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1 | INTRODUCTION

While the concept of human resources (HR) Analytics has existed for over 20 years (Angrave et al., 2016; Cappel-
li, 2017; Davenport et al., 2010; Huselid, 2018; Marler & Fisher, 2013), scholarship shows it has been particularly
slow in delivering on its promises (Ellmer & Reichel, 2021; Minbaeva, 2018). A review of current literature reveals
that because HR Analytics in practice is a relatively recent HRM innovation (Marler & Boudreau, 2017), the added
value it can bring to the heart of HR, from its very strategic position and contribution through to its operational de-
liverables across the organisation is, for the most part, still unclear (Angrave et al., 2016; Huselid, 2018; Marler &
Boudreau, 2017). We view HR Analytics as the practice of data-driven HR decision-making. This practice involves
addressing a strategic or operational HR concern by making use of data (HR, business and/or external data) and en-
compasses the following process: identification of a business problem, research design for the specific HR issue un-
der scrutiny, data management, data analysis, data interpretation and communication, a subsequent action plan and
evaluation. If this process is relatively straightforward, the compelling question is: why is the potential of HR Analytics
slow in being realised? One of the reasons could well be a failure to deliver added value. However, its lack of social
recognition, support and buy-in, particularly by HR Leaders (Angrave et al., 2016; Huselid, 2018; Minbaeva, 2018),

reveals that issues of legitimacy maybe at play.

Practitioners notes

What is currently known about the subject matter?

o Despite the potential strategic contribution of human resources (HR) Analytics, it is yet to be fully lever-
aged by many HR Functions and organisations.
e Recent work on HR Analytics has called for a deeper understanding of the legitimation process of HR

Analytics within the HR function and the organisation more broadly.
What does your paper add to this?

e This s the first study to examine the legitimacy of HR Analytics.

e This longitudinal study undertakes a highly detailed examination of HR Analytics legitimacy in organisa-
tions using process theory to map the critical decisions, activities and events an organisation engages in
which, can delay, enable, or accelerate the legitimacy process.

e Weidentify three core sub-processes where organisations that can accelerate the legitimacy of HR An-
alytics are identified (i) HR Analytics as a strategic commitment, (ii) the HR data infrastructure decisions

and (iii) the focus of HR Analytics projects.
What are the implications of the study findings for practitioners?

e Ourfindings will help HR Analytics professionals and HR practitioners develop their organisational and
professional legitimacy.

e Practitioners can examine their current practices and processes in the light of the three subprocesses
and their corresponding institutional activity. In doing so, they can identify those activities that are de-
laying their legitimation process and those they can engage with in order to enable or accelerate their

HR Analytics legitimacy.
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Legitimacy, generally understood as the level of social acceptance of a phenomenon, has been one of the main
components of institutional theory for decades (Schuman, 1995), and it has previously been applied to the study of
the adoption of numerous HRM practices and processes (Lewis et al., 2019). There has been a steady and ongoing line
of research in HRM scholarship pertaining to the legitimacy of human resource management as a function as well as
a profession (Brandl & Pohler, 2010; Farndale & Brewster, 2005; Legge, 1978, 2005; Pohler & Willness, 2014). Stake-
holders' perception of human resource management legitimacy has been historically dissatisfying as the HR Function
and profession are often portrayed in supporting roles only. More recently, scholars have focused on explaining how
certain new HRM practices become legitimate in the eyes of both stakeholders and the broader internal organisation-
al context [e.g., disability-inclusive HR practices in Moore et al. (2017)] and indeed, how HR professionals can success-
fully seek and gain legitimacy within the business (e.g., Heizmann & Fox, 2019).

Given how recent contributions describe the complexity surrounding HR Analytics, it seems plausible to argue
that its legitimacy constitutes a unique case in terms of its gaining process, more so within the broader picture of over-
all struggling HR legitimacy. Firstly, research to date has failed to demonstrate measurable HR contributions to organ-
isational performance, both in terms of strategic and operational performance (Legge, 1978, 2005). This state of per-
formance-limbo is exacerbated when, despite a growing body of HR Analytics literature, the gap persists. This is likely
due to challenges defining the ‘epistemic object’ of HR Analytics, whose key performance indicators (KPIs) are more
complex than in other business domains such as finance, operations or marketing (Ellmer & Reichel, 2021; Greasley
& Thomas, 2020). Secondly, HR Analytics is a HRM innovation that involves multiple stakeholders, a challenge that is
intensified by the fact that many of these are non-HRM experts (Boudreau & Cascio, 2017; Minbaeva, 2018). There is
also an added complexity in that HR Analytics projects consist of a multi-staged process, each stage carried out by dif-
ferent professionals with different skillsets and expertise (Boudreau & Cascio, 2017). Finally, given HR Analytics' po-
sitioning within a traditionally under resourced function such as HR, there appears to be limited financial opportunity
toinvest in the required HR technology and data infrastructure (Angrave et al., 2016; Huselid, 2018; Minbaeva, 2018).

These challenges make HR Analytics a unique case of HRM innovation adoption, a critical process that is in na-
ture more elaborate than existing HRM processes (i.e., selection, onboarding, training, etc.), specifically because of its
multi-staged, multi-non-HRM actors and multi-infrastructure nature (Minbaeva, 2018). Most HRM studies exploring
the legitimacy of the HR function, HR profession or HRM practices have used the concept of social legitimacy (Pohler
& Willness, 2014). However, the complex process of HR Analytics legitimacy is multidimensional, involving different
skillsets, methodologies, actors and infrastructure. Hence, we argue HR Analytics legitimacy is best positioned within
the entrepreneurial legitimacy process as it includes the development of cognitive, socio-political and technological
legitimacy by entrepreneurial actors interconnected with a wide array of stakeholders (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994). Further-
more, how HR actors conduct themselves in relation to others as they strive for legitimacy becomes crucial. For this
reason, we also draw on institutional work theory (Hampel et al., 2017; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) in order to explore
how HR Analytics actors drive and influence the legitimacy process.

For the purposes of advancement therefore, our two research questions are as follows:

(i) How does the HR Analytics legitimacy process present and develop in organisations?
(i) What decisions, activities and events can delay, enable or accelerate the legitimacy process of HR Analytics in
organisations?

Given the reported shallow methodological approaches in the study of HR analytics, we have opted for a ground-
ed theory approach through an interesting, granular lens, namely, process theory (Langley, 1999). Process theory,
particularly via visual mapping, allow us take a deep dive into the complexity of HR Analytics and its legitimacy in a
systematic way; identifying the decisions, activities and events that shape the process of legitimation over time. We
draw from semi-structured interviews with HR Analytics professionals in three large, Irish-owned organisations - one
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domestic and two multinational. These organisations were selected on the basis of their HR Analytics function's size
and scope. Interviews with key stakeholders were carried out in three rounds between October 2017 and November
2020 to examine the evolution of HR Analytics over a period of 3 years, including the impact of Covid-19 pandemic.

2 | HRANALYTICS, INSTITUTIONAL LEGITIMACY AND INSTITUTIONAL WORK

Within institutional theory, legitimacy is defined as the extent to which activities and behaviours are viewed by insti-
tutional actors as desirable, appropriate and acceptable within a specific context and under a common set of socially
constructed norms (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Schuman, 1995). Institutional theory in industry creation scholarship
provides interesting insights into the multifaceted nature of legitimacy at play within a new organisational space,
namely, encompassing cognitive legitimacy (available knowledge and subject matter expertise in a space), socio-polit-
ical legitimacy (collective acceptance of a new product or practice by multiple stakeholders) and technological legiti-
macy (available technology and processes to achieve specific aims) (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994).

