image.  

The sample population consisted of HR students and Marketing students in DBS. One could guess that 

HR students ranked CSR or Mutual gains practices over brand image, while marketing students ranked 

brand image over the others. According to the Mann-Whitney U test, if both groups ranked mutual gains 

with no statistical difference, then the project could say there may be some potential for added value 

in attracting millennial students to employment.  

 

1.3 Research Aim 
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The graphic to the right conceptually represented the 

research project’s aim. Imagine the graphic to the right 

as a dartboard and this investigation’s primary research 

as a dart. The context of the research was to study the 

Mutual Gains HRM framework. The background of the 

dartboard represented that.  

Next, the larger first circle represented the research 

themes, which were the employer branding concept, and 

the positive employment relationship. Any throw of a 

primary research ‘dart’ will land on the background or 

outer circle but would not be accurate or precise in 

study. Such a throw would investigate the attractiveness 

of mutual gains but not bring a unique angle.  

So, the bull’s eye of this project was to uncover the millennial perceptions of employer branding 

within Mutual Gains HRM. Are they perceived to increase employer attractiveness, or not at all? Having 

that distinction helped to focus the research. That distinction is the foundation the original angle of 

this project is built on, creating unique knowledge that contributes to existing research.  

 

1.4 Research Questions 

So, in order to achieve this research project’s aim there needed to be two research questions. The first 

research question in this project was: What Mutual Gains HR practices have perceived value in 

employer branding among a population of DBS students seeking employment in the next year? The 

second research question asked in this project was: Was employee well-being perceived as an 

antecedent or a correlate of a positive employment relationship among Dublin Business School 

Students?  

From there, research objectives were formulated. The first objective had five sub objectives and 

targeted and investigated the five sets of HR practices outlined in the mutual gains HRM framework 

purposed by David Guest in 2017. Both the research questions were straightforward and relatively 

simple. The findings suggested strategic implications that warrant future research are needed 

especially amongst the current literature that was concerned with a question of whether human capital 

resources should be seen as a source of sustained competitive advantage or HR practices, and boundary 

spanning material.   

 

1.5 Research Objectives  

The first research objective explored the potential added value that employer branding could bring to 

the Mutual Gains model by studying the perceptions of the millennial students at the Dublin Business 

School. The sub objectives were created by directly looking at the Mutual Gains framework’s sets of 

Figure1 
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five provisional practices and the calls for future research in them.  

Each set of individual practices is grouped together with the intention to produce certain outcomes 

centered on employee well-being and a positive employment relationship. So, by an investigation of 

each set one also investigated the overall concept behind the single set. The research objectives were 

listed out below:  

1. Determine how much the DBS student perceived each set as contributing to their feeling of 

attraction to the workplace: 

Set 1: A) Enhanced competence through training and development B) An attractive career 

future or C) Careful recruitment and selection 

Set 2: A) Autonomy at the individual level or B) Autonomous work groups   

Set 3: A) Health and safety B) Equal opportunity C) Zero tolerance bullying D) Required and 

optional social interaction E) Fair collective rewards F) Employment security  

Set 4: A) Extensive two-way communication B) employee surveys C) collective 

representation 

Set 5: A) Supportive management B) Climate of involvement C) fFexible and family friendly 

work arrangements D) Performance management  

2. Assess if the DBS student perceived employee well-being to be an antecedent of a positive 

employment relationship.  

1.6 Benefits and Limitations 
The benefits are both practical and theoretical. The first tangible practical benefit of this research 

project was the conclusory recommendation on what Mutual Gains HR practices could find added value 

in attracting and possibly retaining millennials. That gave business organisations information on 

attracting millennials to employment and in turn making them more informed to handle issues with the 

shifting landscapes of coming times.  

On the theoretical side of things, since that type of HRM actually attracted millennial students to work, 

then one could say that motivation would come afterword, excluding external factors that may affect 

motivation. So, the underlying supposition was then, if they are motivated about well-being in the 

workplace, then it could be said that a positive employment relationship would come afterword. A new 

model of Mutual Gains HRM was proposed with well-being precluding a positive employment 

relationship. Second, conclusory discussion was had on the strategic implications that has. It was 

suggested that thinking about Mutual Gains HRM in a more strategic way would answer certain divides 

and simultaneously make the model become boundary spanning. For example, if employee well-being is 

viewed as a human capital resource such as KSAO’s then three challenges to boundary spanning work: 

language, assumptions, and building bridges, could aid in explaining how human capital can be a source 

of sustained competitive advantage by understanding different contexts and when to apply practices, 

or foster human capital resources.  



   

 10 

Chapter II – Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

According to Delery and Roumpi (2017) the question about whether HR practices or human capital 

constituted the sustained competitive advantage in firms was largely answered. They presented a study 

by Crook et al., (2011) that showed a statistical association between human capital resources and 

positive firm outcomes. Barnes at al., (2016) found it as a weak statistical association, and instead 

purposed that human capital leveraging strategies such as extended shifts caused detrimental lack of 

sleep, so human capital must have practices that nurture positive outcomes. In support of that, Wright 

and McMahon (2011) and Nyberg et al. (2014) both purposed that human capital must be leveraged 

appropriately with motivation and proper behavior.  

Given the notion that human capital resources don’t automatically constitute positive firm outcomes 

was largely built upon a weak statistical association, a lack of employee well-being might have been 

eroding what association existed between human capital resources and firm level performance. That 

may well be what gave more credence to the HR practices over human capital resources such as 

individual KSAO’s and job satisfaction for example. The Mutual Gains HRM framework seems to be the 

only approach to SHRM that allows for a sustained competitive advantage to be had in HR practices, or 

human capital in different situations.   

Coff and Kryscynski (2011) purposed three multi-level mechanisms to address challenges when 

explaining how human capital could be seen as a source of sustained competitive advantage: 

attracting, retaining and motivating. The purpose of this study, under the Mutual Gains HRM 

framework, is to find the ability to attract millennials which may bring new life towards the human 

capital advantage, in certain instances, and bring into question if employee well-being should 

henceforth be considered a human capital resource. In short, attracting someone to work indicates 

some level of motivation in them which may lead to a positive employment relationship and with it 

individual and firm level performance so well-being protects and nurtures strategic moves.  

So, the rest of this chapter will find a cornerstone to place this study among the literature. Then, 

tautological and empirical critiques of HRM philosophy will be discussed, that then lead into a 

presentation of certain warning signs that seem to show symptoms, indicating a lack of awareness of 

the erosion of well-being. After, the Mutual gains HRM framework will be discussed to show its 

potential for added value with employee branding by attracting millennials, but also the implications 

that it may have for the conceptual direction of the framework.  

2.2.1 Finding a Cornerstone in HRM  

In the not too distant past, HRM scholars turned to the resource based view (RBV) for the potential it 

promised to offer to explain the role between human capital and sustained competitive advantage. In 

discussions underpinned by the RBV, sources of sustained competitive advantage were either realized 

to be human resource practices such high-performance practices (HPWP’s) or human capital resources 

such as individual KSAO’s or job satisfaction for example. The two can be viewed as different camps. 

The seminal work by Pfeffer (1994) was instrumental in developing a set of ‘best practices’ for the 
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strategic human resource management “practices camp”. Regarding that literature, some contended 

that, ironically, best practices defeated the strategic purpose because over time the practices would 

be replicated by competitors (Wright et al., 1994, Chadwick and Dabu, 2009). Delery and Roumpi 

(2017) defended the HPWP “camp” by asking, why haven’t all firms have adopted these practices? 

They, like others, pointed to the causal ambiguity, uniqueness, and complexity that reside in human 

resource systems and how that may not be easily replicable even if employees left.  

Similarly, those in the human capital camp defended the ability for human capital resources— as 

individual KSAO’s or experience or job satisfaction, to generate a sustained competitive advantage 

because it was those things that contained a lack of imitability among other firms. In that camp, the 

mobility constraints were virtually the same as the other camp such as firm specific knowledge, causal 

ambiguity, and adjustment costs like a learning curve (Hatch and Dyer, 2004).  

Laying down the cornerstone, what would happen when needed managerial solutions to create value 

(e.g. competitive advantage) are found in the absence of human resource practices in a ‘race to the 

bottom’ situation? It is true that some organizations have indeed achieved competitive advantage that 

way. The result may in fact be reduced employee well-being and in turn that may have an effect on a 

firm’s ability to achieve a sustained competitive advantage. That lack of well-being could explain why 

there has not been a stronger natural association with unit-level human capital resources and overall 

performance. That statement was not meant to suggest that a lack of well-being would explain a lack 

of a natural association in all situations, or that unit level human capital resources are always going to 

be the sources of advantage.  

Risking a contradiction, both camps should share common ground that some higher HR function is 

required to leverage an advantage of human capital resources to improve organizational performance. 

The Mutual Gains HRM framework’s practices adhere to that. But well-being—or a lack thereof, may 

give credence to the notion that HR practices are merely simple levers that can be pulled for a 

competitive advantage only, and that individual KSAO’s (human capital resources) and the ability to 

attract and retain them, constitute the sustained competitive advantage in certain industries such as 

the food service sector for example. To date there has not been any research that has attempted to 

study such an idea.  

So, to say that the human capital approach brings SHRM research back to square one (Delery and 

Roumpi, 2017) may be somewhat true. Contrarily, building an approach on the basis of HR practices 

may do the same thing, in certain situations, where there is low firm specificity and room for skill 

building for example.  

2.2.2 The Cement between the bricks of RBV and HRM 

The desire for strategic HRM to create value in organizations really took hold when the resource based 

view (RBV) became instantly popular in the early 1990’s. It has become one of the most influential 

sources of business theory and has been cited over 56,000 on google scholar. In the RBV philosophical 

realm, the VRIN model of was built from four internal characteristics of resources: value, rareness, 
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imitability, and non-substitutability (Barney, 1991, Barney and Griffin, 1992; Barney 1992). The VRIN 

model was the basis for describing internal resources that contribute to the sustained competitive 

advantage and it was later expanded with ‘organizational specificity’ to become the VRINO model. 

While much debate in the literature rested within the confines of the rareness, imitability, and non-

substitutability realms, the baseline philosophy really only stemmed from the first element of the 

VRINO model—value. There is nothing truer than that; especially when you realize that without value, 

the RBV is merely a descriptive model to recognize and categorize internal resources of an 

organization. It can be said that value is the cement that joined the bricks of the RBV and strategic 

management together. Before the discussion will focus on value, a short overview of the term strategic 

management will follow.  

The term “strategic management” was something that may have different meanings to different 

people. To clarify that consider that in a 2017 literature review by researchers Delery and Roumpi they 

highlighted what they called ‘evolutionary stages’ to strategic management. Now, an entire research 

project could be devoted to the subject but that was not the intention here. Moving on, Delery and 

Roumpi (2017) insisted in their review that the different stages were ‘complementary rather than 

conflicting’ and that the boundaries were not always clear.  

