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Abstract 

Title:           Using human capital as a competitive advantage: How small international trading 

companies work with strategic HRM and how this affects their growth. 

  

Authors:   Emelie Lejonqvist & Niclas Othén 

  

Level:             Master thesis, 30 hp 

  

Keywords:   Human Capital, Small Companies, Competitive Advantage, Growth, Strategic 

Human Resource Management, Electronic Human Resource Management. 

  

Background:  Small businesses and their growth are of great importance for the economic 

development and the creation of new job opportunities. In the globalized business 

environment of today, they face increasing competition. This makes it important 

to utilize the human capital in an optimal way, which can improve the chances for 

competitive advantage. The usage of strategic HRM is said to be a tool for this. 

Research 

Question:  How do small Swedish trading companies work with strategic HRM in order to 

achieve competitive advantage, and how does that affect their growth? 

 

Purpose:      The purpose of this study is to map and explore how Swedish small international 

trading companies use strategic HRM as a way to experience competitive 

advantage, and how this affects their growth. 

  

Method:      A qualitative research method with a multiple case study design were used, by 

interviews with nine small companies in Sweden from different industries, which 

are engaged in international trade. Primary data are be based on semi-structured 

interviews with respondents in managerial positions at the different companies.   

Theoretical  

Framework:   Theories about the human capital as a resource as well as a competitive 

advantage, is presented. It continues with theories about the concept of strategic 

HRM, were the focus is put on the HR-philosophy, the formal HR activities and 

how this is connected to companies’ growth. The development of e-HRM, and the 

integration of this into formal HR activities, are also discussed.  

Findings: Overall, there are two different approaches to how the companies work with 

strategic HRM, the exclusive and inclusive. This study implies that formal 

strategies for recruitment, development and retention of employees are scarce, and 

the results also indicate a positive correlation between how the companies work 

strategically with HRM and their annual growth rate.  



Sammanfattning 

Titel:           Att använda humankapitalet som en konkurrensfördel: Hur små internationella 

handelsföretag arbetar med strategisk HRM samt hur detta påverkar deras tillväxt. 

  

Författare:   Emelie Lejonqvist & Niclas Othén 

  

Nivå:               Uppsatsarbete, 30 hp  

  

Nyckelord:   Humankapital, Småföretag, Konkurrensfördel, Tillväxt, Strategisk Human 

Resource Management, Elektronisk Human Resource Management. 

  

Bakgrund:  Småföretag och deras tillväxt är av stor betydelse för den ekonomiska 

utvecklingen och skapandet av nya arbetstillfällen. I det globaliserade 

företagsklimatet som råder idag, möter de en ökad konkurrens. Därför är det 

viktigt att utnyttja humankapitalet på ett optimalt sätt, vilket kan förbättra 

chanserna att nå konkurrensfördelar. Användningen av strategisk HRM sägs vara 

ett verktyg för detta. 

Forsknings- 

fråga:  Hur arbetar små svenska handelsföretag med strategisk HRM i syfte att uppnå 

konkurrensfördelar, samt hur påverkar detta deras tillväxt? 

 

Syfte:      Syftet med denna studie är att kartlägga och undersöka hur svenska småföretag 

som är verksamma inom internationell handel, använder strategisk HRM som ett 

sätt att uppnå konkurrensfördelar och hur detta påverkar deras tillväxt. 

  

Metod:      En kvalitativ forskningsmetod med flera fallstudier användes. Intervjuer med nio 

små företag i Sverige från olika branscher verksamma inom internationell handel 

genomfördes. Primärdatan grundar sig på semistrukturerade intervjuer med 

respondenter i ledande befattningar på de olika företagen. 

Teoretiskt  

ramverk:   Teorier om hur humankapital kan ses som en resurs samt som en 

konkurrensfördel presenteras. Därefter tas teorier kring begreppet strategisk HRM 

upp, med fokus på HR-filosofi, de formella HR-aktiviteterna samt hur detta är 

kopplat till företagens tillväxt. Utvecklingen av e-HRM och integrationen av detta 

i det formella HR-arbetet diskuteras också.  

Resultat: Generellt sett finns det två olika metoder för hur företag arbetar med strategisk 

HRM, det exkluderande och det inkluderande. Denna studie indikerar att formella 

strategier för rekrytering, utveckling och bevarande av de anställda är sällsynta. 