In this context of HR Analytics, cognitive legitimacy refers broadly to what we understand by HR Analytics and
what it can do for HR and the organisation. While HR Analytics experts are reaching common ground as to what it is
(Boudreau & Cascio, 2017; Minbaeva, 2018), the context for HR Analytics, that is the HR function, still has its criti-
cal contribution to the business challenged (Huselid, 2018). Many HR functions remain somehow self-contained and
focus on HR data as a measure of functional activity and a means of generating a range of employee status reports
(Minbaeva, 2018). For HR Analytics to be fully realised, a common challenge is that of resolving strategic business
problems by understanding and applying data science techniques, it typically requires a vast number of data points
to be sourced, then interrogated from different legacy IT systems, including Human Resource Information Systems
(HRIS) or Human Capital Management (HCM) systems and more often than not, thoroughly cleaned before and after
merging the data into a single database. The skills required to manage this HR Analytics process from end to end
do not typically fall inside the traditional HR skillset and capability (Berk et al., 2019; Bohlouli et al., 2017; Simén &
Ferreiro, 2018). Besides the complex cognitive elements involved in HR Analytics, we must also consider how organi-
sations understand their level of legitimacy of any particular practice. Aldrich and Fiol (1994, p. 648) note that ‘from a
consumer point of view, cognitive legitimation means that people are knowledgeable users of the product or service'.
HR Analytics is not largely situated within a high level of cognitive legitimation when it comes to user engagement
levels, that is, the HR function and the broader business (Minbaeva, 2018). The reason behind such low levels of HR
Analytics engagement is that human resource management as a discipline has not been particularly data literate his-
torically. Thus, both HR practitioners and academics, with some exceptions, have not developed an analytics skillset
(Angrave et al., 2016; Edwards & Edwards, 2019; Kryscynski et al., 2018). This is exactly where the institutional work
lens can provide some ideas around how HR Analytics actors transmit and develop what they do through what has
traditionally been termed ‘symbolic work’, in other words, through creating their own professional identity, the add-
ed value they contribute, and their own potential (Hampel et al., 2017; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Given that the
organisational location and reporting line of those working in HR Analytics can vary (Boudreau & Cascio, 2017), we
will often refer to HR Analytics professionals as such when explaining actors' institutional work and as a whole (‘HR
Analytics function’) when referring to the specific function, purpose and legitimation process. HR Analytics functions
usually include a Lead - who manages and oversees the HR Analytics function - and one or more HR Data Administra-
tors, developers and HR Analysts whereas HR Analytics stakeholders may include senior leadership, HR leadership,
HR data users and non-HR data users. We argue, therefore, that within the HR Analytics Process, HR Analytics pro-
fessionals will create, maintain and deploy joint symbolic terminology, narratives, and methodologies in order to make
sense of what they do from a business and HR perspective, precisely to overcome both their challenging position and
certain power imbalances they may find within the HR or business intelligence functions (Angrave et al., 2016; Min-
baeva, 2018; Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010).
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Socio-political legitimacy is another dimension contributing to the overall legitimacy of HR Analytics. It refers to
the collective acceptance of a new practice by multiple stakeholders, ultimately including the general public and key
opinion leaders within a particular institutional context (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994). The legitimisation of new practices are
not just patterns of constructed and established meaning (cognitive legitimacy) but also a socio-political space where
the negotiations and renegotiations of meaning occur. Hence, we argue that an effective HR Analytics process mirrors
those characteristics needed in entrepreneurial behaviour or innovation adoption (Marler & Boudreau, 2017; Vargas
et al., 2018). As Dees and Starr (1992) put it ‘entrepreneurs must engineer consent, using powers of persuasion and
influence to overcome the scepticism and resistance of guardians of the status quo. It is those engaged at the coalface
of HR Analytics that might need to build this cognitive legitimacy for other key stakeholders such as HR Leaders, Prac-
titioners and C-suite Leaders, who consciously or unconsciously demand the provision of a quantifiable added value
from HR Analytics (Hargaden & Ryan, 2015; Minbaeva, 2018; Simén & Ferreiro, 2018). However, research to date has
given us a different picture than expected. As Boudreau and Cascio (2017, p. 120) note: ‘we all encounter frequent
stories from HR colleagues, often working in companies known for enlightened and informed HR practices, who re-
port presenting their leaders with such evidence, only to be congratulated on making HR more “analytical”, and then
to see the results ignored..

Given the potential lack of internal, solid socio-political legitimacy or credibility of HR Analytics (Minbaeva, 2018),
institutional work lenses point us towards the so-called ‘relational work’, that is, those interactions sought in order to
make their work relatable and translatable to business concerns and priorities, and thus, advance its socio-political le-
gitimacy (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Hampel et al., 2017). For HR Analytics professionals to advance their own institutional
ends, relational work would need to be undertaken at different levels. First, a relationship with the business can be
established when HR Analytics serves business needs and priorities more directly (Boudreau & Cascio, 2017). Second,
relational work with HR practitioners in the form of developing supports and a steady rapport can also be fostered
with HR leaders and business partners (HRBPs) (Angrave et al., 2016).

Finally, technological legitimacy is the last dimension to consider when studying HR Analytics legitimacy. The adop-
tion of new technologies is a painfully slow process in many disciplines, primarily due to cost but also legacy mind-sets,
it is no different in human resource management (Marler & Fisher, 2013; Strohmeier, 2009). Technological legitimacy,
also termed ‘sociotechnical regimes’, refer to the semi-coherent set of technical practices shared by different social
groups in organisations. Hence, technological legitimacy relies on the interconnection of a diverse range of actors and
their joint use of the same technological tools (Geels & Schot, 2007). Through institutional work lenses, technological
infrastructure is part of the focus of ‘material work’, that is, the adoption of physical elements, tools and objects that
are deployed to carry out work (Hampel et al., 2017; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). The still limited scholarship in HR
Analytics notes that this domain requires significant and sustained investment in new technology and data infrastruc-
ture to be realised (Boudreau & Cascio, 2017). Yet, many organisations report shortcomings on the data infrastructure
front (Angrave et al., 2016; Huselid, 2018; Minbaeva, 2018). In this vein, Minbaeva (2018, p. 3) notes that ‘this creates
a kind of “catch 22”: the team responsible for Human Capital Analytics (HCA) needs data to prove its point, but top
management needs proof before it will invest in HCA. This prevailing lack of technology adoption and integration
is related to the challenge of securing financial investment in infrastructure (Angrave et al., 2016; Minbaeva, 2018)
and the legacy of multiple, dispersed HR data repositories, many manually collected and stored across different ven-
dor platforms (Luo et al., 2018). However, there is growing evidence that organisations are increasingly focusing on
adopting data warehouses and infrastructures (e.g., data lakes or consolidated data repositories) that will address
this infrastructure issue, in addition to developing data governance programs to ensure legal compliance and ethical
management of that data (Angrave et al., 2016; Bohlouli et al., 2017).

Finally, legitimacy is by its very definition contextualised: it occurs within and is shaped by a particular context.
Relevant literature has also pointed out that industries whose business models are data-driven are more likely to
engage with the HR Analytics process for several reasons: (i) these businesses appreciate the added value of data-led
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decision making; (ii) data expertise and skills already exist in the organisation and (iii) they are more technology and
data infrastructure ready than other industries (Aral et al., 2012; Boudreau & Cascio, 2017). Finally, research on HR
Analytics has shown a certain degree of dynamism and complementarity between the different elements in the HR
Analytics process (practices, skills and systems) (Aral et al., 2012). We expect to find some variations across levels of

legitimacy and differences in the way each legitimacy dimension can influence other dimensions.

3 | METHODOLOGY

Against this theoretical backdrop, a qualitative methodology is viewed as a more appropriate vehicle to understand
the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of a particular phenomenon (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014), and in this vein, it is the appropriate
methodology to uncover how the HR Analytics legitimacy process unfolds over time. We employ a longitudinal re-
search design with three data collection phases taking place between October 2017 and November 2020. Industry
and organisation analysis was undertaken through documentary analysis. We set out to carry out our fieldwork by
interviewing HR Analytics professionals in 20 organisations. Upon this initial round of pre-fieldwork interviews, and
given the embryonic stage of their HR Analytics functions we progressed to select cases where we could (i) review
their trajectories over the course of 3 years; (ii) interview at least four HR Analytics stakeholders to ensure internal
validity and (iii) observe some substantial evolution in their legitimation. The rationale for selecting Irish organisations
was the following: (i) to observe the legitimation trajectory of their HR Analytics process from their head office, where
the locus of decision-making is placed, across a diverse range of reporting structures, projects, team compositions
and levels of maturity and growth and (ii) a preference for non-US organisations was prioritised since US firms are
both IT and HR pioneers (Bloom et al., 2012) and already the focus of many HR studies (Collinson & Rugman, 2010).
Additionally, it is worth mentioning that two large US multinationals in the IT sector were originally interviewed. One
did not have a HR Analytics capability and were still implementing a single HRIS platform across the organisation. The
second one was not willing to share further information with third parties, due to recent backlashes in the interna-
tional media. This experience further underpinned our intention to focus on Irish organisations. The three selected
organisations, although operating in the different industries of telecommunications, retail and banking, all share an
important customer-facing retail section, thereby having a history of engagement with customer analytics. Both the
variety of respondents and the longitudinal nature of the study were geared towards the identification of cause-effect
relationships (Leonard-Barton, 1990). Upon this preliminary fieldwork therefore, we sought to identify Irish-owned
organisations already actively engaging in HR Analytics across the business. Initially, individuals working in the HR
Analytics space were approached directly, either through personal contacts or specifically targeted via LinkedIn. This
group was then narrowed down to those that identified themselves as engaging in HR Analytics. The company charac-
teristics of the three final cases selected in line with the above criteria are outlined in Table 1.

Alphais a fixed, mobile and broadband provider. Although Alpha serves Northern Ireland and is growing in Great
Britain, its international operations are still small compared to other established multinationals within the same sec-
tor. As shown in Table 1, Alpha employs approximately 3400 people covering these territories. Delta is one of the tra-
ditional Big Four commercial banks in Ireland, founded over half a century ago and with branches all over the country.
Delta is predominantly owned by the Irish government (over 70% of the capital) and underwent a major reform in

20089 after the global financial crisis, accepting several billion-euro bailouts from the government of the Republic of

TABLE 1 Company characteristics

Pseudonym Nationality Industry Size MNC Org age Interviews  Respondents
Alpha IE Telecoms >3400 Yes 35 8 8
Delta IE Banking and finance >10,000 No 53 8 6
Gamma IE Retail >65,000 Yes 50 6 4
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Ireland. Gamma is a British-owned fashion retailer headquartered in Ireland. Operatingin 11 jurisdictions outside Ire-
land, Gamma owns over 370 stores across Europe and the United States. They employ over 65,000 people worldwide.