So, with that in mind, Delery and Roumpi (2017) found that early strategic management arose from 

work by Dyer (1984), Fombrun et al., (1984), Kochan et al., (1986), and Walker (1980). Then Delery 

and Roumpi (2017) showed that there was a common agenda to highlight that business strategy and 

HRM systems played a role in firm outcomes but that questions arose on how that exactly happened.   

Next was the behavioral perspective. Delery and Roumpi (2017) showed the main researchers there 

were Schuler and Jackson (1987), (1989) and Fisher (1989). Their work could be viewed as an attempt 

to answer the questions raised by previous evolutionary stage and what was suggested was that proper 

employee behavior was the mediating factor between strategic management and performance 

outcomes. One could observe that was where the beginning of the HR practices camp, whom felt that 

the source of sustained competitive advantage rested with practices would emerge from.   

Lastly, Delery and Roumpi (2017) showed what followed was the Ability, Motivation, and Opportunity 

stage. They showed that the foundational work there was published by Appelbaum et al., (2000); and 

Purcell and Hutchinson (2007). Instead of viewing proper employee behavior as the mediating factor 

between firm performance and HRM, it was HR practices that focused on the ability, motivation, and 

opportunity. So again, human resource practices were really the main focus of most approaches.  

Now back to value, what does resource based literature mean by value? Pulling from one of the original 

pieces of RBV literature, value was defined as a sustained competitive advantage (SCA) to an 

organization (Barney 1991). In other words, it is a strategy that creates profit (either by reducing 

production costs thus increasing margins, or by offering more value to customers that warrant a higher 

price) that is not being used by competitors or is unable to be easily utilized by competitors making it 

sustainable. More importantly, one could observe that value was a common underlying principle 
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between the very brief overview taken from Delery and Roumpi’s 2017 review and mentioned above. 

Despite the many differences that have since arisen, such as questions about sustainable competitive 

advantage being human capital resources or HR practices, value, as the theoretical underpinning of the 

resource based view, in some ways makes those differences inconsequential.    

Upon a slightly deeper dig a few more examples of value were found. First Wilson, McMahon, and 

McWilliams (1994) showed that value, in the terms of human resources, can be materialized with the 

utility analysis equation of Schmidt et al., (1979) which was expanded by Boudreau and Berger, (1985). 

It showed HRM could provide value to firms and that it could be estimated in dollars with an actual 

equation. Among many other examples, the desire to demonstrate that value could be found again, and 

more recently, with research by Brymer, Molloy, and Gilbert (2013) who find value in ‘pipelines’ which 

are the staffing practices of inter-organizational hiring. Those clearly drew the seminal work from 

Pfeffer (1994) who proposed training and development for skill building as the crucial value point and 

listed a set of HR practices. There are considerable more studies that demonstrate the value creation 

proposition of strategic management. It is not the function of this review to map all of them.  

In summation, consider for a moment that this research project is focused on a new conceptual 

philosophy called the Mutual Gains framework of HRM, and that it is different to the more dominant 

approaches or “evolutionary stages” outlined by Delery and Roumpi (2017). Looking through that 

philosophical lens, at the base level, any previously mentioned approach is not any different because 

they only seek to create value. The takeaway here is that by placing a proper emphasis on the value 

creation philosophy of the RBV, the different discussions in the RBV’s VRINO model that focused on the 

rareness, imitability, non-substitutability, and organisational specificity—but not value for example, 

are insignificant. Moreover, the RBV, as the cement between HRM and value, may be eroding employee 

well-being which is affecting strategic study on organizational and individual performance.  

2.2.3 Is the Cement Eroding Well-Being?  

What was discussed in the above sections was a strong case that established the myopic relationship 

between the RBV and SHRM and how different streams in the relationship were not really that different 

at all because of value creation. Now, empirical and tautological—true by definition critiques of that 

philosophical relationship will be introduced to show toxicity, elicit the approval of an emergent new 

conceptual way of thinking about HRM called Mutual Gains.  

Before the toxicity of the RBV can be discussed, it must be noted that Barney (2016) stated there was a 

‘difference between text and meta text regarding the RBV’. Text were the actual words, and metatext 

were the meaning behind them. Barney stated how because of how influential the RBV has been for 

different disciplines, it was likely that ‘different meta-texts’ would develop which could be in conflict 

with each other, or disconnected from the original text. Further Barney stated that, ‘the RBV cannot 

offer a general theory of value creation’ regardless of context. That claim should be considered 

absolutely wide open for debate. For example, in strategic management circles, of course the RBV did 

not create value per se, it was something of the actual. Barney (2016) also conceded that ‘this does 
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not mean that the RBV theory cannot give practical and critical guidance to scholars and managers to 

understand whether a given resource, within a given context, does in fact create value’.  

Note, that those two statements were written consecutively after each other. So, in some sense, what 

he wrote was that the RBV does not create value, but it creates value. Taken together it provides 

assurance equating value creation to the RBV should not be considered disconnected metatext, 

especially in SHRM circles.  

Now, the first empirical critique of the RBV and SHRM relationship which demonstrated the toxic 

nature can be discussed. Consider that Barney’s (2016) article about ‘text versus Metatext’, was a 

direct response to different HRM based criticism by Kaufman (2015). Kaufman’s point of discussion 

concerned what he called a “Rules for Riches Principle” and Barney (2016) replied that it did not exist. 

Kaufman (2015) said the Rules for riches was principle that as high-performance work practice 

(HPWP’s) investments begin to increase organizational profit, the investments will be increased until 

an equilibrium is met and the investment outweighs the return of profit. Barney (2016) simply doubted 

the existence, because they are applicable to any firm, and that they couldn’t exist in the RBV because 

in the RBV theory, things must be costly to imitate and rare. In response, Kaufman (2015) countered 

with an idea that in HPWP literature it was commonly accepted that different bundles for different 

companies can achieve different results. So, it was unclear how transferable they actually were. That 

should be considered inconsequential and more applicable to the “text versus metatext’ distinction 

than value creation discussion.   

The reason why its toxic was because what Kaufman or Barney did not address or even consider was 

first: what happens when a reverse of the ‘rules for riches’ principle occurs in a race to the bottom 

situation? And second: what does that mean for employee well-being? Imagine a situation where a lack 

of HR practices reduces cost, and contributes to competitive advantage. It is true this happens. 

Empirical evidence seemed to indicate that there is no failsafe in that situation. And the evidence lied 

in Barney’s (2016) rebuttal itself. He directly responded with an example of the RyanAir organization 

and wrote, “the European budget airline may have adopted a low-cost strategy for competing in the 

airline business, but they did so in a manner consistent with their resources and context.” Consider 

that this past year, in 2017 Ryan Air had to heal a deep internal wound with their labor force. They had 

to cancel over 10,000 flights because of lack of employees eligible to work due to EU restrictions on 

work hours. It could be said that they had trouble attracting, retaining, and motivating a workforce 

large enough to meet demands. Why? The fiasco has since been amended because the company has 

seemingly healed the internal wound. This author would argue that some of the outcomes were in fact 

more well-being for their employees through litigation mainly with the unions.    

Going deeper, in Ryan Air’s 2016 Annual Report, the business strategy and performance was reviewed. 

Michael O’Leary listed the future strategy as a continuation of their current ultra-low-cost model. Ryan 

Air impressively achieved that through intense cost cutting measures in human resource departments 

such as unpaid training for new employees, and short-term contract based work. The 2016 report listed 
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the total operating costs to be €5,075m. Of that, staff costs amounted to €585m which meant only 

about 9% of its total revenue was devoted to staff costs. In comparison, according to Aer Lingus’ 2016 

annual report they spent 18% of their total revenue on staff costs. Even though Aer Lingus is a smaller 

company, they spend more. So, one can conclude that Ryan Air achieves at least some, if not most, of 

its sustained competitive advantage by outsourcing the operating costs of the employee onto the actual 

employee bypassing the need for spending.  

What failsafe is there to protect the employee from the fiduciary duties to increase profits? That is 

exactly the question that was failed to be asked by Barney (2016) or Kaufman (2015) in their discussion 

on the rules for riches principle. Scholars don’t know exactly where that failsafe that lies. Future 

studies need to find that line. The stakeholder perspective in human capital circles did not seem to be 

enough and the litigated solutions RyanAir used seem to be in line with the Mutual Gains HRM 

framework anyway.  

Regardless, what that should be considered as is empirical evidence that indicated that a critique is 

justified when the RBV underpins SHRM. Employees are seen as sources of competitive advantage that 

can be leveraged and in that way, the employees are seen as a means to end and not ends in and of 

themselves which is detrimental is performance (Guest, 2017).  

Next, Priem and Butler published a criticism of the original 1991 article by Jay Barney in their 2001 

article, ‘Is the Resource Based “View” a Useful Perspective for Strategic Management Research?’ Priem 

and Butler’s critique had four main points: The RBV was tautological; it did not acknowledge different 

configurations of resources could generate value for firms; the argument underestimated the role of 

product markets, that the theory had limited prescriptive implications (Barney, 2001). Much discussion 

about the critiques of the RBV in strategic management literate has been had. Research seems to 

indicate that Priem and Butler’s third critique has yet to be resolved, and that they undermine the RBV 

theoretical underpinning of strategic management research like HRM.  

Simply put, the second critique of the RBV underpinning with HRM was that value was exogenously 

determined on the demand side. Taken directly from their original publication their contention of 

production resources can be translated into human capital resource terms. As the number of 

employees, with the proper human capital resources, start to increase (supply), the amount of 

available jobs needed decreases (demand). When that travels through the production function (i.e. HR 

processes like training), what is left is a labor market with an unbalanced equilibrium of jobs to needed 

employees. Now, could that be for psychological reasons like they will not choose lower skilled work? 

Or is it because environmental factors such as lack of opportunity? Regardless, it seemed that the 

supply side of the work force was relatively weak in bargaining power with the demand side of 

employment.  

Lastly, the third and tautological support of that critical evaluation lied within Adrian Walsh’s idea of 

moral hazards. He discussed the idea in a 2007 paper called “HRM and the Ethics of Commoditized 

Work in a Market Economy.” There he wrote to support the idea that within HRM philosophy, which is 
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influenced by RBV strategy, is vulnerable to moral pitfalls. In the paper he asked the question, is it 

even possible to discuss ethics in a place dominated by market relations? He answered that yes there is 

space for morality within market economies but that certain “moral hazards” could arise. For Walsh 

(2007), a moral hazard was when there is a circumstance and in that circumstance people have 

incentive–due to the nature of the circumstance and their own desire, take action that is morally 

harmful to others involved. Due to HRM’s central and unique position in the workplace these moral 

hazards have what Walsh (2007) called “special import”. So, any new HRM philosophy or approach 

should be somewhat focused on addressing these pitfalls because of such a unique position in the 

workplace it holds.  

