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Abstract 

International human resource management (IHRM) as a field of practice involves heightened 

levels of complexity compared to domestic HRM based on the multitude of contexts in which 

multinational firms operate. As complexity increases, so do levels of risk and the chance that the 

firm must deal with crisis situations. Based on papers presented at the 3rd Global Conference on 

IHRM, this special issue focuses on how IHRM can contribute to organization success when 

faced by extreme operating conditions. This editorial provides a backdrop to the papers by 

describing the challenging economic, political and social environments impacting organizations, 

exploring conditions from the recent past and current day such as the global financial crisis, 

trends toward political nationalism, aging populations and growing immigrant workforces. The 

focus lies on exploring how HRM can respond to such challenging external contexts to continue 

to contribute added value to the firm. 
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Introduction 

A fundamental difference between the fields of human resource management (HRM) and 

international human resource management (IHRM) is the degree of complexity involved. 

Professionals in both fields are sourcing, hiring, training, rewarding, developing, evaluating and 

motivating an organization’s workforce, but when operations extend from a domestic to an 

international scale, the level of complexity that HR professionals face increases dramatically. 

Multinational enterprises (MNEs) do not operate in a vacuum – they operate in multiple national 

contexts, each one with its own institutional and cultural traditions, systems and regulations. Not 

only does the HR professional based in an MNE’s corporate headquarters need to understand 

what is happening in their home country operations; they need to understand the operating 

context in numerous global sites to coordinate their firm’s global HRM strategy. To add to this 

complexity, critical turning points such as national or global crises add to the high-risk nature of 

international HRM. Managing complexity and risk through times of crisis has become a core 

competency of MNEs; a competency to which IHRM can make a substantial contribution. 

This special issue is a collection of papers presented at the 3rd Global Conference on 

International HRM, organized by the Center for International Human Resource Studies at The 

Pennsylvania State University and hosted by St John’s University, New York in May 2017. The 

biennial conference addresses the broad IHRM field, incorporating many disciplines including 

cross-cultural management, comparative HRM, and strategic international HRM. The papers 

presented focus on understanding why HRM activities fit (or do not fit) in a given institutional 

and/or cultural context and explore how MNEs manage the global/local paradox of their 

operations. The papers selected for this special issue make a strong contribution to the IHRM 

body of knowledge with the expectation that they may shape future research and practice in the 
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field. Specifically, they highlight the ways in which IHRM can make a valued contribution in 

times of crises or under the high-risk conditions in which firms are operating on a global scale. 

 

Organizations in times of crisis and risk 

The context in which firms are operating across the globe has received surprisingly limited 

attention in the HRM literature. Many studies have focused on the search for the ‘holy grail’ of 

how HRM can add value to the organization through universalistic best practices. The reality of 

how HRM can make such a contribution may, however, vary considerably: by understanding the 

nuances of contextual differences in firms’ operating environments, HRM professionals may be 

able to provide greater support than simply implementing ‘best practices’ (Farndale & Paauwe, 

2018; Horak & Yang, 2017).  

The core of this argument has its roots in the original models of strategic HRM presented 

by scholars at Michigan and Harvard Universities. The ‘Michigan model’ (Fombrun, Tichy, & 

Devanna, 1984) argues that strategic HRM is about the alignment between a firm’s strategy, 

structure and HRM system internally, but that this alignment is affected by external cultural, 

economic and political forces. Similarly, the ‘Harvard model’ (Beer, Spector, Lawrence, Mills, 

& Walton, 1984) recognizes that the HRM system in any firm has as its antecedents the 

influence of key stakeholder interests (including individuals both inside and outside the firm) and 

situational factors (i.e., workforce characteristics, business strategy, management philosophy, 

technology, labor markets, unions, societal values and legislation). Despite the popularity of 

these models, HRM scholarship has paid little attention to external forces, situational factors and 

differing stakeholder interests (Beer, Boselie, & Brewster, 2015). Nevertheless, there is evidence 

that contemporary economic, politic, and social globalization trends are affecting MNE strategy 
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and structure, and how firms balance global interaction and local responsiveness (Edwards, & 

Rees, 2017). 

In bringing the importance of context to the fore, extreme operating conditions can 

reinforce the relevance of context to understanding how HRM can make a valuable contribution, 

especially in international firms due to their already heightened level of complexity. Here, we 

focus on high-impact contextual environments that influence how a firm operates, highlighting 

how national and global crises can have game-changing consequences for how firms manage 

their workforce. A firm’s operating context is dynamic, and in some instances extreme. We 

discuss here three examples of extreme macro contexts affecting firm operations on a global 

scale: economic, political, and social. 