The first round of interviews within these organisations was undertaken between October 2017 and July 2018.
Four Data Analytics professionals, working specifically on HR Analytics, shared their experiences of, and approach to,
the development of a HR Analytics functions within their organisations through semi-structured interviews ranging
from 45 min to 1 h 40 min in duration. Challenges engaging HR Analytics professionals emerged in this first round of
interviews due to the nascent nature of their jobs. It was common to approach potential interviewees in these compa-
nies and be told to wait a few months until they figured out what exactly their roles and responsibilities were! Table 2
gathers their current positions and professional backgrounds along with HR Analytics projects undertaken. Within
the first round of interviews we had the opportunity to talk to the Director of the Analytics Centre of Excellence in Al-
pha, the HR Reporting and Data Analytics Lead in Delta and the Director of Central Systems and Business Intelligence,
and the HR Reporting and Analytics Lead in Gamma.

Although challenges collecting data were apparent, we were aware of the need to expand both the depth of in-
formation gathered and the diversification of sources and perspectives. We set out to undertake a second round of
interviews with the aim of reviewing changes over time in terms of both scope of HR Analytics capability and its HR
and business impact. We endeavoured to identify other stakeholders involved in this legitimacy trajectory. Therefore,
between September 2018 and December 2019 we sought to clarify some aspects of initial findings with two of the
original participants, while also expanding data collection on the HR Analytics legitimation process into the HR Func-
tion domain through the addition of five new participants working specifically in HR roles such as HR leaders or busi-
ness partners. These details are outlined in Table 2. It is also worth noting that by the time we finished the fieldwork,
very few HR professionals in these three organisations were effectively leveraging the HR Analytics outcomes the HR
Analytics functions had delivered. We also aimed to interview the Directors of Business Intelligence or Data Analytics
within the three organisations. This multi-level design was intended to verify and cross-check the information collect-
ed from HR Analytics professionals. We gained access to these Directors in Alpha and Gamma, unfortunately not in
Delta. A similar pattern occurred when we attempted to interview HR professionals using HR Analytics outcomes.
We interviewed the Director of HR Shared Services in Alpha and a HR Business Partner in Delta. Gamma reported
that neither counterparts were really involved in any way in the HR Analytics Process or in changes brought about as
aresult of HR Analytics insights.

In order to undertake data triangulation to ensure internal validity, we attempted to engage in a further round
of interviews with HR and non-HR users of HR Analytics. This third phase took place during the Covid-19 pandemic,
starting in August 2020 and finishing in November 2020. Two of the organisations were happy to provide time and
share their experiences. Alpha provided four Managing Directors of business units who were willing to talk openly
about their own views of HR Analytics in their organisations, namely Customer Services, Networks, Corporate Prod-
ucts and Consumer Products. Delta was also willing to cooperate with a wider range of HR and non-HR users, includ-
ing the Head of Data Ethics, the Head of Performance Management and Organisational Effectiveness, a Digitalisation
and Transformation Manager, an Agile Lead, and a Senior HR Analyst. However, a more challenging route to accessing
athird round of interviews took place inrelation to Gamma. The Irish retailer had taken a different turn of events since
Covid-19 hit and a substantial restructure of stores was underway. By then, the HR Analytics function had moved into
the business and was focused on a considerable series of store closures in the Republic of Ireland and the UK. At this
critical time, when hundreds of jobs were at stake, the organisation did not wish to continue with data collection with
the sole exception of the Senior HR Analyst and Administrator, who kindly agreed to provide an overview of the final

stage of their process trajectory.
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Pseudonym Fieldwork phase

Alpha October 2017 to July

2018

September 2018 to
December 2019

August 2020 to
November 2020
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Participants

Director, Analytics
Centre of
Excellence

Director of Analytics
(New Participant)

Director of HR Shared
Services (New
Participant)

Managing Director
Corporate
Products

Managing Director
Consumer
Products

Managing Director

Networks

Managing Director
Customer Service

Participant information by fieldwork phases and case studies

Professional background

Marketing, Computer
Information
Systems, Analytics,
Organisational
Effectiveness

IT Management, Data
Science

Management
Applications,
Computer
Information Systems,
Governance

IT and Marketing

Business Studies

Applied Physics, MIS

Business Studies

HR Analytics focal points
Digitalisation

Employee IT adoption
Employee exiting incentives

choices

Fragmentation of HR
systems, integration of
HR data

Improving HR data quality
Reporting on online training

Gender project

Productivity and
performance metrics

Decentralisation of the BI/
Data Analytics function

Managing own small MIS
team

HRBPsrole

Productivity and
performance metrics

Decentralisation of the Bl/
Data Analytics function

HR support

Productivity and
performance metrics

Decentralisation of the Bl/
Data Analytics function

Role of HR Analytics in
their dealings with trade
unions representatives

Productivity and
performance metrics in
call centres

Decentralisation of the Bl/
Data Analytics function

HR support to the business
unit
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

Pseudonym Fieldwork phase Participants

Delta October 2017 to July  HR Reporting and
2018 Data Analytics
Lead
September 2018 to HR Reporting and
December 2019 Data Analytics
Lead (Same
Participant)
HR Business Partner
(New Participant)
August 2020 to Head of Data Ethics
November 2020

Head of Performance
Management &
Org Effectiveness

Digitalisation and
Transformation
Manager

Agile Lead

Senior HR Analyst
and Developer

Professional background

Physicist, Data Analytics

Physicist, Data Analytics

Physicist, Data Analytics

Energy Management,
International
Business,

Business Studies, Project
Management, Product
Management

Software engineer, MBA,
Executive coaching

Information Systems
and Information
Technology

Management Journal™

WILEY—2

HR Analytics focal points
Reporting, Self-reporting,
Dashboards

Employee retention

Attrition, scorecards for HR

Workforce scenario
planning for strategic
change

Improvement of dashboards

Moving the HR Analytics
function from HR to
the Bl/Data Analytics
Function

Development of data ethics
framework

Use of HR Analytics insights

Dashboards and metrics
development

Working with the HR
Analytics function

Digitalisation and
operational
effectiveness and the
role of HR

Use of analytical insights in
transformation

Role of HRBPs in
transformation

Agile transformation of
software development

Use of metrics in
transformation and more
broadly, in managing
engineering teams

Use of metrics in daily
performance
management through
coaching

Dataintegration

HR Analytics projects
related to Covid-19

Moving the HR Analytics
function from HR to
the Bl/Data Analytics
Function

(Continues)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

Pseudonym Fieldwork phase Participants Professional background  HR Analytics focal points

Gamma

October 2017 to July

HR Reporting and

Mathematician, Data

Employee turnover

2018 Analytics Lead Analytics
Central Systems Computer systems, Employee retention
and Business Enterprise IT Organisational effectiveness
Intelligence Architecture
Company-wide headcount
reporting
September 2018 to HR Reporting and Mathematician, Data Self-reporting
December 2019 Analytics Lead Analytics
(Same Participant)
HR Data Physics & Maths, IT HRIS final implementation in
Administrator systems all jurisdictions
(New Participant)
HR Data Analyst Tourism, Higher Diploma  Integration of data
(New Participant) in Data Analytics
August 2020 to Senior HR Data Information Systems Data integration
November 2020 Administrator and HR Analytics projects
Analyst related to Covid-19

restructuring
Low-cost business strategy

Moving the HR Analytics
function from HR to
the Bl/Data Analytics
Function

Abbreviations: BI, business intelligence; HR, human resources; HRBP, Human Resource Business Partner; HRIS, Human
Resource Information System; MIS, management information systems.

3.1 | Methods to identify the legitimacy process timelines

Our strategy for making sense of HR Analytics Process data is a visual mapping strategy, more specifically, we use
flow-charts to represent the HR legitimacy process in our three chosen organisations. As Langley (1999; p. 700) notes
‘visual graphical representations are particularly attractive for the analysis of process data because they allow the si-
multaneous representation of a large number of dimensions, and they can easily be used to show precedence, parallel
processes and the passage of time’. Figures 1-3 display flow-charts for Alpha, Delta and Gamma. The three timelines
run from 2016 to 2020, opening up a series of external and internal events (represented by an oval and diamond
respectively), decisions (represented by a stadium) and activities (represented by a rectangle). Given the richness of
the data set, this way of organising and making sense of our data was a required intermediary stage designed to pro-
gress from our raw data closer to the theoretical implications drawn from it, the latter is presented in the findings
section (for an earlier, more extensive classification of raw decision, activities and events data across the case studies
see Table A1 in Appendix A). The three final flow-charts have allowed us identify shared patterns and sequences of
events, decisions, and activities shaping the HR Analytics legitimacy process. Additionally, we also proceeded to un-
dertake our interview coding as a supplementary measure (Miles & Huberman, 1994), which both authors compared
and contrasted until final agreement was reached. The coding supplemented and validated the three plotted flow-
charts (a sample of our coding is included in Table B1 of Appendix B). Flow-charts have been noted as useful tools to
combine grounded theory throughout a chronological, granular process, allowing for some quantification of process
components. Thus, this method of qualitative analysis entails moderate levels of accuracy, simplicity and generalisa-
tion (Langley, 1999).