The first moral hazard is treating employees only as a means to an end. He drew from the Kantian style 

of ethics where a things value is only relative because someone desires that thing for some other end, 

but a human being has a value that is incomparable to any other material thing because humans are 

ends themselves. We desire someone for them and that is it. That is a very deontological argument in 

saying that any act or maxim would be morally questionable if it would go against an unbreakable rule 

of treating humans as ends themselves.   

So, if we import this to the workplace then within the wage labor contract employers only see 

employees as a means to profit and the relationship is morally objectionable. Equally, employees only 

see their employers as a means to wages and all the same it is not moral.  

People are treated as a commercial resource and Walsh (2007) pointed to the resource based view 

(RBV) of the firm. Under the RBV mantra, humans are treated as a key economic resource to obtain a 

sustained competitive advantage and are then treated as a mere means under the Kantian style of 

ethics, which is morally defunct.  

Importantly, that didn’t mean commerciality must be abandoned for ethical HRM; or even that RBV is 

necessarily always going to be immoral. It only meant that HRM requires vigilance from practitioners 

not to allow that potential moral hazard to manifest itself in negative ways. In the second and third 

moral hazards, Walsh (2007) discussed profits and a capabilities approach to utilitarianism. Both of 

these moral hazards, while interesting, did not have as much of a special import into HRM philosophy 

as the first moral hazard did. Instead they seemed more of a philosophical defense of free market 

approaches.  

In addition to that, there was debate in philosophy literatures about whether Kantian ethics is 

deontological or consequentialist. The above argument for the morally defunct employee-employer 

relationship represented a very deontological position because a rule existed and that rule must not be 

broken, even if it supported the overall good. Someone whom identifies with consequentialists would 

most likely condemn the moral hazard argument in above paragraphs and the critiques of the RBV 

underpinning of SHRM, on the ground that the ends justify the means, or that the interests of the 

‘greater good’ prevail. Inversely, a deontologist would see the benefit of having a “rule” (i.e. not to 

treat humans as mere means to and end) and not make exceptions.  
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Allen W. Wood supported that deontological view of Kantian ethics. For example, Wood highlighted the 

example of Catherine the Great who rose to power by murder, but was one of Russia’s most 

enlightened political reformers. He stated there should be ‘unresolved tension’ in that example 

because one should not regret Catherine the Great’s results, but one should most of all, deeply regret 

such a radical and blatant justification of murder. Wood went on to state that it is impossible to 

identify a course of action with the best possible results which consequentialists assume can be done. 

And furthermore, consequences of actions are not always immediately clear until much time has 

passed. His overall contention was that consequentialists over-emphasize the formulation of universal 

law in Immanuel Kant’s original work and subject it to unreasonable conditions, and over-estimate the 

greater good utilitarian viewpoint.   

But even so the purpose there was not to defend or critique either side. For those whom disagree with 

deontology as a whole, and would be so inclined to agree with Shelly Kagan, whom believed the end 

result of Kantianism would produce consequentialism, not deontology, and thus “the ends justify the 

means” warning flags presented in the next section 2.2.4 “cover those bases” so to speak. The warning 

flags presented worked to prove that even if you disagree with the deontological ethics of condemning 

the treatment of humans as a mere means to an end, because you think the ends justify the means, in 

the case here the ends actually have not justified the means.   

2.2.4 Warning Flags   

So, keeping mind the critique of the RBV, and then Walsh’s (2007) first deontological moral hazard, 

research seemed to indicate that there were warning flags of the negative aspects of those moral 

hazard pitfalls in what some scholars have called changes in work and the conditions surrounding work. 

The importance of the inclusions of those ‘changes’ cannot be underestimated as they serve to reduce 

the tautology of this argument and usher in the need for empirical research, as well as attempt to 

reconcile the differences between a consequentialist or deontological view of ethics in the 

philosophical critique made in the last section. Guest (2017) wrote about four changes in work and this 

author used those as a starting point, but added a fifth change and critical to this topic.  

Now, what are were the warning flags? Guest (2017) discussed what he called changes in work and the 

work environment. The first change was the 2008 economic downtown. While some argue that the 

globe has since recovered, still today, the economic downturn constrains employers who may want to 

implement human resource management policies and practices but because of other conflicting 

business interests (or because of past memory of how quickly the global financial situation can take a 

downturn) choose to not implement them. Or even actively seek to reduce need for HR systems. For 

example, imagine the airline company Ryan Air. Their business strategy is a low-cost approach that 

treats human capital resources as something that can be leveraged for advantage. They leverage 

human capital and represent negative aspects of a RBV strategy with short-term contract based 

employment terms, and unpaid training and development among others. Recently the company has had 

to cancel over 10,000 flights because of staffing issues.   
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Secondly, Guest (2017) highlighted that researchers Derks and Bakker have shown that changes in 

technology have some negative impacts with examples of such negative impacts being increased 

workloads and a blurred balance between work and life, and that Sonnentag built on that and showed 

that these changes affect the quality of recovery time and enhance the opportunities for surveillance, 

leading to a loss of control and increased stress for the employee. Deery et al., (2002) showed it also 

contributed to skill obsolescence and job insecurity.  

Insofar, what Guest’s (2017) changes showed was an employment relationship that was unequal and 

should be addressed by HRM philosophy going forward. Employees were treated as a means and not an 

end. And while some may say that the ends justify the means, one must look at the number of the 

working poor who are in full time employment but still struggle to make ends meet.  

Moving on, Guest’s, (2017) third change was reduced fairness at work. He brought forward increasing 

wages for high-level executives and CEO’s but wages for the rest of the employees have not increased.  

Fourthly, Guest (2017) showed that Felstead et al. (2002) found that in low skill jobs, in the United 

Kingdom, average levels of autonomy have decreased while work demands have increased. So, 

employees have a decreased voice and increased workload while at the same time HRM policies and 

practices are not addressing the issue from the perspective of employees.   

So, it is clear that there has been empiricism in the statement that affirms the employment 

relationship may not be equal for all stakeholders. One would think those changes in work and its 

conditions would incite those affected to protest and lobby for change. In some cases, an argument can 

be made this is happening. For example, the Occupy Wall Street movement in 2011 started in New York 

City and quickly captured global attention—even if only briefly and being ineffective at creating a 

solution.  

Last, another change not mentioned by Guest and put forward with at least equal if not greater 

importance, was the changing attitudes and expectations millennials have towards work. For example, 

seventy-five percent of the generation felt they made some sort of trade-off to find work (PWC 2011). 

In addition, over one fourth of millennials expect to have more than five employers in their 

professional careers than compared to just ten percent in 2008 (PWC 2011). These changes are critical 

for strategic management to address because according to a report by the year 2020 millennials will 

make up half of the global workforce. As life expectancy continues to increase, millennials will have to 

work to support a larger older generation than those before them. The future success of businesses 

globally will rest half of its weight on the shoulders of a generation with changing attitudes and 

expectations about work. So, the stakes for their successful integration, retention, and performance in 

the modern workplace have never been higher or more constrained. 

Ruth Milkman (2017) examined four of the largest social movements among the millennial generation: 

the protests on behalf on the young undocumented immigrant “dreamers”, the occupy wall street 

movement, the college campus sexual assault movement, and the black lives matter movement. Her 

examination mainly affirmed that the demographics among these movements are not homogenous. 
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Instead, members of OWS and the sexual assault protests tended to be “social insiders” coming from 

affluent backgrounds and in favor of what she called direct action and disruptive strategies; while the 

other two movements consisted more of “social outsiders” whom favored more legislative resolve. 

Intertwined in that, Milkman (2017) referenced statistics that showed almost half of all U.S. millennials 

had an unfavorable view of capitalism but a positive view of socialism. She called millennials the “new 

political generation” because of that. The takeaway from that is that unique from previous 

generations, millennials, show an observable distrust for social institutions and that may very well be 

extended to include capitalistic organizations and their HRM practices.   

On the other side of the world, Kwong (2016) did a study of the work ethic of millennials in Hong Kong 

and found contradictory results to the U.S. millennials. He surveyed 226 people through an online 

questionnaire and found that millennials had a general positive perception of their employers and did 

not act antagonistic towards them with “time theft” for example. Kwong (2016) admitted that cultural 

differences in the area of the survey meant these findings could hardly be generalized. So, the 

question now becomes, as the current global climate evolves, which millennial sentiment will prevail? 

First that question is so complex and so broad there may not be a clear answer until we re-examine the 

world stage after some time. Second, knowing that there are large cultures of millennials who are 

actively dissident, and loathe capitalism, and given HRM’s unique position in the workplace, an 

opportunity exists to change that perception. At least of capitalistic business organizations who seek to 

employ millennials. While Kwong (2016) did point to research that suggested as millennials grow and 

“mature” there will be little variance in the work ethic than the generations that came before them, 

would it be prudent, from a strategic perspective to hope that rings true going forward?   

Upon a study that looked at what stimulates the millennials to work, there was a lot of research. For 

example, Calk and Patrick (2017) showed that some millennials are attracted and motivated to work by 

a sense of belonging and a strong ego-status than more traditional things such as pay, insurance, and 

other benefits. Suazo (2009) showed that any perceived organizational injustice, real or not, could 

erode the psychological contract. PwC reports in 2010 and in 2014 sought to enlighten people on how 

to motivate and satisfy millennials with management practices. Upon investigation, it seemed that any 

available research of millennials treats them as a group that must be appeased.  

But why doesn’t any HRM research actively try to change the minds of millennials who may have 

backward and inaccurate views of capitalism? All too often in universities, capitalism is posited as a 

machine that funnels money towards the elite at the expense of the labor class below them. Giving 

credence to the disdainful and politically active millennials. There are indeed many sources of 

reinforcement of that in the world today that inspire them to protest, and view capitalism as a broken 

system. Could that become a cause for poor performance at work? Or unemployment by choice?  

The topic has warranted very fresh debate in the form of the “equality of opportunity” versus “equality 

of outcomes”. Yaron Brook one of the scholars interested in such debate, published literature in 2017 

in the Harvard Journal of Law and Politics, where he defended capitalism citing many countries 
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including China, Taiwan, and India as examples of how fast a generation can become rich relative to 

the one before it because of open and free capitalistic markets. Brook then went on to defend social 

inequality writing that members of society have different skills and competencies and that is 

satisfactory. He poorly used an example of J.K. Rowling, the author of the popular Harry Potter series 

as an example, “Every time you bought one of those books you contributed to inequality. Scholastic 

took twenty-five dollars from you for the book giving a fifth of your payment to J.K. Rowling. She 

became a billionaire and you became twenty-five dollars poorer”. Despite his contentions, inequality 

among capitalistic societies is an issue and it does matter. Jordan B. Peterson, another polarizing 

figure in academia agrees. He can be quoted in several publicly available interviews that inequality in 

capitalistic societies is an issue and it does matter and that it shouldn’t be left alone, but that it also 

shouldn’t be overemphasized.  

Regardless, social inequality contributes to the millennial generation’s perceptions of a broken system. 