Resultatet tyder också på en positiv korrelation mellan att företagen arbetar 

strategiskt med HRM och deras årliga tillväxttakt. 
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1.  Introduction   
This chapter aims to provide a presentation of the background for this study, starting with an 

introduction to small firms’ impact on the Swedish economy and the importance of human 

capital. The strategic work with HR in these firms’ as well as the potential of introducing e-HRM 

is discussed, along with a presentation of previous research within relevant areas.  

The discussion ultimately leads up to the knowledge gap and research question. 

  

1.1 Problem background 

The development of small businesses1 is an important factor for economic growth, prosperity and 

creation of new jobs (Davidsson, Lindmark & Olofsson, 1994; Hansson, 2008). In the 21st 

century, the small firms are increasingly being seen as a significant determinant of a country's 

wealth (Hansson, 2008), and it has been shown that small firms that are internationally active 

tend to grow faster than the domestic (Andersson, Gabrielsson & Wictor, 2004). Sweden is one 

of the most internationalized economies in the world, a significant part of the country’s 

prosperity and a main driving force behind the increased wealth is international trade (Swedish 

Business Council, 2015). The Swedish exports has continually been growing and currently 

accounts for 50 % of Sweden's GDP, the foreign trade grew by an average of 6 % each year in 

real terms between 1850 and 2000 (ibid.). International trade is important for small countries, 

because of the access to larger markets is benefitting. These benefits involve e.g. the possibly to 

achieve competitive advantages by exploit the division of labor, specialization and economies of 

scale (Swedish Business Council, 2015). However, this global business environment also creates 

challenges. Lindmark and Önnevik (2011) states that the increased internationalization has been 

accompanied by an increase in competition, resulting in that companies are pushed to the limit.  

 

Some of the factors that can explain the increase in competition are the rapid technological 

progress and the deregulation of markets (Hitt, Camp & Sexton, 2001). According to Laurell, 

Achtenhagen and Andersson (2010), the trend is that foreign competition on the domestic 

markets intensifies, and Andersson et al. (2004) states that it is no longer possible for small firms 

to isolate themselves from this. This is further strengthened by the Swedish Trade Federation 

(2015), which implies that practitioners from the industry call for support. Against this 

background it is not surprising that decision makers, not only in Sweden but also in the EU, 

discusses how small companies can be strengthened and encouraged by the governments 

(Swedish Business Council, 2010). External initiatives have been used in order to support their 

growth; among other things, the adoption of rules and public policy tools intended to enhance 

small businesses’ participation in public procurement (European commission, 2013). However, 

the external support is not enough, there is also a need for companies to build up their internal 

strengths by finding their core competencies and key resources (Barney, 1991).  

                                                
1 Swedish Business Council or Svenskt näringsliv (2010) define “small businesses” as a company with 10-49 

employees, which is the definition that will be used in this study. 
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A company could be seen as a set of resources, normally a distinction is made between physical 

and human resources (Penrose, 1959). The fact that human capital are a source of competitive 

advantage was states by Wernerfelt (1984) already 30 years ago, and employees importance for 

firms’ survival have been acknowledged by many studies since then (e.g. Barney, 1991; Grant, 

1991). However, these resources need to be utilized in an efficient way, in order to provide a 

base for competitiveness (Barney, 1991; Coff & Kryscynski, 2011). In the 21st century, the 

European Union has been pushing towards a knowledge-based economy (Universum, 2011), and 

because of the business environment of today, characterized by extensive technological 

development, it is difficult to achieve competitive advantages by owning physical resources. 

Recent studies state that a crucial thing is that the managers acknowledge the employees 

significance for firms’ success (Galabova & McKie, 2013; Rydell, Andersson & Hedlund, 2014). 

When a company grows the number of employees increase, as a result the complexity of its 

HRM tends to intensify (Thatcher, 1996). The size of small businesses create unique conditions, 

like more palpable resource constrains, which makes it important to efficiently use the ones they 

possess (Hitt et al., 2001). The need for an HR department or a full-time HR manager is normally 

not necessary if there is below 100 employees (Mazzarol, 2003), however, this does not mean 

that this should be neglected (Carroll, Marchington, Earnshaw & Taylor, 1999).  