95UB017] SUOLUWIOD SAIIESID) 3|0l [dde a1 Aq PeusBA0B 912 1L YO 88N J0 S9N 104 ARIq 1T UIIUO 43I UO (SUOHIPUOD-PUE-SWLBILICY A3 14 ATR1d]1IPUI|UO//SUIY) SUONIPUD PUE SW | 84139 *[£202/80/T] U0 ARIGITSUIUO ASIIM (DUl AN T) 8nopesy AQ 2Tr2T'€858-8y, T/TTTT OT/I0P/WOD A8 |Im AIqpuI|UO//SANY Wo1j ppeojumo ¢ ‘2207 ‘E8588Y.LT



y.wiley. - iti on Wiley Online Library for rules of use; OA articles are governed by the applicable Creative Commons License

17488583, 2022, 3, Downloaded from https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1748-8583.12417 by Readcube (LabtivaInc.), Wiley Online Library on [14/08/2023]. See the Terms and Conditi

613

WILEY

L
<
s & eyd|y 404 }4eyd-moy) ss9204d Adew (3139 so1jAjeuy (YH) seadnosaauewny T 3¥ N9 |4
O
5=
24
59
S
=5
- NI NN N
TG .S}! ) ssuo X Ereq) weioxd housye
_ _ :::—::::::: : : u%.wmﬁﬂ.ﬂu_ix:ssg woy SiEp HH 40 uoss B BubBusiEuD u.ﬂﬂ%.?.&?ushﬁﬁ
Il ___::_:

Pado@AEp ROMBWEY 30UENTWOD HOD

L] . :::_____::_:_:_

“skepyoy “anes| xo1s 6'3) lEwiun 39 03 S3NUGUCO 1OddNS WH |

shanuns swaBeBus g1-pinoo)| esfio un oy uaa ey sfanns wawatetus slocus (uogoun; soRkieuy.

(o eiied Bupg \ s o 0 = twh 2[ar5500
T e e e
|| seanmom wh Bus m i i VS_SE_S
= [\ FdouH H ....6.85!4_5!0 P
pue Buies e usid i wa)
e ——— == ga?eo&._:i..sss«ze oBiig pue 300
\[_ UM 'SUUN SSBUISN 0} S30008.d WH JO UORNIOAST | ui sagURo jIEd MU
Bumomsues,
/«M?(&f 2 e Py
R N&% 2 AM Wo. | A oseseau
SRR axeuspun
R % pawiodds 5
P e 20 >
W,W? 2 W.f ﬁéMuw& ] 10 50030 MEN
R X% uz.%v,w pauy
s xuw 132040 3oz
e SO\ o e
g o X Paoejda. ase
syun ssauisng
03 SO 150W

BELIZON anp KIERAN



17488583, 2022, 3, Downloaded from https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1748-8583.12417 by Readcube (LabtivaInc.), Wiley Online Library on [14/08/2023]. See the Terms and Conditi

BELIZON anp KIERAN

usyELSpUN
e sio3l0.d patEfR. BL-PIOD

ywiley.

on Wiley Online Library for rules of use; OA articles are governed by the applicable Creative Commons License

€32 404 1eyd-moy} ssado.d Adew}iSa| solAjeuy (YH) Sao4nosaduewny  Z 34N 914

|

dewpeoy P

osiosd vogume sakoidws || [ i reqny

wogoun; sondleuy dH 34 Aq pasan

i

(uogeanpa) uﬂ:mxém_.smudmwazuixz_ FSNOYBIEM EIEQ HH dOOPEH Jo uoRELD P uonesBalU| SINH

:_lieuh.a.i_..égﬁmi:z&i:_:::

I

I

i e

owsspued
81-0IN0D

Human Resource
Management Journal

WILEY-

614

= ‘Uomenpa: 1500 )
i || puebux = N~—>
= « !ﬁa_w.uvﬂ.; = g o sonkieuy — o5
. o syids wesL '1g 0} [k o | | Aqpsuodwews
— | 530w wosoun; 2us 2 3j04 N Bzieng ssausng 2 PawI0; uoRoUn;
— S3ne3| pea soahiEUY HH - N | sonkeuvan
walosd Buiueld oueuads | —
_ i uesouny sonfisuy uH |
33 R o] 2
S S SRR BREas
B SR Py 3 o s
fes R oo €150 10 PEsH S3W003q) iy 34 : PRy i peaT
phs (= =dozg)| tiiof - e
VMANN N JR0 MmN/ pevy sk ..-:<x:, 1elo30 soukleuy ¥H



17488583, 2022, 3, Downloaded from https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1748-8583.12417 by Readcube (LabtivaInc.), Wiley Online Library on [14/08/2023]. See the Terms and Conditi

WILEY—-22

Human Resource
Management Journal—

BELIZON anp KIERAN

- iti on Wiley Online Library for rules of use; OA articles are governed by the applicable Creative Commons License

ywiley.

ewwes) 10 31eyd-moyy ssad0.4d Adew}iSa| solAjeuy (YH) saodnosaduewny € 34N 914

X 1
‘Suogesad0 Aq uns Aazonposd 2AUp Of SAICIS 103 BUILUELS 20:010M,

* I

A A O O W A (W
suogoipsun! Bure e R 8lol ek + 10 pu3 ey
wennlfpmonsguugnbmnsett L .6t Sﬁ.?:esﬁuﬁr:!&a-n:—a!gsnggse.Sﬁgu&m:
e —_—— ‘SdSuH PUE S250 uH 40 ihios Bus
e ?ﬁiﬁmigﬁﬁ,_é.é_:_:_: I :7:E:7::_:_:E::Ez_:_:_:_:_ :
T |
NI G AT i e
uogouny | euE0 |
©3 Panow LoRoUN; 1
& 52 sankieuy wH ‘suogesado
£q unu (j@0x3 30 pemisul)
[E] ||| ssresipuepusuvecy SiZsn ¥H wuogeld (e8I € yBnouy oy
ow orssowpue| || Kresody o) ueid euoneany passa00:d aq [k S2I01S w e © s JojRASIULDY PUE
sane3| peaj sonkieuy wH ||| isheuy wH ounp sonfiEuy wH ri?_ci_nooa:a.s | vonesta e un ﬁn_-ﬁ“ﬂniﬁmav‘:
= = 0 R ety e
s e . RS o ‘W‘WW( &x
.. ( SRR oS R pajuodde sojensiumpy e
2 S e X % o shewy BiEQ BH
e % T R -
25 (V.MWMM (Ww.r, s L= - CAV“/. 3
e SRR R ,W.v« 2% pajuiodde N\ pauy
ww 2 e R R SRR (oo a3 L Se”_ﬂmue uaevzam o m.uz
X DR % 2% e XX
owepued
61-0N00



616 T Tuman Resowrce BELIZON anp KIERAN
WILEY-
|

Management Journal

Even though the three case studies operate in different industries and present clear differences in their HR An-
alytics legitimacy trajectory, Figures 1-3 show a relatively slow growth in HR Analytics legitimacy over the course of
3years, represented by the dotted line. Before engaging in a more advanced, parsimonious theorising, even a cursory
glance of the flow charts show evidence of the need for a well-integrated and solid technological infrastructure before

a decisive turning point in the HR analytics trajectory takes place.

3.2 | Findings: Process data from the three case studies

In order to plot the data pertaining to the legitimacy process of the three organisations under study, we use flow-
charts to portray our findings over a timeline. Like other scholars deploying a process analytical lens (Langley, 1999;
Langley & Truax, 1994), we found them extremely helpful in organising and analysing information, facilitating a deep
and highly nuanced investigation into the multifaceted nature of HR Analytics process legitimacy, helping us identify
those decisions, activities and events that delay, enable, or accelerate the legitimacy process. Delaying elements (-)
encapsulate those events, decisions and activities that slowed down the HR Analytics legitimacy process. Enabling
elements (+) constitute those facilitating the development of HR Analytics legitimacy over time in a steady-going
manner. Finally, accelerating elements (++) refer to those events, decisions and activities that propel HR Analytics
legitimacy to the next level, by placing the HR Analytics function in an organisational situation from where it can con-
tribute some added value to the business strategy. Langley and Truax (1994, p. 625) point out how flow-charts also
allow for an ‘intermediate level of theorising between the raw data and a more abstract and general process model’.
This intermediate level of theory building refers to a set of sub-processes that is found to be common to the three case
studies (Figure 4). These sub-processes are not linear and do not occur in an isolated manner but rather interact with
one another, independently, yet influencing each other over time (Figure 5).