So instead of telling millennials they are wrong for their beliefs or worse that they should push for 

massive structural changes in society, in some sense, trying to eradicate that sentiment would be 

better served by actually trying to contribute to a solution to inequality. Now can Mutual Gains HRM 

actually bridge the gap of inequality? Probably not, but it is unknown. Given that it is in its early 

conceptual infancy we shouldn’t say no. There is an economic and an ethical argument in its strength. 

Using it as an employer branding technique, may contribute to a desire to still be capitalist, but at the 

same time a desire to not contribute to social inequality triggering unfavorable sentiments among 

millennials in businesses across the board in high or low skill positions. 

So again, why do millennials even matter? According to a report by the PwC by the year 2020 

millennials will make up half of the global workforce. As life expectancy continues to increase 

millennials will have to work to support a larger older generation than those before. In addition, the 

millennial generation’s attitudes and expectations towards the workplace have distinctly shifted from 

previous generations. For example, seventy-five percent of the generation felt they made some sort of 

trade-off to find work (PwC 2014). In addition, over one fourth of millennials expect to have more than 

five employers in their professional careers than compared to just ten percent in 2008. So, the stakes 

for their successful integration into the modern 

workplace have never been higher.  

2.3.1 Is Mutual Gains HRM Even a Different Strategy? 

So, what does all this mean? What has this all been 

building towards? The answer came in January 2017 

when David Guest published a new approach to 

HRM, which he called the mutual gains model. 

Figure three to the right depicted the framework. 

The arrows in yellow represented conceptual 

Figure 2 
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uncertainties. For example, is a positive employment relationship a correlate or antecedent of well-

being? In addition, no research existed on what HR practices were most important.   

In that emergent way of thinking about HRM, the employee’s well-being was the center focus. 

Employee commitment was seen as an end not a means. In it were five sets of HR practices influenced 

by quality of work life literature: 1) Investing of employees, 2) Providing engaging work, 3) Positive 

social and physical environment, 4) Voice, and 5) Organizational support. 

The first set included training and development, careful recruitment and selection, and career support. 

Like the human capital approach the aim was to develop employees but instead of employee 

contribution, the intended result would be employee well-being. The second set was concerned with 

the provision of work that engages employees. The job designs would be crafted to leverage 

opportunities for control, skill use, and variety and see autonomy as a key resource to enhance well-

being. The third grouping was about a positive social and physical environment by prioritizing employee 

health and safety, providing opportunities for social interaction, decreasing bullying and harassment, 

promoting equal opportunities and diversity, and most interestingly providing fair rewards, and then 

including steps to maintain employability. The fourth set of practices concerned employee voice. The 

HR practices here would be opportunity for feedback loops, the ability for employees to express their 

voice at the individual level, and also collective representation. The fifth and final set of HR practices 

highlighted the need of organizational support via management styles that are participative and 

supportive, and an organizational climate for employee involvement. These directly influenced the 

survey.  

The focus on employee well-being could be an alternative route to organizational level high 

performance because it leads to high levels of commitment from its employees. So, while 

tautologically it is true that this approach is similar to the “value” chasing approaches discussed 

earlier, because the maxim behind it was different Mutual Gains HRM should not be viewed as the 

same. Think about how the model may be able to respond to the moral pitfalls mentioned in the above 

section. It is almost like Guest (2017) responded exactly to the critique of RBV influenced HRM in 

Adrian Walsh’s 2007 argument even though his 

work was never stated.  

2.3.2 Mutual Gains Needs Consensus 
Even so, such a model brings with it many 

questions that need to be addressed by future 

research. For example, the model is an alternative 

route to high performance. But does it also have 

value in other contexts such as employee branding? 

If it does have value in employee branding what 

does that mean for competitive advantage? Those 
Figure 3 
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questions are at the heart of this project. Also, is a positive employment relationship an antecedent or 

correlate of well-being? The figure that is presented below showed a new way of thinking about Mutual 

Gains HRM. It shows the additional outcome represented by the light red arrow. Again, this is the 

unique angle of research here. Findings of evidence of such a value would help businesses attract and 

retain certain employees. Another way of stating that would be: does the model seem to be in line 

with the motivation and satisfaction drivers of millennials who plan to soon enter the workforce?  

Next, in the figure above the question of what comes first, well-being or a positive employment 

relationship is theorized. If people are attracted to work, knowing well-being is being cared for, then 

deductively a positive employment relationship would come after that. The dark red arrows represent 

that. As of current, scholars have researched the mediating role employee well-being has with HR 

practices and performance outcomes (Khoreva & Wechtler, 2018, Zhai, 2018) but these do not address 

the unanswered conceptual questions of Mutual Gains HRM. One thing that does not need consensus is 

well-being.  

In the original literature by Guest, 2017 much effort was given to understanding the antecedents of 

well-being. Guest, 2017 started from the World Health Organization’s definition of well-being being ‘a 

state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being, not merely absence of disease and infirmity. 

But he stated that for the case of strategic management well -being must be work related. He cited 

work by Christianson and Price, 2007 and Warr, 1987 in which their work can be boiled down into three 

fronts: psychological, physical, and social functioning. Psychological well-being was about finding 

meaning and purpose in work. Physical well-being was about physiological indicators of health such as 

stress or sense of energy. Social well-being was concerned with interpersonal relations, levels of social 

support and perceived trust and fairness.  

Guest, 2017 then went into a discussion on the various researchers who have previously published work 

on the antecedents of work related well-being. He cited work by Warr (1987) whom identified 10 

different antecedents, work by Bakker and Demerouti (2007), and lastly by quality of working life 

literature by Walton (1974). The purpose was to make a strong case that his set of HR practices for 

Mutual Gains HRM was drawing from the correct pools of knowledge that previously focused on 

employee well-being.  

Most interesting was that Guest (2017) did not discuss what may come after HR practices designed for 

well-being. Granted the overall goal of Mutual Gains HRM was to create an ethical and financially 

prudent approach, which this investigator argued has real potential in strategic management circles to 

become a source of a sustained competitive advantage and become boundary spanning by uniquely 

offering a theory that allows both human capital and HR practices to be understood as the sources of 

SCA in different situations, the actual mechanics of how well-being would translate into overall 

performance outcomes was not specifically mentioned aside from what Guest (2017) called a positive 

employment relationship. As mentioned above, this investigator suggested that a positive employment 

relationship may preclude HR practices designed for employee well-being but to date there is no 
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research that has suggested otherwise. So, Mutual Gains HRM needs consensus.    

2.4.1 Employer Branding 
In Barrow and Mosley (2005) published a book called employer branding. It was published out of a need 

for clearer definition and rigor in the employee-branding concept itself. According to Barrow and 

Mosley it was “the package of the functional, economic, and psychological benefits provided by 

employment” with the goal of providing, “a framework for management to simplify and focus 

priorities, increase productivity, improve recruitment, retention, and commitment”. They showed how 

the explosion of the term branding, had led it to become the “snake oil of management” –their words. 

People more than ever were being encouraged to create their own personal brands. It is important to 

note that millennials, more than any generation before them, are aware of branding. For example, a 

large majority of them have published some form of original content on the internet which can be 

original music, make-up tutorials on the popular website YouTube, or video game commentary, among 

many others.  

The next paragraphs explained exactly how the concept of employer branding would bring value to the 

Mutual Gains HRM framework. Some of the HR practices overlapped in the benefits. Given that there 

was no research on the joining of these two subjects, the statements made below were more guides to 

elicit future research. So, upon analysis Barrow and Mosely declared that strong employer branding had 

three benefits, the functional, emotional, and higher order benefits. They could be achieved only 

through careful consideration of brand personality, differentiation, brand hierarchy, a consistent brand 

vision. 

On one level, Mutual Gains HRM could outwardly offer functional benefits that are tangible towards 

HRM scholars in that it may be able to become boundary spanning and unite scholars under common 

language and assumptions when considering the strategic questions around a sustained competitive 

advantage. Meaning on another level, it could provide tangible benefits to organizations, by attracting 

and motivating millennials to work, which was an issue frequently cited by CEO’s in a PwC report.  

Emotional benefits are also crucial to employer branding. Barrow and Mosely (2005) pointed to the 

psychological contract and how may it demonstrate how emotional sentiment could be translated into 

performance outcomes. In agreement to that supposition, the Mutual Gains framework explicitly 

offered that the higher order benefits (e.g. well-being) may well also be translated into performance 

outcomes via the psychological contract between the employee, after the provision of well-being 

focused HR functions.  

Higher order benefits are where Mutual Gains HRM could really find solidarity. Barrow and Mosely wrote 

that higher order benefits were the intangible things such as confidence, or well-being. That was entire 

purpose of the HRM framework through its own HR practices. The practices emphasized employee voice 

though extensive two-way communication, surveys, and collective representation. Organizational 

support with supportive management, flexible work arrangements that were also family friendly, 

developmental performance management, employment security, zero tolerance bullying and other 
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quality of work life improvements.  

With that said, Mutual Gains HRM could create problems when attempted to show its use for employee 

branding. For example, employees are frequently diverse. So, what about those who are not 

millennials? What happens when millennials mature? Will their attitudes about work or the specific 

organization change? How could Mutual Gains HRM attract, retain, and motivate a diverse workforce 

with employee branding?   

First, an employee does change over the course of their work life cycle. A concept called sustainable 

HRM by App, Buttgen, and Merck (2012) discussed that. According to them, in order to address 

different needs and expectations through the different stages of an employee life cycle, there are 

“phases” which they called having an awareness of Sustainable HRM. The concept was simple. Building 

upon signaling theory the authors crafted a series of phases starting with pre-employment, induction, 

growth, maturity, decline, and post-employment. There was no reason to assume Mutual Gains would 

have to remain stagnant in those stages. If nothing else because it’s still in the conceptual infancy.  

So, for the pre-employment phase, the aim would be to communicate well-being signals to potential 

employees. Moving on to the induction phase, Barrow and Mosley talked about an authentic brand and 

how that is important as to not breach the psychological contract so following up on the promises made 

was of utmost importance. Things got interesting at the growth phase. For example, as employees grow 

and mature like women who may experience life changes such as childbirth App, Buttgen, and Merck 

(2012) suggest mentoring. Mentoring was a core HR practice of Mutual Gains HRM. Next is the Maturity 

phase. Employees may reach a point where their career or job is stagnating. The authors wrote that 

focusing on well-being and health may help decrease risk of withdrawal from the organization. Again, 

Mutual Gains HRM has specific HR practices listed to foster this type of action among employees. In the 

decline phase, instead of termination, new areas of work may be found for the employee as to not 

hinder the employer brand. Mutual Gains listed this type of supportive performance management in its 

HR practices. Lastly, in the post-employment phase, App, Buttgren, and Merck (2012) suggest 

leveraging former employees as brand ambassadors and to stay in touch somehow. Mutual Gains 

currently had no practices for that.  