 

Economic crises 

In our first example, we consider the extreme conditions of the global financial services crisis 

that started in 2007-8 and resulted in widespread recession conditions in many developed nations 

worldwide (Teague & Roche, 2014). The crisis was the result of cases of mis-selling financial 

products in the early 2000s, followed in 2008 by the fall of Lehman Brothers, and had massive 

implications for employment, including corporate restructuring, downsizing, pay reductions and 

high unemployment (Zagelmeyer, 2013). The austerity measures that followed in many countries 

had severe effects on employee morale, leaving HR professionals with a huge challenge to 

rebuild their organizations (McDonnell & Burgess, 2013). One might assume that the global 

financial crisis created extremely tight economic conditions, but what is less obvious was that, 

simultaneously, the labor market became flooded with highly-talented individuals as so many 

people were suddenly laid off from high-ranking positions (McDonnell, 2011). Despite this 



5 
 

talent rush, firms still noted that the battle to find the most talented of employees nevertheless 

remained. 

 The financial crisis reminded HRM scholars once again how the discipline, at the 

strategic level, is connected to developments at the macro-economic level. Economic crisis is not 

preventable at the single firm-level. It leads to uncertainty and forces HRM to react flexibly to 

short-, mid- and long-term changes in the economic environment. As crisis breaks out suddenly 

and with different levels of intensity, scope and duration, there is no standard procedure that 

HRM can apply in response. Rather, the situation can best be described by the term ‘terra 

incognita’ (Zagelmeyer & Gollan, 2012). Crisis leads to a decline in the demand for labor since 

consumers spend less on products and services. As a result, HRM systems unable to adapt to this 

flexibility in demand face a labor surplus and layoffs. Once extending or obtaining credit 

becomes more difficult, downward pressures on labor costs also occur. Additionally, the 

attractiveness of different employers may change as a function of labor market conditions or the 

general economic context (Phillips & Gully, 2017). Overall, these extreme conditions 

demonstrate how the HRM system, as well as specific HRM functions such as recruitment, do 

not take place in a vacuum: Vertical alignment with the economic environment, national context, 

organizational strategy, operational needs, and the values and needs of individual employees 

must happen for maximum effectiveness (Gully, Phillips, & Kim, 2014; Phillips & Gully, 2015, 

2017). 

To address these challenges the HR function needs to find solutions at the intersection of 

flexibility and social acceptability. While the challenges are severe, there is reason to be 

optimistic because HRM works at the juncture of various essential corporate domains, giving it a 

comparative advantage to add value in times of crisis compared to other functions (Zagelmeyer 
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& Gollan, 2012). For example, Gunnigle, Lavelle and Monaghan (2013) present seminal 

examples of how MNEs based in Ireland mastered challenges during times of crisis. Aer Lingus, 

for instance, introduced a ‘leave and return’ policy where employees were offered a one-time 

payment to leave the company for returning on a new contract, i.e. with lower salaries and 

reduced conditions. AXA offered early retirements, new salary classifications and voluntary 

layoffs. While these examples show that jobs can be kept, though with inferior employee benefits 

and conditions, other options MNEs pursued were less innovative in terms of social 

responsibility but economically effective, as represented by Coca Cola and Pfizer. The latter saw 

the best solution in simply closing a plant and the former outsourced distribution and 

warehousing leading to employee layoffs, which inevitably led to opposition from the side of 

trade unions. Although these examples are equally applicable to a domestic or global setting, 

they are indicative of how macro-level challenges filter down to operational HRM activities. 

Overall, somewhat ironically, the financial crisis in Ireland of 2007-8 seems to have helped to 

attract further inward foreign direct investments for the year 2009-10 right after the crisis, to 

some extent due to decreased labor costs (Gunnigle, Lavelle, & Monaghan, 2013). 

 

Political crises 

Globalization in the form of the reduction of formal and informal trade barriers and a freer flow 

of labor regionally (e.g. within the European Union) and globally has been critiqued (Peng & 

Shin, 2008; Osland, 2003) but is believed to produce positive outcomes overall (Dollar & Kraay, 

2002). Today, however, there is somewhat of a new crisis emerging in the visible trend toward 

more nationalistic polices featuring less permeable boarders for labor, higher trade barriers in 

terms of tariffs, and overall a more offensive and even condescending political rhetoric on the 
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cost of diplomatic and collaborative actions among countries. Consequently, as uncertainty 

spreads, high-skilled talent becomes increasingly hesitant to relocate across national borders, 

while firms risk losing their competitive advantage through people and nations risk declining 

economic growth and innovation (Rodrik, 2018).  