Three subprocesses are observed in the case studies where the potential to enable HR Analytics legitimacy is
at stake. These processes offer a dichotomous possibility and often times, the same organisation moves from one
possibility to another over time. The first subprocess is the adoption of HR Analytics as a strategic commitment.
This strategic commitment can originate within the broader business or within the HR Function. We identified four
delaying elements (=) within this subprocess; (i) siloed HR strategic sponsorship, (i) changes in HR leadership and (iii)
changes in C-suite leadership, and (iv) the location of the workforce planning capability outside HR. The institutional
work associated with these delaying elements were (i) the absence of shared strategic goals with other parts of the
organisations (symbolic and relational work delaying cognitive and socio-political legitimacy), (ii) relationship build-
ing between the HR Analytics function and the business taking over everything else in the function (relational work
delaying socio-political legitimacy) and (iii) the disruption of work rhythms due to changes (relational work delaying
socio-political legitimacy). Apart from what makes HR Analytics legitimacy slow down, we also mapped a series of ena-
bling (+) and accelerating elements (++) with their corresponding institutional work activity. Enabling and accelerating
elements for a stronger strategic commitment are as follows; (i) hiring a suitable HR Analytics lead and team forma-
tion (+), (ii) implementation of Project Management (PM) methodologies for HR Analytics Projects (+), (iii) design and
delivery of HR analytics users educational programs (+), (iv) involving the Bl/Data Analytics function in HR Analytics
projects (+), (v) integration of HR data into companywide Bl Data warehouse (++) and (vii) the transfer of the HR An-
alytics function into the Bl/Data Analytics function (++). There were certain institutional work activities associated
with these enabling and accelerating elements. Among them, we observe (i) the creation of the HR Analytics function
identity and capability (symbolic work enabling cognitive legitimacy) (ii) defining ‘how we work’ (e.g., Agile, Lean Six
Sigma, etc.), (symbolic work enabling cognitive legitimacy), (iii) identifying added value to stakeholders (symbolic work
enabling cognitive legitimacy), (iv) creating and maintaining collaboration (relational work enabling socio-political le-
gitimacy), (v) disrupting the status quo (where we belong) and redefining the identity of the HR Analytics function as
part of the broader Bl/Data Analytics function (symbolic and relational work accelerating cognitive and socio-politi-

cal legitimacy), (vi) creating greater data functionality (material work accelerating technological legitimacy) and (vii)
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HR Data
Infrastructure
Decisions
(Integrated Data
Warehouse Vs HR
Data Lake)
Focus of HR
Analytics Projects
(Business
Priorities Vs HR
Priorities)

HR Analytics as a
Strategic
Commitment
(Business Driven Vs
HR Driven)

FIGURE 4 Humanresources (HR) Analytics legitimacy subprocesses [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

amplifying HR technology functionality (material work accelerating technological legitimacy). In all three cases, we
witness growing levels of legitimacy when the strategic commitment lies within the business. Alpha's strategic com-
mitment has always resided within the business and this seems to have paid off in terms of legitimacy levels at least
before embarking upon a HR and data decentralisation strategy. On the other hand, once Delta and Gamma decided to
transfer the HR Analytics function into the Business Intelligence (Bl)/Data Analytics Function, the scope and purpose
of HR Analytics grew organically.

The second subprocess that is dichotomous in nature is the HR data infrastructure decision. On the one hand, HR
data can be siloed and stored independently or alternatively, it can be part of a companywide data warehouse. There
were primarily three delaying elements identified in relation to HR Data Infrastructure; (i) the existence of fragment-
ed HRIS/HR proprietary systems, (ii) slow HRIS implementation in certain jurisdictions and (iii) the devolution of HR
and business analytics to business units (decentralisation). The institutional work linked to these delaying elements
was mainly a low degree of technological integration (material work delaying technological legitimacy) and the recali-
bration of the HR function identity and purpose (symbolic and relational work delaying cognitive and socio-political
legitimacy). Among the enabling (+) and accelerating (++) elements, we find (i) the HRIS integration and creation of a
HR data lake (+), (i) a business strategy focused on digitalisation, streamlining and cost reduction (+), (iii) the develop-
ment of HRBP/HR user self-reporting dashboards (+), (iv) the development of a GDPR compliance protocol framework
(+), and (v) the transfer of the HR Analytics function to the Bl/Data Analytics function (++). Contributing institutional
work activities correlated with these enabling and accelerating elements are (i) creating a greater technology func-
tionality (material work accelerating technological legitimacy), (ii) generating efficiencies in functionality of business
technology (material work accelerating technological legitimacy), (iii) developing data democratisation and accessibil-
ity (material work enabling technological legitimacy), and (iv) producing data ethics codes and technology compliant
functionality (symbolic and material work enabling cognitive and technological legitimacy). Alpha originally started
the HR Analytics function from the Bl/Data Analytics Function but this was subsequently decentralised, with analytics
devolved into the business units, including the HR Analytics professionals and HR data. These resources were viewed
more as a tool for MDs and business managers to run their units than a tool for the HR Function. While HR data was

deemed part and parcel of MD decision-making, in some cases it was reported as less advanced as it had been when
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stemming from the centralised Bl/Data Function. Delta's case was different, where they built a HR data lake in Hadoop
(java-based data storage), which was later incorporated into the business-wide data warehouse. Gamma's case is simi-
lar, although this incorporation only took place just before Covid-19. This study highlights that the merging of HR data
into business data infrastructure makes it easier for the Bl/Data Analytics Function to include HR data in business
analytics projects, where this data maybe relevant. Moreover, from the point of view of adding value in relation to
HR strategic contribution, access to business, operations and finance data is now achievable. Additionally, in all three
cases we found that developing self-reporting dashboards to access HR metrics for HRBPs and other HR practitioners
helps nurture a data-led mind-set in the organisation, particularly when these users are part of the dashboard design
so that user experiences is maximised.

Finally, we see a third subprocess that depends on the previous two, the focus of HR Analytics projects. Again, we
observe two extremes on the HR Analytics priority spectrum. Sometimes, HR Analytics projects prioritise a HR issue,
triggered by HR leaders or practitioners (e.g., HRBPs). Other times, however, HR Analytics projects prioritise the
CEO's or executive board's concerns and here the HR Analytics potential to add value to the business is substantially
higher. We mapped a series of delaying elements related to the focus of HR Analytics Projects which were confined
to HR issues; (i) a low-cost business strategy with limited HR resource allocation and (ii) the restructuration and
downsizing response to the pandemic crisis. These delaying elements were brought about by specific institutional
work activity, such as (i) the absence of shared strategic goals with other parts of the organisation (symbolic and
relational work), (ii) limited creation, maintenance and disruption of work due to budget constraints (symbolic and
material work delaying cognitive and technological legitimacy), and (iii) the disruption of work due to restructuring
(symbolic, relational and material work delaying all types of legitimacy). There were also interesting enabling (+)
and accelerating (++) elements, among them, (i) the showcasing of HR Analytics projects (+), (ii) the development of
GDPR compliance protocol frameworks (+), (iii) the response to the pandemic crisis (++), (iv) HR Analytics projects
tasked by the CEO (++) and (v) the transfer of the HR Analytics function to the Bl/Data Analytics Function (++). This
entailed certain institutional work activity encapsulating (i) the creation of identity and added value for stakehold-
ers (symbolic and relational work enabling cognitive and socio-political legitimacy), (ii) the generation of data eth-
ics codes and technology compliant functionality (symbolic and material work enabling cognitive and technological
legitimacy), (iii) the redefinition of priorities due to crises (symbolic, relational and material work accelerating all
types of legitimacy) and (iv) creating and maintaining collaboration between the HR Analytics function and the CEO
(relational work accelerating socio-political legitimacy). By way of example, and in relation to HR analytics projects
tasked by the CEOQ, in Alpha and Delta two workforce scenario planning projects were commissioned by business
leaders. Alpha's workforce scenario planning, driven by the CEO and Customer Services MD, concentrated on the
opening of three new call centres, which had been outsourced historically. Delta's workforce scenario planning,
driven by the new CEO, of a potential transition of business model from traditional banking to online banking also
triggered the move of the HR Analytics function from HR to the Bl/Data Function. These examples become crucial
to explain how HR Analytics legitimacy within the business can be accelerated by business mandates. This becomes
particularly relevant since the Covid-19 pandemic, producing a business-driven appetite for insights in the domain of
remote working, employee engagement and wellbeing in all three cases. Additionally, Delta engaged in HR Analytics
projects tasked by the business on remote working and absenteeism and more importantly, on reduced office space
and real estate needs apropos of a successful transition to remote working by a great majority of their workforce
(Figure 5).

4 | DISCUSSION

One of the advantages of using a process theory lens is the granular analysis of complex phenomena by offering us
a way to classify and systematise information (Langley, 1999). The compartmentalisation of decisions, activities and

events has allowed us not only to identify three subprocesses, key to gaining a greater legitimacy level in the organ-
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isation, but also to map specific institutional work activity engaged by actors which is shown to progress cognitive,
socio-political and technological legitimacy (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Hampel et al., 2017; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).
We now proceed to discuss these subprocesses and corresponding institutional work activity in context, with a view
to highlighting some organisational and structural factors that potentially may also affect the HR Analytics legitimacy
process.