While that addressed the life cycle of an employee and how millennials may change over time, it did 

not directly address a diverse workforce of other employees. Some HRM scholars believe different 

approaches should be used for different areas of the workforce. That is fair enough, but who would 

disagree with a mutual gaining HRM with employee well-being at its focus?  

2.7 Summation 
The purpose of this summation was first to synthesize the information in the literature review to be 

easily digestible, and secondly to explicitly show how the topics in the review were tightly threaded 

together and coherently related to the overall research question, objectives, and aim of the project.   

Moving on, what was first discussed in the literature review was the very interesting and still relevant 

question, “Do HR practices or Human capital resources constitute the source of sustained competitive 



   

 25 

advantage for organizations”? It was postulated that Mutual Gains HRM could provide answers to that 

question. While the methodology and data collection did not ‘De Jure’ investigate that idea, attracting 

employees was considered by researchers Coff and Krycynski (2011) as critical to understanding 

strategic management from a human capital resource perspective, so ‘De Facto’ the question was very 

much related to the research questions. Now back to the question, one could imagine the question 

metaphysically floating above different ‘bodies’ or ‘areas’ of research. As mentioned before Delery and 

Roumpi (2017) found that those different ‘bodies’ of research were not mutually exclusive, as they 

were sometimes complementary and the boundaries where one stopped and one started was difficult 

to find. The different ‘bodies’ were early strategic human resource management, the behavioral 

perspective, and the ability-motivation-opportunity body. Underneath the hood of those floating 

bodies, was a philosophical underpinning of the Resource Based View. The RBV, for the purposes of this 

project, was synonymous with value creation because without value the RBV merely described 

characteristics of internal resources. That philosophical underpinning was brought into question with an 

“attack” from two sides by both empirical and tautological critiques that showed employee well-being 

was at stake and that a concentration on well-being may lead to strategic benefits.   

On one side, you had the tautological critiques. The first of which was Kaufman’s (2015) discussion 

with Barney (2016) about the Rules for riches principle which was shown to be inconsequential and 

toxic from a viewpoint that valued employee well-being. Then an application of Priem and Butler’s 

(2001) critique to the supply and demand side of the labor market that showed an unbalanced 

equation. Then the last and most important tautological critique drew from the Kantian style of ethics 

and said that, true by definition the relationship between the RBV and HRM was morally questionable 

because it allowed humans to be treated as a mere means to an end. Work by Adrian Walsh (2007) then 

furthered that idea and showed that the relationship must then be aware of moral hazards that could 

arise from such a relationship.  

Moving on, below all of that was a series of warning signs that provided support that a strong case 

could be made that these critiques were not being understood or realized by researchers and thus 

bleeding into the real world. David Guest (2017) outlined four major changes in work and the 

conditions surrounding work. Those laid the foundation of the warning signs, but this investigator 

modified Guest’s (2017) changes by adding another: millennial attitudes. The changing attitudes 

highlighted an issue for CEO’s which was attracting and retaining millennial talent. Coff and Kryscynski 

(2011) showed how attracting and retaining talent was related to the sustained competitive advantage 

question between HR practices and human capital resources.    

Lastly, Guest’s (2017) Mutual Gains HRM framework was introduced in the literature review as a 

potential remedy to the aforementioned toxic and unadjusted relationship for well-being and the 

shifting landscapes respectively. The first research question was directly taken from a call to 

determine the framework’s practices for their salience or differing importance. The unique angle was 

then found by adding in a search for salience in regards added value in employee branding in the 
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context of shifting landscapes of work (e.g. millennials). The second research question was again 

influenced directly from Guest’s (2017) work where a conceptual consensus was asked for. The 

consensus needed to happen on whether employee well-being could be thought of as an antecedent of 

a positive employment relationship or not.  

Overall, the literature review was very much related to the research questions, objectives, and aim. 

Mutual Gains HRM was the starting point and then deductively different ideas were brought into the 

realm of thought in this research project to give it a unique unstudied aim.  
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Chapter III – Methodology 

3.1 Executive Summary  

The underlying assumptions of the literature review were most philosophically consistent with a 

postmodernist type argument. The research design had some pragmatism within it. For example, the 

literature review revealed a very postmodernist narrative in which the exposure of a dominant reality 

of human capital and the absence of employee well-being was discussed. On the other hand, the 

research design represented pragmatism because of the desired knowledge was practical and 

theoretical solutions that wouldn’t led to unintended consequences such as what was shown to take 

place.   

Using Saunders’ et al., (2016) continua of two sets of extremes, the underlying ontological assumption 

in this project was subjectivism. The main purpose of this study was the Mutual Gains HRM framework, 

that differed from the dominant approach, and took into account the flux and change of social 

structures as opposed to a more objective value creation focus or “resource” based approach (e.g. 

view). 

Epistemologically, the underlying assumption was more objective because a quantitative approach with 

a survey questionnaire was given. That also represented a more pragmatic approach because the goal 

was to find a practical outcome for human capital theorists and may help business organizations better 

attract millennials to employment.   

The underlying axiological assumption, within Saunders et al., (2016) continua of two extremes was 

more in line with subjectivism. There was no detachment from the personal values of the investigator.   

The research approach was clearly deductive. First the research question confided with existing 

literature, and specified conditions under which the theory may or may not be held true.  Second, a 

purely deductive assumption was put forward: employee well-being an antecedent of a positive 

employment relationship not a correlate.  

The research strategy was quantitative because of the questionnaire that will be given. The sample 

population was students at the Dublin Business School in marketing and human resource management 

business courses. The sample frame was available but not accessible, so non-probability sampling was 

needed.  

In total forty-nine usable responses were collected. Some had to be rejected due various reasons listed 

in section 3.6 of this chapter. 

Lastly, the way the survey worked was as such: there was a paper given to DBS students that explained 

a hypothetical situation. They were given an offer of employment from a company—Company X. It was 

explicit in the survey that the job was unspecified as the company had a wide range of opportunities 

from warehouse, retail, corporate jobs. Then a series of statements was listed and participants were 

asked to rate the statements for their level of attractiveness. Data analysis was directed to explicitly 

answer research question one. Part two was the same but focused on research question two, only by 

shedding light on whether employee well-being was perceived as a correlate or antecedent or a 

positive employment relationship.   
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3.2 Philosophy 
The project’s literature review and the critical questions asked in it most closely assumed a 

postmodernist position. According to Calas and Smirch (1997), postmodernist researchers expose and 

question the power relations that sustain dominant realities. For example, this investigator sought to 

critically question the dominant approaches in strategic management research which all had a common 

resource based view theoretical underpinning. As such, instabilities were exposed using a series of 

tautological arguments stemming from a moral position and moral hazards, and certain empirical 

critiques of the RBV theoretical underpinning. Then empirical observations or warning signs described 

in section 2.2.4 supported of the instability and warranted the need for a remedy.  

Saunders et al., 2016 posited that postmodernist researchers do strive to bring forth what has been left 

out and excluded, as to make it visible—in this case what was left out by the literature was employee 

well-being. Mutual Gains was the remedy. Which it was then to be said, with some conviction, that 

well-being was somewhat ignored in the discourse, if not more actively overlooked in the realities of 

business organizations. The deconstruction of “reality” or the established ideologue of the RBV, 

warranted a challenge to at least consider other conceptual movements by showcasing how employee 

well-being has been overlooked vastly in recent times.  

One thing left out from most postmodernist methodologies was the investigation to look at the reality 

or dominant ideologue and who’s interests it would serve over the marginalized. This investigator felt 

that was a major weakness in many postmodernist arguments. Many scholars who are involved with the 

postmodernist identity politics of current, have used that as foundational in their conclusory 

discussions. Instead this investigator felt a slightly more pragmatic philosophy had seeped into the 

methodology there and should in other postmodernist arguments. For example, the research objectives 

and aim was to contribute solutions in a practical way to the discourse and practitioners, not to simply 

point out whom was benefiting or hurting. The pragmatism was an attempt to eradicate unintended 

consequences in the employment relationship. The investigator then asserted that was the most 

important aspect of the research project undertaken here instead of identifying the beneficiaries and 

marginalized.  

3.2.1 Ontology 
The underlying ontological assumption was subjective because the topic understood the flowing 

processes that are sometimes chaotic and create multiple realities for multiple stakeholders. So, 

according to the very influential book the social construction of reality the root assertion of sociology 

was derived from Karl Marx. Marx proposed that man’s consciousness was determined by his social 

being; and that human thought was found in human activity and in the social or class relations brought 

about from the activity. Virtually all of Karl Marx’s predictions about capitalism and the labor market 

have yet to come to fruition. Still, from an ontological perspective by asking the question of, what is 

the nature of reality? In relation, class distinctions were influential. This researcher believed that 

reality was socially constructed. In addition, some of Karl Marx’s views on classes and power structures 
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in society were again influential, while his views of capitalism and labor were staunchly opposed.  

For example, ontologically, one of the main ideas put forth in the literature review of chapter two was 

that human capital approach has been very myopic, in that the strategy has sought only to create value 

thus giving a more “strategic” use of HRM for business organizations. A resource based view 

underpinning gave scholars the tools to create an actual formula for demonstrating value, called utility 

analysis. This research believes that represents a very objective ontology for business organizations and 

management discourse because it is concerned with one true reality. On the other hand, the Mutual 

Gains HRM framework, in some sense, is not myopic and instead focused on the “bigger picture” by 

recognizing that value may very well come at the cost of employee well-being whether social, physical, 

or psychological.  The argument used to justify its potential among different management philosophies 

fundamentally relies on the idea of ‘multiple realities for different stakeholders’ for example and that 

those different realities are socially constructed from flowing processes that are sometimes chaotic, 

such as financial recession, or generational changes in sentiments about politics. That represents a 

more subjective ontology that this researcher believes to be reality by social construction.  

3.2.3 Epistemology 

The term Epistemology meant the study of knowledge. According to Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) 

publication, the concern of epistemology was to answer questions about how does one know what they 

know, and was that knowledge valid and legitimate knowledge. Under the continua of the two 

extremes of objectivism vs. subjectivism, laid out by Saunders et al., 2016 this research project’s 

primary empirical data operated under an objectivist assumption because the collection method was a 

survey questionnaire. A subjectivist route would have been primary research that is in depth and 

qualitative. That was where the research methodology went more towards pragmatism and away from 

postmodernism because the acceptable knowledge was essentially knowledge that enabled successful 

action, and that knowledge was not viewed as some subjective thing that was not external from a 

power structure.  

3.2.4 Axiology 

Employee well-being was at the heart of the investigator’s value judgements. It is the main topic of 

study as well. So, the underlying axiological assumption, within Saunders et al., 2016 continua of two 

extremes was more in line with subjectivism. There was no detachment from the personal values of the 

investigator. Because employee well-being was chosen and suggested, the investigator values the 

quality of individual life more, than say, a utilitarian argument of helping the greatest number for the 

highest good sometimes at the cost of some individuals.   