Challenges to HRM connected to the changes at the political level reach beyond the 

obvious problem of recruiting global talent due to increased difficulties obtaining work visas 

(Davis & Hart, 2010). Growing right-wing rhetoric shows that societies as well as organizations 

are challenged to integrate different cultural values and norms. Natives are increasingly 

experiencing increased competition from the global talent pool for jobs, which can lead to 

tensions in the workplace (Dietz, Joshi, Esses, Hamilton, & Gabarrot, 2015). In countries with 

less experience with immigration, it is unclear how integration and assimilation can or should be 

achieved and how this can be realized, yet nevertheless it is happening (see, for example, 

changes in the Swedish and Danish political context over recent years: Green-Pedersen & 

Krogstrup, 2008). Since the HR function is charged with supporting this process in the 

workplace, it cannot ignore the general climate related to immigrant workers. The current drive 

towards nationalistic policies calls international HRM scholars to explore consequences in more 

detail and assess risks from a more holistic point of view. 

  

Social crises 

Driven by demographic changes, including an aging society in many advanced economies 

(Chand & Tung, 2014), geographically permeable labor markets became an important feature of 

global migration. Moreover, a lack of professional opportunities, poverty, conflict and political 

instability in a number of developing economies have made international migrants a sizable 
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group of the global workforce. While studies have explored the nature of international migration, 

the migration field and international HRM studies run in parallel with little cross-disciplinary 

exchange. This has resulted in a lack of studies that explore differences in skillsets among 

migrants and, consequently, a lack of development of HRM strategies for utilizing and managing 

these sets of skills and knowledge to create a competitive advantage (Guo & Al Ariss, 2015).  

Globalization may be retracting but numerous problems remain, especially in developed 

economies. Aggravated by demographic changes, there is a shortage of skilled labor especially in 

the science, technology, engineering and math-related (STEM) professions that can hardly be 

filled without migration (Hernandez, 2014). These developments pose new challenges for IHRM, 

which scholars may address by taking both the business as well as the societal context into 

account and employing more interdisciplinary research designs. Whereas firms may respond by 

changing their organization structure to adjust to the new political direction, jobs themselves may 

also need to change accordingly.  

A further dimension of importance but also under-explored is how international migrant 

workers desire and can integrate themselves in a new society (Hajro, Zilinskaite, & Stahl, 2017). 

While extant global talent management literature emphasizes the challenges that international 

assignees face when adjusting to a new business and professional environment, less attention has 

been paid to the level of societal openness to foreign workers (Guo & Al Ariss, 2015). For 

example, Horak and Yang (2017) use the term ‘environmental receptiveness’ to draw attention to 

the challenges connected to differences in informal ties and networks that can be hard to 

penetrate for foreigners. Those ties and networks are often crucial to becoming a part of society, 

since they influence the effectiveness of a foreign employee as well as general well-being while 

working overseas.    
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The HR function’s role in assisting MNEs through turbulent times has become a critical 

part of corporate governance and risk management (Farndale, Paauwe, & Boselie, 2010). HR in 

the corporate head office is ideally situated to manage both the flow of talent into and through 

the organization, as well as facilitating a culture that encourages flexibility and agility during 

challenging times (Sparrow, Farndale, & Scullion, 2013). Remaining open to the opportunities 

that complexity and uncertainty bring to the organization is a critical competence that HR can 

develop and nurture inside these multinational operations. 

 

Summary of the papers constituting the special issue 

The three dimensions (economic, political, social) of the macro context affecting firm operations 

globally demonstrate the heightened risk and complexity that MNEs face. We have hinted at 

what this means for IHRM strategies and practices adopted in firms. Here, we summarize the 

papers in this special issue, which further highlight how crises and dynamic contexts affect 

IHRM. Two papers focus on dynamic economic contexts with the global financial crisis and the 

resultant recession, investigating what HRM’s role has been in helping firms survive this 

challenge. Another paper adopts a political focus, highlighting the topical issue of the wave of 

political nationalism that is impacting the IHRM world, while others focus on social issues 

including the aging population across many developed Western economies and the challenges 

facing migrant workers and expatriates. We summarize briefly the core arguments of each of the 

papers here. 

 The first paper by Horak, Farndale, Brannen & Collings is an interview themed on 

‘international human resource management in an era of political nationalism’. The interview 

integrates themes of both risk and crisis at the global political level that are perceived as a 
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setback to migration and global talent management. The interviewers use ongoing political shifts 

across a range of countries to initiate a discussion with the two renowned scholars in 

international business and global talent management, Mary Yoko Brannen and David Collings. 

The current trend towards more nationalistic policies in many countries has resulted in the 

restriction of immigration making it harder for firms to recruit top international talent. Increasing 

animosity against foreigners is also apparent, resulting in highly-skilled workers not feeling 

welcome in many host countries (Dietz et al., 2015). The interview indicates that the signals 

being sent from an increasing number of government representatives worldwide to global high-

skilled talent pools are often reactionary rather than demonstrating great foresight. 