In relation to the first subprocess, strategic commitment, we found a stark difference among the three cases. The
HR Analytics strategic commitment in Alpha was primarily driven by the business. In Delta and Gamma, it was led by
the HR leadership until the transfer of their HR Analytics functions to the Bl/Data Analytics function, which occurred
at clearly distinct times and for different reasons in each of these organisations. The idea of not housing the HR Analyt-
ics function within the HR Function but within the Bl/Data Analytics Function is not new (Boudreau & Cascio, 2017).
We are mindful of the limited scope for generalisation we enjoy given our three case studies, however, all three have
a message regarding the home of the HR Analytics function and its impact on the added value that it provides. Alpha
had always housed HR Analytics within the business and this had conferred the HR Analytics function with a more
advanced socio-political legitimacy (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Hampel et al., 2017), which helped obtain resources for a
substantially advanced integration of HR data into the companywide data warehouse. Alpha's legitimacy process was
substantially faster at the beginning as this position allowed them to pursue institutional work activity from a sym-
bolic, relational and material viewpoint (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) and hence, expanded all three dimensions of
their HR Analytics legitimacy (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994). This was only disrupted by a business strategy of HR and data
decentralisation, implemented at the end of 2018, where a devolution of power overall data (including HR data) was
conferred to business units. What organisational and industry characteristics do we observe in Alpha's case? The tele-
com industry serves a very segmented market both in terms of product and services (fixed and mobile phone services,
broadband, television and entertaining streaming, and infrastructure provision) and indeed a segmented customer
base (individual consumers, small businesses, corporate customers and other telecoms-providers to whom they rent
their infrastructure). These sector specific features mean that each business unit constitutes a differentiated function
(Customer Service, Networks, Customer Products, Consumer Products, etc.) which in itself is a de facto data-driven
business unit with its own data systems and Analytics Professionals. Therefore, we argue that organisations reflecting
these industry features may also display a stronger HR Analytics strategic commitment driven by the business. Delta
and Gamma reported a different strategic commitment, HR Analytics was solely led by HR. However, their institu-
tional activity in this area demonstrates that by creating a common identity and cognitive capability, implementing
work methodologies, clearly establishing the business added value creating and maintaining collaboration directly
with the business, generating greater data functionality and amplifying HR technology functionality together steadily
progressing strategic commitment in their legitimacy process. Coincidentally, in both organisations the HR analytics
functions were eventually transferred to the Bl/Data Analytics function. In Delta's case, the transfer took place in May
2019 and in Gamma's case in February 2020, both before the pandemic and both responding to a CEO's mandate to-
wards a centralised data strategy. There was a crystal-clear rationale in both cases to pursue a centralised data strate-
gy whereby data from finance, operations, customer service, workforce planning and HR could work in combination to
generate insights for decision making. Previously, a tendency towards a siloed HR function and an absence of shared
strategic objectives had delayed the need for a centralised strategy.

Within this subprocess, levels of HR Analytics cognitive and socio-political legitimacy seem to acquire a greater
standing and potential strategic impact when HRA Professionals reside outside of the HR function and serve the busi-
ness more directly. Firstly, the slow growth in socio-political legitimacy within the HR function can be exacerbated by
the historical lack of data-led decision-making legacy found in many HR functions (Marler & Boudreau, 2017). This
was certainly the experience of the HR Analytics Leads in Delta and Gamma, who found themselves in a home where
few senior leaders could envisage their potential added value to HR and the business. Anecdotally, both individuals
are no longer working in HR Analytics, perhaps due to the slow legitimation process they experienced in HR Analyt-
ics. Secondly, the issue-selling abilities, relational dexterity and strategic business acumen (Conroy & Collings, 2016;

Dutton & Ashford, 1993) of the HR Analytics lead can also procure a direct working relationship and process between
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the HR Analytics function and the business without any intervention from the HR function. This was the case in Delta
and Gamma, triggered as a result of managing urgent Covid-19 issues. Thirdly, the strategic positioning and legitimacy
of the HR function in the overall organisation can play a part in enabling the socio-political legitimacy of HR Analytics.
Our three cases highlight how a lack of strategic positioning of the HR function significantly delays the development
of HR Analytics legitimacy. Finally, our cases also highlight whether a strategy of centralisation or decentralisation of
the Bl/Data Analytics function would impact HR Analytics legitimacy. From a socio-political and technological legiti-
macy viewpoint, it seems that a centralisation strategy is more fitting, enabling HR Analytics legitimacy. Nonetheless,
the only case of decentralisation included in this study displayed high levels of data-led decision-making, including
HR Analytics and insights, within most units and driven by business needs. It is worth noting, however, that some
business leaders interviewed here felt that when they had the services of a centralised HR Analytics function, they
used analytical solutions to not only resolve but in some cases identify business problems, which the business leaders
themselves had not considered, ultimately questioning if indeed something important had been lost in the decentral-
isation strategy.

In terms of the second subprocess, HR data infrastructure decisions pertaining to technological legitimacy, we
perceive a worrying difference between integrated data infrastructure and fragmented data infrastructure and the
diverse range of functionality this offers to actors in the organisation (Angrave et al., 2016; Geels & Schot, 2007;
Huselid, 2018; Minbaeva, 2018). Alpha showed interesting institutional work activities while pursuing a centralised
data strategy and infrastructure, similar to that reported by Delta and Gamma once they had integrated their HR data
within their companywide data ecosystem. Of these two, Gamma displayed greater fragmented HR systems, hence,
limiting data integration. This aligns well with existing literature arguing that HR legacy and fragmented systems slows
down the potential of HR Analytics (Marler & Fisher, 2013; Strohmeier, 2009). Again, we turn to context characteris-
tics to try to explain these patterns. On the one hand, Alpha and Delta operate in the telecoms and banking sectors,
both inherently data-driven business models. It is, therefore, logical to expect either higher levels of technological le-
gitimacy or a greater facility to engage in material institutional work that will develop technological legitimacy consid-
erably and at a good pace, as was the case at Delta. A second contextual factor we observe is the adoption of a business
strategy focused on digitalisation, streamlining and cost reduction across the business. This occurred in Delta and,
as a result, a greater interest on the part of the business for data centralisation emerged. For companies where this
is not the case, what sort of material institutional work activity can be engaged to progress technological legitimacy
(Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006)? Four types of material institutional activity were identified. First, creating a greater
HR technology functionality with a proper integration of HR systems is fundamental. Second, generating efficiencies
in functionality aligned with business technology strategies becomes crucial. Here, the strategic alignment both in
objectives and technology architecture design between HR and the business seems to facilitate the integration of HR
datainto a company-wide data warehouse. Third, creating data democratisation and accessibility for HR and non-HR
users, including primarily HRBPs and line managers. Finally, creating data ethics protocols encourages a compliant use
of HR and business data.

We argue that a steady development of technological legitimacy, as we witness in Gamma, provides the HR Func-
tion and business with enough volume and variety of data (Minbaeva, 2018; Sheperd et al., 2018). However, this sort
of nurturing will take time, typically a time span of 3 years. A slower route to HR Analytics legitimacy, through techno-
logical legitimacy, also offers some enabling elements worth discussing. Business-wide IS, data integration and a lack
of effective self-reporting tools are all barriers in the HR Analytics legitimacy process. This challenge has been high-
lighted in prior studies (i.e., Huselid, 2018; Minbaeva, 2018) and there are many diverse and nuanced issues regarding
the gathering, storing and mining of HR data in a central, business-wide repository. We know companies are still im-
plementing business-wide HRIS for the first time, such as the case of Gamma, where not all jurisdictions are covered.
Oftentimes, as in all three cases here, organisations have to migrate their data from multiple HR vendor platforms
across a wide range of HR practices (e.g., Recruitment, Engagement Surveys, Performance Management Systems,
Talent Management Systems, Payroll etc.) into a reduced set, integrated around a large HRIS (Angrave et al., 2016).

However, let us not forget that the data challenge is not now, nor ever will be, unique to HR. In fact, respondents in our
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three organisations recognise that there is still no big data in HR (Cappelli, 2017). On the other hand, the three cases
showed evidence of how the design of self-reporting dashboards for HRBPs and HR leaders was key to a better defi-
nition of metrics (Minbaeva, 2018) and above all, crucial to fomenting a data-driven mind-set within the HR Function.

Finally, referring to the third sub-process identified in our study, namely, the focus of HR analytics projects, we also
distinguish between those projects focused on HR issues and those tackling business problems. Again, Alpha showed
greater legitimacy in all fronts prior to their data decentralisation strategy, whereas Delta and Gamma underwent
a more developmental trajectory. Arguably this subprocess can become essential to gauge the extent of the impact
HR Analytics has on the business, and therefore, it can also drive the other two subprocesses if a particular business
strategic project has to be carried out. The appropriate question at this point is: what sort of institutional work activity
can help shift the focus of HR Analytics projects? Creating identity and delivering some added value to the business
becomes key. Once the business consumes HR Analytics insights in order to address business priorities, HR Analytics
appears more likely to be tasked towards solving business problems through HR data. This was particularly the case
in Delta, where the Head of HR Analytics created and maintained a steady collaboration with the CEO in order to
offer some added value. Delta's HR Analytics socio-political legitimacy differed from Alpha's and yet, it manifests once
again that socio-political legitimacy can significantly accelerate the role of HR Analytics within the organisation. In
this case, the continual interaction and issue-selling abilities of the HR Analytics Lead in relation to the business, led
to strategic engagement with business demands. The undertaking of workforce scenario planning for a new business
model accelerated the legitimacy process, again, with a transplanting of the HR Analytics function from the HR Func-
tion to the Bl/Data Analytics Function, and a greater integration of HR data infrastructure. A second contextual factor
shifting the course of HR Analytics projects was of course the Covid-19 pandemic. Although its impact was different
across sectors. For Alpha (Telecoms) and Delta (Banking), sectors that are data-driven and do not follow a low cost
strategy, there was a rapid shift to address urgent business issues and this accelerated their HR Analytics legitimacy
process. In Gamma, a non-essential retailer, the negative business consequences were imminent and drastic, as has
happened in other sectors such as tourism or hospitality. The unfortunate need for business downsizing and restruc-

turing became the HR Analytics focus.