3.3 Approach 
The underlying assumption of the research methodology approach taken here was clearly and purely 

deductive because theoretical statements and propositions about scholarly literature were consulted 

first.  
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A theory called Mutual Gains HRM was left with a question, do all five HR practices have differing 

salience? In order to test that a hypothetical scenario was put forth. It used existing literature, and 

specified conditions under which the theory may be held true. The empirical findings are either 

consistent or not with the assumption.  The second deductive assumption put forward was that 

employee well-being is an antecedent of a positive employment relationship. The survey questionnaire 

addressed that with a hypothetical scenario in which a series of statements was made known to 

respondents to represent well-being. They were then asked to indicate what their opinions were on 

that “fact” in regard to increase the five components of a positive employment relationship (e.g. trust, 

sense of security) or not at all.  

Given that the empirical research and analysis tested an emergent new theoretical approach for having 

added value, the two underlying deductive assumptions became made very clear.  

If it was the opposite, inductive, then scientific observations such as employees indicating a positive 

employment relationship would have been observed and a research design to understand and 

generalize that observed phenomena would have been carried out.   

3.4 Research Strategy 

The research strategy was quantitative because of the questionnaire that will be given.  The aim of the 

primary research is to identify perceptions of the HRM framework in terms of employee branding, to 

test if employee well-being show potential to be an antecedent of a positive employment relationship, 

and if in certain situations some HR practices should be adapted or expanded. To stay scientific, other 

elements were included in the questionnaire apart from the Mutual Gains model such as, corporate 

social responsibility, and brand image.  

3.5 Sampling  
The sample population was students at the Dublin Business School in graduate level business courses 

who identified as “millennials”. The term is roughly defined but an amalgamation of researchers Howe 

and Strauss and other commonly accepted definitions the birth years 1982-1997 were used. It would 

have been hard to find objections with those birth years.  

Next, a sample frame was available but not accessible so non-probability sampling was needed 

(Saunders et al. 2016). The non-probability method that was used was convenience sampling. Despite 

the negative views of convenience sampling, the method brought with it many redeeming qualities. For 

example, the Dublin Business School has a large number of international students and while the 

nationality of students was not accounted for during data collection, there were respondents from 

North America, Europe, and Asia. In addition to the broad nationalities, surveying fellow DBS students 

allowed for a ‘proctor’ of sorts to be had. For example, all surveys were handed out during class time 

while the investigator’s supervisor was present so someone was able to ensure that all surveys were in 

fact handed out and collected without chance for unethical practices such as ghost respondents. 

Further, with non-probability sampling the intention was never to find a wholly representative sample 
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of the population. Those redeeming qualities were the reasons for picking convenience sampling.  

Within the sample population, one thing that was accounted for was the course title. The reason was 

because first if we recognize that Mutual Gains HRM is, for lack of a better word  ‘niche’ HRM, because 

it represented the most cohesive model put forth within the more recent and underdeveloped 

philosophical movement towards employee well-being, it can be guessed that DBS students in human 

resource type courses would perceive corporate social responsibility or Mutual Gains as more attractive 

in the questionnaire, than the marketing students whom may be more attracted to a strong brand 

image  

3.6 Data Collection  

According to Saunders et al. 2016 standard interviews are considered questionnaires. The primary data 

collection agent in the research project was a survey-questionnaire administered to at twenty-six 

students. A more in-depth explanation on how way the survey worked and how it was designed to 

answer the research questions, and objectives was discussed below:  

There was a paper given to DBS students that explained that they have been hypothetically given an 

offer of employment from a hypothetical and popular technology company—Company X. Then to 

simulate the research done by an individual who is deciding on whether or not to accept employment, 

a brief overview of company X was given to the respondents that included a series of twelve 

statements that described the internal environment of the company. Unknown to the respondents, the 

series of statements represented three variables: corporate social responsibility, brand image, and 

Mutual Gains HRM practices. The participants were asked to rate the statements for their level of 

attractiveness, meaning how likely they would work for the hypothetical company with a Likert scale 

from 0-7. O was equal to Low attraction and 7 was equal to high attraction. High attraction could be 

said to resemble the statement “I would really be motivated and excited to work for this company”. 

While low attraction was said to resemble “I am really not motivated or excited to work for this 

company”.   

Questions 1-12 were directly designed to answer research question one. Question 13 was designed to 

answer research question two.   

For example, Question 1 was a statement about brand image which respondents were asked to rate on 

a seven point Likert scale. The statement was “Company X is an innovative technology company that 

has recently launched a very successful communication device. You and your peers heavily desire the 

device. Working here would surely make you popular among friends.” Question 2 was a statement that 

encompassed the Mutual Gains version of investing in employees. The statement was “Company X 

pledges to invest in you by offering training, a promising career future, and careful recruitment 

processes, even during times of hardship for the company.” Question 3 was a statement that 

represented the Mutual Gains version of providing engaging work. The statement was “Company X has 

low organizational hierarchy and gives you control, over how you want to complete work tasks.” 

Questions 4-8 were statements that detailed the Mutual Gains versions of a positive employment 
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relationship. Four questions were given due to the exhaustive amount of practices listed in the 

framework. Questions 9-10 dealt with the Mutual Gains version of employee voice. Question 11 dealt 

with organizational support. Question 12 represented corporate social responsibility. The strong 

corporate responsibility was described with a ‘go green campaign’ where the company’s workers were 

required to participate in weekend clean-up projects in the community and strict workplace recycling 

rules in which employees wouldn’t get tax breaks for but their employer would.  

The second part of the survey questionnaire went further. Question 13 asked about the positive 

employment relationship and what they felt best represented it. It was a single question aimed at 

uncovering an answer to research question two. The underlying supposition in the literature review was 

that employee well-being was an antecedent to a positive employment relationship. See below in 

Appendix A for a copy the questionnaire.  

Throughout the data collection phase, three separate classes were visited. The investigator’s 

supervisor was present at each occasion. A total of fifty usable responses were collected. Responses 

were rejected on these grounds: If the student was not born within the year category so as not be 

considered a “millennial”, if responses were filled out with the exact same ratings for each category, 

or if the responses were filled out incorrectly by marking multiple answers for Pt.2 or rating the 

different selections for Pt.2.   

3.7 Data Analysis with SPSS 

According to Saunders et al., 2016 the primary data collected should be considered ranked (ordinal) 

data because participants were asked to rate how much they agreed with something, but it was treated 

as numerical interval data because some researchers argued that type of data could be analyzed more 

precisely. It could also be argued that the type of primary data was psychometric in nature because it 

dealt with perceptions and attitudes of employer attractiveness, but there was a lack of criterion to 

correlate the data with to predict about the larger population. The reflection section critically 

addressed that limitation.   

In order to perform data analysis, the sheet had to be ID coded correctly. It worked as such: each 

horizontal entry was considered a case or participant. While each vertical column was considered a 

variable, it represented the different survey questions. The first variable was for course description 

and was coded in SPSS as either a 0=HR or 1=Marketing or 2=Other. The second variable series of 

statements of the internal characteristics were coded on the variable view sheet as: 

[q02 “Brand Image” q03 “Investment in Employees” q03 “Engaging Work” q05 “Positive social and 

physical environment(A)” q06 “Positive social and physical environment(B)” q07 “Positive social and 

physical environment(C)” q08 “Positive social and physical environment(D)” q09 “Positive social and 

physical environment(E)” q010 “(A)Employee Voice” q011 “(B)Employee Voice” q012 “Organizational 

support” q013 “Corporate social responsibility” q014 “Positive Employment Relationship] 

Then to prepare the SPSS sheet correctly before data could be entered was to set value labels or each 

question. The way that worked was as such:  
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[For “q02-13” 0=No Attraction 1=Very Little Attraction 2=Little Attraction 3=Very Moderate Attraction 

4= Moderate Attraction 5=Attraction 6=Great Attraction 7=Very Great Attraction] 

[For “q13” 1= Trust 2=Fairness 3=Employment Security 4=Nothing at All 5=Quality of Work Life] 

Initial findings were found using the sum function in SPSS and then to find further support the 

statistical test called the Mann-Whitney U test was used to see if there was any statistical difference 

between the samples. Six variables had statistical differences so their means were compared. Which 

led to conclusions discussed in chapter five.  

3.8 Ethics  
The ethical basis of this project was something that was not overlooked. First and foremost, the overall 

goal of this investigator’s project was to find practical answers to problems in the relevant literature. 

According to Saunders et al., 2016 sometimes problems can arise during the primary research phase of 

a project. For example, what if the topic dealt with stress or anxiety? Or the subjects to be surveyed 

were considered minors or incapable of their making their own choices? Those were all things that 

were absent of this research project. The Dublin Business School does have an ethics board and there 

was a separate form that had to have been included in the dissertation proposal for it to be even 

considered. This investigator attached a copy to his proposal.  

In terms of actual ethics issues pertaining to this research project there were a few. The issues dealt 

with the raw primary collected data. All data was collected in person on paper and then transferred 

onto an SPSS data sheet. The laptop that housed the data was password protected but none of the 

electronic data contained any personal information. On paper however, the signatures of the 

participants were collected for verification that they knew all would be confidential and anonymous. 

All data will be destroyed when the final submission has been handed in.      
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Chapter – IV Findings 

4.1 Reliability 
According to Saunders et al., 2016 reliability for questionnaires was about whether results could be 

reproduced in different settings and at different times, or with different samples, or with different 

interviewers. Saunders et al., 2016 listed out three different tests to assess the reliability: test re-test, 

internal consistency, and alternative form.  

Test re-test was not considered and other researchers have stated it should only be considered as a 

supplementary method. Next, was internal consistency and most commonly measured with Cronbach’s 

Alpha. The statistic determines if responses reliably measured a particular concept. The statistical test 

can give a result from zero to one. A result of at least 70% of 1 is accepted as ‘reliably measuring a 

single concept’. Alternative form was another method for finding the reliability of the findings and 

were described as having the same questioned asked twice in different ways.  

These concepts were not considered for this research project and the reliability of the findings may be 

questionable at best due to the fact that test-retest, internal consistency, or alternative form methods 

were not used. But three different occasions where data was collected resulted in no statistical 

difference which may have indicated bias on the participant side.     

4.2 Validity 
According to Saunders et al., 2016 there were many types of validity. First described was a type of 

validity called internal validity, which sometimes can be called measurement validity. That type was 

concerned with the ability of the questionnaire to measure what it was intended to measure. Other 

researchers posited that internal validity was important only if causal relationships were intended to 

be studied. Since this study was not concerned with finding causal relationships that type of validity 

was not deemed important.  

The second type of validity described by Saunders et al., 2016 was called content validity. Content 

validity was described in the Saunders’ research methods textbook as the ‘extent to which the 

measurement device, or in our case the questions in the questionnaire, provides adequate coverage of 

the investigative questions’. Saunders et al., 2016 wrote that the term adequate coverage was 

interesting because it usually meant that researchers had to inform themselves of the entire range of 

possible selections from relevant literature, or to use a panel of individuals, sometimes called subject 

matter experts, to assess if questions were ‘essential, useful but not essential, or not necessary’. A 

panel was not used, but relevant literature from informed researchers were used, for example, Guest’s 

(2017) framework consulted a wide range of literature such as quality of work life literature, and Peter 

Warr’s work on employee well-being before constructing the framework. The content validity should be 

considered as strong as the research that went in behind it.  