In the following paper, “Multinational companies and HRM in Ireland during recession: 

A retrospective from a highly globalized economy”, Gunnigle, Lavelle and Monaghan turn our 

attention to the Irish context, highlighting how HRM played a central role in turning business 

performance around following the onset of the global financial services crisis of 2007. This role 

resulted from the HR function’s awareness of the operating conditions and its ability to respond 

with appropriate and necessary short-term initiatives. Similarly, “Leadership integrity and the 

role of human resource management in Greece: Gatekeeper or bystander?” by Tasoulis, Krepapa 

and Stewart raises another important issue related to the global recession from the perspective of 

Greek organizations. The authors ask how HRM can assist leaders in improving their ethical 

behavior when operating under extremely volatile circumstances. Importantly, they explore the 

intersection between the power and influence of the HR function and the culture of the 

organization. 

The fourth paper in this special issue, “Going abroad to play: Motivations, challenges, 

and support of sports expatriates”, highlights one of the most fundamental sources of risk 
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associated with IHRM: expatriation. Van Bakel and Salzbrenner explain how during the 

expatriation process, there are high risks and costs for both the organization and for the 

individual being relocated to another country. The authors focus on expatriation among 

professional athletes, highlighting the lack of support for expatriated sports professionals and 

how HRM can address these challenges.  

Staying at a societal level of challenges facing firms, Chand and Markova’s view from 

practice, “The EU's aging population: Challenges for HRM”, highlights the rapid changes 

happening across much of Europe as workforces shrink and age. The authors provide insightful 

examples of HRM practices that firms have implemented to deal with what is rapidly becoming a 

crisis situation, giving their own recommendations on how firms might avoid future 

demographic challenges.  

The final paper in this special issue, “Mapping the impact of home and host-country 

institutions on HRM in emerging market MNCs: A conceptual framework”, summarizes a key 

point that emerges from all of the papers presented here: that MNEs do not operate in an 

institutional void. MNEs are subject to institutional constraints in every location where they 

operate. The authors, Edwards, Schnyder and Fortwengel, discuss the rise of MNEs from 

emerging market economies, highlighting how these EMMNEs are creating new types of MNE 

behavior to meet the challenges they face.  

 

Conclusions 

MNEs, by their global nature, operate in complex, dynamic contexts including crises and high-

risk situations, and in doing so, call upon their IHRM resources to help them address these 

challenges. IHRM strategies in MNEs emphasize managing global employees in different 
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cultural and institutional contexts, linking with their global business strategy. External economic, 

political and social factors demonstrate the impact of globalization, creating an opportunity for 

IHRM to influence global competitive capabilities. The extent to which an MNE can be both 

globally integrated and locally responsive is critical to implementing both business and IHRM 

strategies. By focusing on external contextual factors, as well as different stakeholder interests, 

this special issue presents a set of papers that can advance research in the IHRM field, 

particularly at the macro level of analysis.  

Uncertainties generated by the global financial crisis have had a substantial economic 

effect on the way MNEs manage their employees, which has, in turn, either positively or 

negatively affected their competitive advantage. Politically, although bilateral or multilateral 

trade agreements can increase the free movement of people, the reality is that national policies 

may pose a barrier, creating tension in the workplace. Socially, the effects of economic 

development on international migration patterns and demographic changes in the composition of 

the workforce are equally consequential on firms’ HRM strategies. As these global economic, 

political, and social waves challenge a firm’s strategy, as well as governmental and supranational 

policies, they also mark a new era for the IHRM field. Human resources leaders need to embrace 

global disruption (Kao, 2018) in the way organizations work while they reconsider how to 

prepare leaders and employees to succeed.  

The consequences of the global financial services crisis in Ireland, the effect of the global 

recession on Greek organizations, the aging population in the EU, and the expatriation of 

talented young athletes and migrant workers are just some of the uncertain contexts requiring 

effective responses from MNEs and their IHRM strategies. Across these different contexts, this 

special issue reinforces the speed at which the IHRM field is changing in an age of rapidly 
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evolving workplace attitudes, demographics, and business models. However, there is still great 

opportunity to learn more about how IHRM helps organizations compete effectively in a shifting 

age where rapidly evolving forces and megatrends affect workplaces. Further research on the 

supply, attraction, and retention of talent in MNEs when global forces have a profound effect on 

workforce cultures and values is needed. Within these dynamic economic, political and social 

contexts, forces such as the changing demographic composition of the workforce, skill 

imbalances, and shifting geopolitical and economic power will ensure IHRM research continues 

to have many avenues for future exploration. 
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