5 | LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Methodological limitations where already mentioned earlier on, particularly, related to the accuracy and generali-
sation of process data and the limited number of case studies. We are mindful that our sample only comprises three
Irish-based organisations, and that both institutional and cultural elements can indirectly shape the way these organ-
isations are managed (Kostova et al., 2008). However, Ireland constitutes a strategic European multinational-depend-
ent economy (Gunnigle et al., 2005), where American multinationals not only thrive but showcase their best prac-
tices, which are commonly adopted and mimicked by their Irish-owned counterparts (Geary & Roche, 2001; Lamare
et al., 2013). Future research can focus primarily on HR Analytics legitimacy processes in organisations where HR is
better recognised as a critical business contributor and enjoys a proactive role in driving business strategy. It would
be revealing to explore whether the legitimacy of HR Analytics in these organisations develop at the same speed as in
cases where HR Analytics sits outside the HR Function. We believe that HR Analytics can only be successfully adopt-
ed, developed and impactful in organisations where a strong HR legitimacy exists. Thus, it is incumbent on HR Leaders
to actively develop this legitimacy among the key stakeholders; HRBPs and HR Analytics professionals in particular.
Following on this point, we can speculate on the future of HR Analytics in HR altogether. Will HR take the opportunity
to leverage HR Analytics to its own advantage, to finally uncover the links between certain HR practices and business
operational performance (Purcell & Boxall, 2016), or will HR miss this train and see HR Analytics rebranded as a sub-
set of general business analytics and relocated to other parts of the business?

Undoubtedly, novel research is needed to uncover HR Analytics legitimacy and impact in other sectors such as

IT, professional services, consumer product manufacturing, pharma, aviation, construction, healthcare or the public
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sector in order to shed light on sector-specific factors shaping the legitimacy of HR Analytics. There is also potential
to map differentiated HR Analytics legitimacy processes across data-driven industries, which can render interesting
findings regarding why some of these organisations do not make use of HR data. Finally, a future line of research that
we see emerging from the data here, especially in our interviews with non-HR users, is a growing use of non-conven-
tional HR data. Alpha's four managing directors and Delta's transformation and agile managers discussed the use of
operational performance metrics on a daily basis. This people-related data, which we would not traditionally see as
HR data, is provided by digital platforms and software vendors to account for performance indicators such as velocity,
quantity and quality of products and project development. To what extent is this people-related data used and what
impact does it have on HR practices; recruitment, employee performance, training and development plans, and dis-
ciplinary issues for example? Such use of people-related data without input from, or even the knowledge of, the HR

function presents a threat to the very role of HR within organisations and should not be over-looked.

6 | CONCLUSION

The story of HR Analytics thus far has been dominated by a focus on the skills, capabilities and perceptions of HR Lead-
ers and HR Professionals. Despite a growing body of evidence along these lines, and a clear acceptance of the strategic
role of analytics in business today, we are still struggling to realise the potential of HR Analytics for the advancement
of HR's strategic and critical business contribution. In this in-depth study, using a process theory methodology across
three cases over a period of 3 years, we isolate and identify the broad range of decisions, activities and events which
comprise the HR Analytics legitimacy process in organisations. The study reveals three related, non-linear sub-pro-
cesses of HR Analytics legitimation, namely, HR Analytics as a strategic commitment, the HR data infrastructure de-
cision, and the focus of HR Analytics projects. We further identify a number of delaying, enabling, and accelerating
elements that influence this process. The findings offered here provide new and compelling insights into the future

development of HR Analytics for theorists and practitioners.
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Primary Decisions (D), Activities (A) and Events (E) which Enable (+), Accelerate (++) or Delay (-),

HR Analytics Cognitive (Cog), Technological (Tech) and Socio-Political (SP) Legitimacy

Strategic commitment (business-
driven vs. HR-driven)

ALPHA

(-) Change of leadership (i.e., CEO,
CPO, and MDs) with a focus on
decentralisation of the Bl/Data
Analytics centre (E, D; Cog and SP).

(+) Bl/Data Analytics Function works
closely with HR on HR Analytics
projects (D; Cog & SP).

(+) Transition to insource for cost
reduction purposes (D; Cog).

(++) HR Analytics created as an
element of a companywide project for
data integration in Bl/Data Analytics
centre (D, A; SP and Tech).

DELTA

(-) Strategic commitment made from
and within HR (D; Cog & SP).

(=) Changes in HR Senior leadership
(E; Cog & SP).

(+) Head of HR Analytics hired and
team formed (E, D; Cog).

(+) PM methodologies introduced
(D; Cog).

(+) HR Analytics educational piece for
HR users (A; Cog & SP).

(++) HR Analytics function moved to

the Bl/Data Analytics Function (D; SP).

GAMMA

Abbreviations: HR, human resources; HRBP, Human Resource Business Partner; HRIS, Human Resource Information System; GDPR,

(-) Strategic commitment made from
and within HR (D; Cog & SP).

(=) Workforce planning for stores
processed through digital platforms
by operations and separate from HR
Analytics (D; SP).

(+) HR Analytics Lead hired and
team formed under the HR Systems
leadership (E, D; Cog).

(+) HR Analytics educational piece for
HR users (A; Cog & SP).

(++) HR Analytics function moved into
the Bl/Data Analytics Function in the
organisation (D; SP).

General Data Protection Regulation.

HR data infrastructure (enterprise
data warehouse vs. HR data lake)

e (-) Devolution of HR and business
analytics to business units, including
data storage and warehousing (D, A;
Tech & SP).

e (-)Challenging and slow HR data
integration due to highly fragmented
legacy systems (A; Tech).

e (+) Development of HRBP/HR users
self-reporting dashboards (A; Tech,
Cog & SP).

e (++) HR datais integrated into the
companywide data warehouse via
Teradata (D, A; Tech).

e (+) HRIS Integration and creation of
HR data lake via Hadoop (D, A; Tech).

e (+)Business strategy to focus on
digitalisation, streamlining and cost
reduction (D; Tech &SP).

e (+) Development of HRBP/HR users
self-reporting dashboards (A; Tech,
Cog &SP).

e (++) HR data lake is incorporated into
the enterprise data warehouse (D, A;
Tech & SP)

e (=) Slow HRIS implementationin
some jurisdictions such as Germany
(A; Tech).

e (+) HRIS Integration and creation of
HR data lake via Teradata
(D, A; Tech).

e (+) Development of HRBP/HR users
self-reporting dashboards (A; Tech,
Cog & SP).

e (++) HR data lake is incorporated into
the enterprise data warehouse once
the HR Analytics function moved into
the Bl/Data Analytics Function (D, A;
Tech & SP).

HR Analytics projects (business
priorities vs. HR priorities)

(+) Project on Voluntary Leave
Schemes tasked by the business
(D, A; SP).

(+) Development of GDPR compliance
framework (A; Cog).

(+) Business units run their own HR
Analytics Covid-19 related projects,
primarily engagement surveys (A;
Cog).

(++) Project on the impact of training
courses on operatives' performance
across the organisation. Tasked by
business units (A; SP).

(-) HR Analytics projects confined to
HR issues (A; SP).

(+) HR Analytics Project on employee
attrition (A; SP).

(+) Development of GDPR compliance
framework (A; Cog).

(++) HR Analytics Project on
workforce scenario planning tasked
by CEO (D, A; SP).

(++) HR Analytics Projects responding
to Covid-19 related business demands
(E, A; SP).

(-) Due to low cost business strategy,
alack of appetite on HR Analytics
projects is shown

(D; Cog & SP).

(+) Pilot project of digital platforms
usage (D, A; Cog & Tech).

(+) Project on Absenteeism
(A; Cog & SP).

(+) Project on in-house self-directed
employee onboarding system driven
by the business (A; SP & Tech).

(+) Covid-19 related projects
undertaken - due to restructuring
needs primarily (A; Cog & SP).
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TABLE B1 Evidence supporting the three subprocess theorised from raw process data

Subprocesses Quotations

Strategic Commitment I think it counts, in our place it came from having a HR Director who believes in
leveraging data as a catalyst for growth and | think that has to be the start
point you can always find somebody who will work with that HR Director
either within the HR team or drawing from the organisation, and | think that
sustained focus and determination to stick with it until it succeeds is the
critical key. Then you need to try and systemise and if you don't have any data
you can't do anything, you need a certain amount of data to work with (Alpha,
Head of Analytics, 1st Round of fieldwork).

There is real unity of purpose and we would have daily meetings where we would
goin at 9 o'clock and work all morning through the data communications and
then in the afternoon, | would go off and work and then start again the next
day and work through those again. So there was a huge engagement from the
senior members [of HR] throughout the team (Alpha, Head of Analytics, 1st
Round of fieldwork).