The third type of validity outlined by Saunders et al., 2016 was criterion-related validity, sometimes 

referred to as predictive validity, which was again concerned causal relationships such as the ability to 
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make predictions based on the data based on some criterion. For example, if job satisfaction was 

studied and then correlated with supervisor observations of employees. The predictive validity of this 

study was non-existent. Still, one could argue that a type of primary data that was collected could be 

considered psychometric (i.e. attraction) and with proper effort could have been leveraged to put 

some weight behind the findings. As such, no conclusion from the primary research was warranted from 

a predictive validity perspective. That limitation was discussed in detail in the final reflection of the 

next chapter, and the conclusions focused only on this instance, under the specific conditions 

explained in this project.  

The fourth type of validity outlined by Saunders et al., 2016 was called construct validity and referred 

to the ‘extent to which the set of questions actually measures the presence of the constructs intended 

to measure’. It was considered the most important and strong in this study. The most popular method 

for detecting it was cited as searching for the correlation or overlap with the data and the existing 

construct. There can be convergent or discriminant validity. The uniqueness of this research project 

meant that there were no other similar questionnaires to search for a correlation with for example. 

Instead, the best possible validity was attempted by careful examination of the existing construct that 

was tested (i.e. the Mutual Gains HRM framework) because the researcher used the most direct and 

explicit terms in the questionnaire whenever possible. With that said some questions did not test ‘word 

for word’ the Mutual Gains construct because constraints existed such as the need to make the survey 

palatable, and the conceptual ambiguity of the construct. 

So, Questions 2-11 dealt with the framework. Question two did test ‘word for word’ Set 1 of practices. 

Question three did test word for word set 2 of practices. Question 4 did test word for word a specific 

practice in set 3. Question 5 did not test word for word a specific practice in set 3. Nor did question 6, 

7, or 8. Questions 9, 10, 11 did test word for word a specific practice. Still, those instances are open to 

questions on the construct validity.  

4.3 Presentation of the Findings 
Introduction Question 1: Were you born within the years 1982-1997?  

All collected responses where the answer was not affirmative were rejected.  

Introduction Question 2: What describes your course of Study? 

Of the forty-nine collected responses, nineteen or 38.8% described their course of study as “human 

resources”. Twenty-two subjects or 44.9% of the total described their course of study as “marketing”. 

Eight subjects described their course of study as “other” or a total of 16.3% of the total collected 

responses.  
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Question 1: Brand Image  

The following statement “Company X is an innovative technology company that has recently launched a 

successful communication device. You and your peers heavily covet the device. Working here would 

surely make you popular among friends” was asked to be rated for level of attractiveness on a scale 

from zero to seven. The mean was 4.39.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 2: Investing in Employees  

The following statement, “Company X pledges to invest in you by offering training, a promising career 

future, even during times of hardship for the company” was asked to be rated on a scale from zero to 

seven. The mean was 6.10.  
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Question 3: Engaging Work  

The statement, “Company X has low organisational hierarchy and gives you control over how you want 

to complete tasks”, was rated on a scale from zero to seven. The mean was 4.67.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 4: Positive Social and Physical Environment (A) 

“Company X offers you a higher basic salary over incentive schemes like stock options”. The mean was 

5.39  
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Question 5: Positive Physical and Social Environment (B) 

“Company X actively reduces bullying and harassment with mandatory seminars and classes” The mean 

was 5.20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 6: Positive Physical and Social Environment (C)  

“Company X provides equal opportunity and diversity by hiring ex-convicts, and the disabled”. The 

mean rating was 5.39.  
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Question 7: Positive Physical and Social Environment (D) 

“Company X ensures your health and safety after asbestos was found in a facility basement by 

removing it properly and offering free cancer screenings.” The mean was 5.84.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 8: Positive Physical and Social Environment (E) 

“Company X allows you to have a single cubicle or desk groupings, or open store plans.” The mean was 

5.02.  
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Question 9: Employee Voice (A) 

“Company X offers companywide surveys on ways it can improve work for you, the employee.” The 

mean was 5.76 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 10: Employee Voice (B)  

“Company X welcomes its warehouse or storefront workers to form a union”. The mean was 4.71.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 41 

Question 11: Organisational Support  

“Company X does not terminate employees after bad performance appraisals and instead offers 

opportunities to increase skills and competencies.” The mean was 5.39.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 12: Corporate Social Responsibility  

“Company X has a rigorous recycling program and employees can participate in week-end clean-up 

projects for tax breaks for the company.” The mean was 4.90.  
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Chapter V – Discussion 

5.1 Discussion Summary 
The main purpose of this discussion chapter was to act as a review of the work, and show the final 

interpretation of the findings, thus answering the research questions. So, first the deeper data analysis 

in relation to the research questions were discussed in section 5.2 which led to the conclusions in 

section 5.3. Then, section 5.4 addressed inconsistencies and weaknesses a reader may have inferred in 

a critical review of the work. The third purpose of this discussion chapter was to discuss the 

implications that the findings had amongst the relevant literature. The last purpose was to address the 

limitations and discuss a plan for future research. The chapter ended with an overall reflection of the 

dissertation as a whole.  

5.2 Interpretation of the Primary Research Findings  
The first thing to discuss for the first research question was the central tendency. Using SPSS, the mean 

was calculated. The mean function took the average rating for each variable. A variable with a mean 

rating below five meant that it was considered at best marginally attractive, so it was not considered 

to be at least attractive, and would thus contribute to the research question as not having added value 

in employee branding.  

So, to directly answer the first research question, the highest means rated variables were placed in 

order from highest to lowest. The most attractive Mutual Gains HRM practice was ‘investing in 

employees’. Surprisingly, some mutual gains HRM practices were considered below the minimum mean 

to be considered at least attractive. They were: “Employee voice (B)”, “Positive social and physical 

environment (C)” and, “Engaging work”. This would seem to indicate that Mutual Gains practices were 

not in fact attractive to millennials and DBS, but before interpretations more analysis was needed.  

The question on Employee Voice dealt with unions. One possible reason it was rated low and may have 

had bias, was because of the negative views some people have on unions which often is politically 

driven and not grounded in reality. The second question to “fail” as being attractive was the question 

about a “Positive social and physical environment (c).  The question dealt with equal opportunity for 

disabled and ex-convicts. There were a handful of incidents where participants stated they agreed with 

equal opportunity for the disabled, but not for ex-convicts. That is not equal opportunity. Full stop. By 

definition that is preferential treatment and by having what some participants viewed as a double-

barreled statement may have led to a lower than attractive mean even though it was not a double-

barreled statement. The last question with a low mean was the Engaging work statement. According to 

the original framework it dealt with the provision of control and autonomy at work. The bar graph 

below condensed that interpretation into one graphical representation. But before conclusions could be 

made on if Mutual Gains attracted DBS millennials, more interpretation was needed and conducted.  
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So, keeping in mind the three practices whom were rated below the minimum threshold, another test 

was described in a book called ‘SPSS Explained’ by Hinton, McMurray and Brownlow. The test was 

called the Mann-Whitney U test. And according to the authors, the Mann-Whitney U test was seen as 

useful to those who want to uncover if there is sufficient reason for a claim to be made that different 

samples have different views. If one would Import that to the case here, do HR or Marketing students 

have any statistically different views on Mutual Gains HRM practices? If they do, for example, if 

Marketing students rated Mutual Gains practices lower than HR students, then a claim that Mutual 

Gains attracted the DBS millennial students would hold less weight then if there was no difference.  

Hinton, McMurray and Brownlow stated that the strength of the test was that it did not focus on 

normally distributed numbers. But instead on the complete set of ranked data from lowest to highest 

testing the random possibility one population is different than the other. As shown below, the test 

creates a null hypothesis: the distribution among the populations is the same. If the ‘Asymp. Sig. (2-

tailed)’ result was greater than .05 than the null hypothesis would not have been rejected, and in this 

case the null hypothesis was found to be accepted, which meant there was no detectable difference 

between HR or Marketing students in their rating of Mutual Gains HR practices.  
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Looking at the test results, six variables had a statistical difference. So, comparing the means of those 

six variables showed that surprisingly, marketing students did rate Mutual Gains HRM practices higher, 

and inversely human resource students rated Mutual Gains HRM practices lower. That was very 

different than the investigator was expecting. Overall, that was seen as some surface level supportive 

evidence that Mutual Gains HRM practices did attract DBS millennial students to work because one 

would consider marketing students to be more focused on other things than the internal environment, 

but the findings suggest that across the board internal environments matter for all types of people.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shifting gears, the second question of the research project dealt with a deductive assumption that 

employee well-being was an antecedent to a positive employment relationship and not the other way 

around. As mentioned before the SPSS frequency function count was used. That tallied up the number 

of times participants chose a certain selection. ‘Nothing at all’ was included in the selections and was 

not chosen once. “Quality of Work life’ was chosen 38.78% of the time and solidified the conclusion 

that Dublin Business School students did perceive employee well-being as an antecedent of a positive 

employment relationship.  
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5.3 Conclusions  
In relation to the first research question, the first conclusion was actually that some Mutual Gains HRM 

practices had differing salience in a perceived added value in employee branding among millennials at 

DBS. Investing in employees was the most important, followed by a positive physical and social 

environment (D), then employee voice (A), then organisational support, then a positive physical and 

social environment (A, B, E). Direct conclusions for RQ1: Surface level supportive evidence was found 

that showed Mutual Gains can attract DBS millennial students to work which was based on a Mann-

Whitney U test that found a statistical difference between marketing and human resource students. 

Surprisingly marketing students rated the practices higher. Even so, there were limitations in this 

research project mainly from a reliability, and a predictive validity perspective, and possibly a positive 

bias.   

In relation to the second research question, the second conclusion was that a positive employment 

relationship was in fact perceived among DBS millennial students as an antecedent of a positive 

employment relationship. That was taken as some evidence that supports a claim that employee well-

being would foster a positive employment relationship and not the other way around.   

5.4 Contradictions and Inconsistencies of the Project 

This section addressed contradictions, inconsistencies, or weaknesses in the overall research project’s 

literature that may have been inferred by a reader as to strengthen and tighten things up.  