The HR Function doesn't get involved in capacity and workforce planning at all.
They will work with us on recruitment, we build the business case and it signed
off with the CEO so HR are not involved in the decision but once that decision
is made they support us with the recruitment. They also monitor things like
bonus and performance management systems but it's up to us to do it. We have
arelatively small HR function to be fair to them, payroll and administration and
then each MD has a HR Support individual and they will work with us in relation
to preparing business cases or anything. With this new ownership model, most
responsibility has been devolved back into the business. We had centralised
everything and then now de-centralised and the centre has shrunk significantly.
That is our current organisation model and that may well change again so we
just use the central HR as required (Alpha, MD 4, 3rd Round of fieldwork).

We started keeping our ears open as to what was going on, what were the
challenges, what were the important things, not just in HR but in the business
as well. And | suppose we just took it upon ourselves then to start building
projects and insights around things that we felt would help the business. And
we also would have met with the HR leadership on a three monthly basis
and we prioritise projects with them as well (Delta, HR Reporting and Data
Analytics Manager, 2nd Round of fieldwork).

If HR Analytics sits in HR, HR people loves them but the impact is only local and that's
the challenge. If | were the CEO | would go for centralisation and integration of
data, common approach to enterprise data and that's exactly what is happening.
This is going to be transformational, there will be data-led interventions around
costs, etc. Definitely HR has become more data-led over the past 2 or 3 years. We
have come a long way. More data-driven and more digital, so data is becoming
more and more important for HR (Delta, Head of Performance Management and
Leadership Development, 3rd Round of fieldwork).

Yes, | think we've got there now but it has taken some time. You come in and you
have to do little bits and it’s very much a relationship building, trust, and stuff.
We're definitely at the stage now where we haven’'t demonstrated the full
power of it. You could be here for 10 years and still be improving and advancing,
but | think we've certainly built up enough confidence that people here including
the Head of HR would look at us and go “Okay, I'm happy these are the guys for
the job and we need to support them”. So we're happy we're getting to that stage
(Gamma, HR Reporting and Analytics Manager, 2nd Round of fieldwork).

(Continues)
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TABLE B1 (Continued)

Subprocesses Quotations

Technological Infrastructure Decision HR data is been used more frequently because now it's part of the enterprise
wide analytics department (Delta, Analytics Unit Head and Data Ethics Lead,
3rd Round of Interviews).

Yes, we look at a hell of a lot data - particularly in organisational effectiveness.
For instance, in workforce/manpower planning and in terms of my role, |
look at performance management ratings, potential successors of the bank
and the ratings they are currently getting, performance reviews on the
‘what's’ and the ‘how's’. So, how much are you delivering and how much is
that aligned to our values? | also look at the engagement figures, per team.
| use psychometric data extensively too. Psychometric analysis in terms of
competencies and potential. Psychometrics of team effectiveness, what are
the characteristics of high performing teams in our organisation? A good
number of data points. The problem is that often times we need to source
them in different places for different data points. What is trying to do with
colleagues in the HR Analytics team is to bring all this data into some sort
of Score Car (Delta, Head of Performance Management and Leadership
Development, 3rd Round of fieldwork).

It is easier to get your hands on other data now, because once you need
business data, you have to start a process to get access. And that would
have taken weeks, to chase the person until they would give you access.
Whereas now, he/she will more likely be someone of the Analytics team
that you now, and then it gets done a lot faster. For instance, | did a project
before 2018 around how many people work remotely and uses remote
access. | think it took me about four weeks to get the data. Now, it's a
lot quicker to get there because the contacts would have been already
established. Someone will know someone in that team, or IT, or a Business
Manager. A lot of ore synergies around getting the information when is
needed (Delta, Senior HR Data Analyst and Data Manager, 3rd Round of
fieldwork).

Absolutely, so you get data wars. Whose data is right? | am the person who
produces data on this so | am right. And then you would get situations where
I would say you need to get you and you in a room and discuss what needs to
be fixed, and they say no we did that before. Ok, well, how do you get over
it? Most of the problems are people (Gamma, Central Systems and Business
Intelligence Manager, 1st Round of fieldwork).

It is kind of a mixed model. If you want to do analytics now you have to centralise.
Itis too hard otherwise. You need a common vision map, a dashboarding tool.
You need the skills that can do things like mapping, modelling but you want
to push data out. You want to centralise the factory buy pushing the data as
far into the decision makers. There is a tension there between that factory
and the way data is being used. Our role is to act as the intermediary to be
relevant and anticipate the next big thing. And at the same time to understand
the mechanics and ensure the whole thing works and that you have the
capacity to work with the volume you get (Alpha, Head of Analytics, 1st
Round of fieldwork).
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Quotations

When analytics was centralised it was a major function, well-staffed and well

manned and very high brow. They were a centre of excellence for analytics
and | had never worked with a function like that, as good as it was at that
time but then it had less resources and now it has been reduced significantly
and the focussed now is this is the problem, get the data you need to solve
the problem and move on, it is not what it used to be anymore. Previously

it was much more about insights, we have all the data we need across the
business and we can look at that from a higher level and understand every
moving part of the business and we can deep dive any bit of that we want.
But the automated date, the self-reporting is what powers the business and
that is good and drives the business. But we did stop all the good stuff around
customer propensity modelling and where we had stores or networks and
overlaying that data to see where the opportunities were and we don't do that
anymore, we still have that data but it is more about being operationally agile
and tactical (Alpha, MD 3, 3rd Round of fieldwork).

There are two reasons we have a workforce management tool for day to day

management of jobs but also our strategic operation for capacity planning

and simulation modelling and how we reorganise maybe once or twice a year.
We use software called Witness, it's a dynamic modelling tool and takes the
average profile of faults at team and exchange level and then use that profile
against the forecasted faults for the coming year and then use performance
data on passed history as to how quickly technicians clear faults and then put
in a percentage productivity increase and use technician availability each week
and input some assumptions e.g. overtime and then put in what service levels
we are looking for and then we look at that from a dynamic perspective and
tries to simulate what the services would look like and if a fault comesinto a
particular geographical area it will simulate the service around that fault over
time. So using those parameters we can predict our service levels say with the
current workforce and pattern of faults we can see we will have an 83% service
level next year but if we move around programmes e.g, roll outs rather than
repairs or add in additional technicians or upskills so it could be an apprentice
or a more experienced technician we can see what we need, who we need and
where we need them across the country. So we run numerous simulations and
the inputs will vary but the output is always the service level. It's a decision
making tool to allow us reorganise the workforce on an annual basis. It also
allows us manage performance and from an IR perspective it has allowed us
gain confidence in dealing with the Trade Unions as people cannot argue with
data, it is a strong decision tool from a management perspective but also a very
strong tool in relation to IR negotiations (Alpha, MD 4, 3rd Round of fieldwork).

One example of the analytics we have done with HR was around attrition so we

worked with HR on trying to identify who our good agents are and we looked
at age, gender and performance and what were the commonalities across the
high performing groups. What are the commonalities like did they work in a
call centre before or how long did they stay in their previous jobs. And that
analysis helped us develop a profile in the hope we could retain an agent for
at least 18 months. It was HR who suggested we build a profile on what was
the best type of agent. HR were a big factor in this as we were seeing the huge
attrition so the starting point with HR was how do we stop attrition and then
we realised maybe we made the mistake earlier on for example anyone who
was taking a job in May didn't tell us they were still in college and would be
leaving in September so as we started to see the key pointers then we knew
we had to build these into our recruitment and interview process (Alpha, MD
5, 3rd Round of fieldwork).

(Continues)

95UB017] SUOLUWIOD SAIIESID) 3|0l [dde a1 Aq PeusBA0B 912 1L YO 88N J0 S9N 104 ARIq 1T UIIUO 43I UO (SUOHIPUOD-PUE-SWLBILICY A3 14 ATR1d]1IPUI|UO//SUIY) SUONIPUD PUE SW | 84139 *[£202/80/T] U0 ARIGITSUIUO ASIIM (DUl AN T) 8nopesy AQ 2Tr2T'€858-8y, T/TTTT OT/I0P/WOD A8 |Im AIqpuI|UO//SANY Wo1j ppeojumo ¢ ‘2207 ‘E8588Y.LT



0 | wi LEY-_

Human Resource

Management Journal

TABLE B1 (Continued)

Subprocesses

BELIZON anp KIERAN

Quotations

They are doing something about it [reducing silos across business functions]

through the workforce planning project. They are trying to implement a system
called OneView so that we can bring together all of that data. We are much
closer now to some data integration. We are integrating some finance and HR
data from a cost perspective, from a numbers perspective. We have now some
HR and Finance Data working together. What | would like to see now is some
customer data. Marketing data, how we bring all the data together and that's
where the magic happens | think (Delta, Head of Performance Management
and Leadership Development, 3rd Round of fieldwork).

Before the move [from the HR function to the Central Analytics Unit] a lot of the

requests were coming from the business units and not from HR. It would have
been from the HRBPs. They would have come with operational issues a lot
more than strategic HR. There is a lot more coming from the business now
from the point of view of strategic priorities (Delta, Senior HR Analyst and
Data Manager, 3rd Round of fieldwork).

Working closely with the IT team to track how people are working remotely

[during COVID-19}. More people have become project based and they are

using more PM tools to segregate and fragment the work and getting done
in a particular way through bite sized chunks of time. More easy to track in
IT and Analytics but more challenging in other areas of the business (Delta,
Senior HR Analyst and Data Manager, 3rd Round of fieldwork).
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