First, in the literature review there was a mention of what Delery and Roumpi (2017) called the two 

camps in the strategic management circles: the HR practices camp or the human capital camp. Those 

two camps discussed a sustained competitive advantage and strategic management theory. In the 

literature review, it was implied that the Mutual Gains HRM framework showed potential to ‘breathe 

new life into the human capital advantage’, yet seemingly contradictory to that, what was being 

investigated were ‘bundles of HR practices’ that were actually taken directly from the framework 

itself. In order to reconcile that seemingly glaring contradiction, one must consider that this 

investigator did not once explicitly state that a single righteous answer to the ongoing question in 

strategic management was possible. For example, what this investigator believed to be the at the very 

heart of the argument was that looking for a sustained competitive advantage through a myopic lens 

alone may not be enough. If one agreed with that, then one would certainly be open to accepting a 

situation where, for example in the food service industry, human capital resources, such as job 

satisfaction could be seen as the source of sustained competitive advantage. Granted they would need 

to be cultivated with some higher HR function (e.g. HR practices) those practices would likely be easily 

imitable and transferable. On the other hand, in a higher skill job where there are teams or groups 

critical for success such as in higher skill jobs then the likelihood of HR practices being imitable and 

transferable would most likely decrease steeply and be where the SCA would lie. That was why in 
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Chapter two, this investigator said that ‘building a movement in strategic management research on HR 

practices alone, may ‘bring us back to square one as well’.  

Second, another inconsistency that a reader may have potentially inferred was that the RBV was 

viewed absolutely useless in strategic management research. While this investigator did bring into 

serious question the RBV’s relationship with HRM, with a series of empirical and tautological critiques, 

the resource based view was and still is a useful framework for identifying and clarifying internal 

resources of a firm. The strength of the RBV in other areas of study such as economics, or marketing, is 

value, but value was not a strength for HRM. It should continue to be seen as toxic when applied to 

HRM spheres.   

The third issue a reader may have inferred was first: that Mutual Gains HRM sought out to create value 

through individual and organizational level performance and there was both an economical and 

financial argument in that. So, secondly: one could infer a contradiction on grounds that the new 

framework seeks to create value, yet other approaches were criticized for the very same thing. In 

order to reconcile that potential contradiction, one must be familiar with the philosophical work of 

Immanuel Kant. In his work Kant described something called a “maxim”. Simply put a maxim was the 

motive or reason behind anyone’s particular action. Kant thought a large part of morality was found in 

the maxim. So, if we import that into the case here, in strategic management, there could be a goal of 

an HRM approach such as creating value and the maxim behind the goal is to create value. Conversely, 

there could be a new framework where the goal is creating value, where the maxim behind that 

approach was a serious care for the well-being of the employee. The perk there could be that such a 

way would also bring about strategic benefit because he maxim was different.  

5.5 Boundary Spanning Potential  
This section will address the boundary spanning potential of the findings as well as the limitations.  

According to previous research there are three barriers to overcome when discussing the boundary 

spanning potential for strategic management theories. The first was language, second was assumptions, 

third was bridge building. It was explicitly stated that Mutual Gains HRM seemed to offer the ability to 

become boundary spanning and the subsequent discussion will address these three barriers. On an 

importantly related, but separate note, Coff and Kryscynski’s (2011) research posited that attracting, 

retaining, and motivating were necessary to understand the boundary spanning material in relation to a 

sustained competitive advantage for HRM. So, they can be viewed as the theoretical side, and then the 

practical side.  

Moving on, the first barrier to a theory being recognized as generally boundary spanning in relation to 

strategic management research was language. That was really important because strategic 

management research was deeply fragmented and was deserving of some unification as researchers 

Delery and Roumpi (2017) stated that the boundaries of different spheres of strategic management 

research were not always . The language used throughout this study was a term “human capital 

resources”. Research by Ployhart, Nyberg, Reilly, and Maltarich (2014) gave a detailed understanding of 
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what human capital resources were and how they directly were birthed from what they called 

‘individual differences’. The individual differences or unit-level capacities, then would grow into 

KSAO’s, then into human capital, then into human capital resources, and then into strategic human 

capital resources being substructures of each other. Why can’t employee well-being be considered in 

that way? Is there any research to suggest it is impossible? Not yet at least. That was a major limitation 

of this investigation and future research should address that.  

Next, in the three barriers to boundary spanning potential was assumptions. The scarcely mentioned 

assumption in Guest’s (2017) work was that the psychological contract was an underlying mechanic 

gear in the model. But what about signaling theory? What are the differences? Either way, both 

theories are strong and have psychology behind them thus allowing for boundary spanning assumptions 

across the two camps in strategic HRM circles.  

Lastly, was the third barrier of bridge building. A true strength of Mutual Gains, and this argument as 

whole because as mentioned in section 5.3 of this chapter the goal was not to create a formula in 

terms of well-being, Mutual Gains, and a sustained competitive advantage. Instead it was explicitly 

stated to be contextual. In certain situations, if one accepted the idea that well-being should be 

considered a human capital resource, then under Mutual Gains, well-being could underlie a supposition 

that in low skill jobs, well-being as a human capital resource could become a sustained competitive 

advantage, while in higher skill jobs the HR practices designed for well-being would become a 

sustained competitive advantage both because of the firm specificity, imitability, etc.  

In support of that argument consider the sphere around the Blue Ocean Strategy book published in 

2005, more recently adapted in 2014 to Blue Ocean Shift. The book detailed why some business 

strategies succeeded and others didn’t and basically put forth the idea that it was both an external and 

internal conscientiousness that ultimately led to the long-term success.  Roughly speaking, one could 

go further and view blue ocean strategy as amalgamation of Michael Porter’s “Five forces” externally 

driven sphere of competitive advantage with Jay Barney’s “Resource based view” internally driven 

sphere of competitive advantage. To date Mutual Gains HRM was the only framework or approach that 

seemed to take into account the idea that both of those (e.g. internal and external) spheres had space 

to complement each other in SHRM. Knowingly or not, Guest (2011, 2017) really reflected that ideal in 

his publications when he critiqued the last thirty years of research as being myopic.  

5.6 Limitations and Future Research  

Moving on, a limitation was that this research project was not able to discuss employee well-being and 

if it should be seen as a human capital resource or not, and what that would mean for the sustained 

competitive advantage question in strategic management literature today. It was explicitly stated in 

the literature review that there may be implications but it was pure speculation. For that line of 

thinking to go deeper, a future research project should be designed that would include a meta-analysis 

of all the literature that mentioned human capital. The work by Ployhart, Nyberg, Reilly, and Maltarich 

(2014) could be starting point. The focus would need to be their exhaustive and informative ‘evolution 
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of human capital resources’ to figure out if, and how employee well-being could fit into that sphere of 

research. Secondary research only may be adequate.  

5.7 Reflection  

This reflection will audit my knowledge and skills, critically appraise my work (in its shortcomings in 

relation to validity and reliability of the primary data), and apply how the new learning could address 

that in a future setting.  

So first, in an audit of my own knowledge I was not very strong in statistics like quantitative data 

analysis. Instead of trying to learn more about that, during the dissertation phase, I spent most of my 

time doing what I was good at, which was analyzing and evaluating literature to craft my argument, 

and communicate how I view the world. I feel my literature review has some weight behind it and 

outlined many new and interesting ideas for research spurring further discussions. Coming from a 

university in the United States, I had a liberal arts degree and I did not know what the difference was 

between quantitative or qualitative data before taking my research method classes.  

Looking back, I think my primary data approach and analysis represented that audit of knowledge being 

subpar statistically. But still, I wanted to put my best effort into this dissertation so in the last few 

weeks, I tried to teach myself as much statistics as I could. I learned how to operate SPSS software and 

the different statistical tests available, and I read some literature on statistics and measurement 

theory in marketing, but I think by that point my research project was already too developed for it to 

matter too much. That is not to say that my primary data or data analysis is useless. I just felt that if I 

had had a bit more statistical knowledge, time, and money I could really craft a unique data collection 

method that extracts primary data with some real weight and conviction behind it. Perhaps moving on 

to a research and philosophical based academic program would allow me to do that.    

So, I will now describe how I could apply what I learned moving forward. In 1979 Gilbert A. Churchill 

published a very influential paper for marketing researchers. The paper described the need and 

outlined a new paradigm for measuring marketing constructs. So, his first step was outlining the 

domain of the construct. In the paper, Churchill used customer satisfaction as the example. He argued 

that in order to properly measure the construct of customer satisfaction—which is psychometric data by 

the way, there must be an exact conceptual specification of what must be included in the domain of 

that construct. Upon reflection, I felt that the concept of employee branding was somewhat misused as 

a term for employer attractiveness. Nonetheless, if someone were to take the term employer 

attractiveness and treat it as a marketing construct one could define the exact domain. Literature no 

doubt exists in the employer attractiveness sphere and secondary research could find and exact the 

domain as to make it useful to study. Even so, employer branding was not useless in the study. 

Employer branding could be seen as the strategic implications from the organisation side. 

Anyways, moving on, the second step, in Churchill’s (1979) article for measuring marketing constructs, 

was to create ‘items’ that measured the construct. More contemporarily, that is now represented in 

the literature as the debate between ‘single item versus multi item scales’, among others, by 



   

 49 

researchers Adamantios Diamantopoulos, Marko Sarstedt, Christoph Fuchs, Petra Wilczynski, Sebastian 

Kaiser (2012). Statistically speaking, the importance is to have multi-item scales although there are 

times when single item scales are useful. Upon critical reflection, multi-item scales were not present in 

the study described in previous chapters. Single questions were designed and administered, while 

multiple questions asking the same question in different ways could have been used, or even questions 

that attacked the issue from different angles. For example, by treating the data as a marketing 

construct, such as employer attractiveness, then I could have first found the domain but secondly 

found multiple items to operationalize or measure the exact domain. Those items could have been 

employee retention, or job satisfaction for example. Doing so, would have painted a more valid picture 

of Mutual Gains HRM, employer attractiveness, and employee branding. Still to not sound too critical of 

one’s self, the concept of Mutual Gains HRM is still in infancy and relatively unknown so the ability go 

further and to have criterion validity (e.g. measure employer attractiveness against retention etc.…) 

would require a conceptual consensus and practical adoption. The next steps outlined in Churchill’s 

(1979) work basically dealt with further processes to assess validity of the data, which at the time was 

very new and is today still influential but it was not the purpose here to report on them.  

So, I feel I strongly developed on the skills I was already good at such as reading literature, analyzing 

it, applying concepts to a bigger picture, and effectively communicating all that in a cohesive and 

interesting narrative. But I should have spent more time learning things about crafting questionnaires 

for statistical analysis. At the same time, there were constraints and limits to data analysis because of 

the need for conceptual consensus and lack of practical adoption. Plus, I discussed remedies based on 

Churchill’s (1979) influential literature on a new paradigm for measurement in marketing research.  

With more knowledge, time, and effort perhaps in a research based position in a university I could 

actually undertake and see those things to fruition. Which brings me to a statement about my skills. 

During the dissertation process as a whole I would devote very large chunks of time like four or five 

hours and read through literature or have sustained thought on the topic. I don’t think everyone has 

the capacity or skill to sit down and devote that time to reading without getting distracted but I do. Or 

perhaps it was that I was actually deeply motivated and moved by my topic.  
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