 

Having a strategic approach to HRM is said to be one way to optimize the resources within a 

firm. The HR philosophy reflects a company’s overall view of their personnel and could be 

either visionary or reactive (Heneman Tansky & Camp, 2008). Formal HR activities have been 

defined as recruitment, development and retention (Barret & Mayson, 2007; Cardon & Stevens, 

2004). Previous studies indicates that the ones which had a visionary HR-philosophy and 

strategically worked with formal HR activities, were growing at a significantly higher than those 

with a reactive or informal approach (Barrett & Mayson, 2008; Heneman et al., 2008). However, 

international research shows that even if strategies could assist small firms, HRM tends to be 

informal (Barrett, Billington & Neeson, 2007; Cassell, Nadin, Gray & Clegg, 2002).  

 

As stated above, there are currently many discussions regarding how human capital resources can 

be managed in order to maximize efficiency, increase the return on investment, enhance the 

competiveness and growth in companies (Bondarouk & Rüel, 2013; Sareen & Subramanian, 

2012; Totolici, Popescu & Totolici, 2013). One of the biggest trends within the research area of 

HRM today is the big impact technological development have on this area. Implementation of 

technology into the HR activities is widely spread among larger companies, and is often referred 

to as e-HRM. By supporting the HR activities with technology, it is possible to better utilize the 

resources according to Sareen and Subramanian (2012). Strohmeier (2007) mentions that e-HRM 

have the potential to create better conditions especially for companies which operates in an 

international context. With the different challenges for small companies in mind, an academic 

field that combines HRM and IT is a relatively new and interesting area of research, which 

gained attention the last two decades (ibid.). 
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1.2 Problem discussion 

Earlier research within this area which are relevant for this study have mainly been focusing on 

(I) the operations in small companies, (II) the unique challenges related to their size, (III) how 

the small companies work with HRM (IV) and the integration of e-HRM. These areas will be 

explained further and finished off with a summary of the discussion (V) and the knowledge gap. 

 

There exist many differences when it comes to how large and small companies are managed 

(I). Carroll et al. (1999) states that previous management literature overall made two inferences, 

which have led to disfavors regarding the research among smaller companies. The first is that 

smaller companies are less important than large corporations. In Sweden the smaller companies 

represents as much as 99 % of all enterprises and stands for about 47 % of the overall 

employment (European Commission, 2013), which makes them highly important to study. The 

second is that the small companies should learn from the larger ones, for a long time the general 

understanding was that small companies were scaled-down versions which should be managed 

the same way (Carroll et al., 1999). Welsh and White (1981) highlights that the assumption that 

small companies are identical to large companies, except they have smaller sales, less employees 

and not as many assets, are one of the reason for this statement. However, this is something that 

e.g. Carroll et al. (1999) and Spence (1999) opposes. Small companies are often both controlled 

and owned by the same person, this means that the management is individually adapted to a 

specific kind of business (ibid.). They tend to be independent, informal, being shaped by 

personal relationships, engage in multi-tasking, and the most important thing: their resources are 

scarce (Thatcher, 1996). Cassell et al. (2002) refers to these constrains as resource poverty, 

which they state as one of the factors which distinguishing them. The resource poverty exists 

mainly due to the size, and the companies operate under specific conditions (Welsh and White, 

1981), which creates unique challenges (Spence, 1999). 

 

These unique challenges that small firms have to face (II), is a well-discussed subject (e.g. 

Hannan & Freeman, 1984; Spence, 1999; Stinchcombe, 1965; Welsh & White, 1981). One of the 

most prominent theories in the field of employee-related challenges that small businesses face is 

often labeled liability of smallness (Cardon & Stevens, 2004; Stinchcombe, 1965). Liability of 

smallness can be derived from the lack of resources (Hannan & Freeman, 1984; Welsh & White, 

1981) and can be practically embodied in the form of budget, time or capacity constraints, lack 

of expertise in HRM among managers, as well as an absence of a formalized HR system that 

leads to ad hoc decisions, without previous planning (Barrett & Mayson, 2008; Cardon & 

Stevens, 2004). One way to overcome this is by making more efficient use of the possessed 

resources, and a strategic approach to HRM is a way to optimize these. By effectively using 

existing human capital, small firms are also able to develop other resources (Hitt et al., 2001). 
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The human capital is often mentioned as the main source of competitive advantage for firms (e.g. 

Barney, 1991; Galabova & McKie, 2013; Grant, 1991), and when it comes to the strategic work 

with HRM in small firms (III) Rydell et al. (2014) claims that small companies tend to put 

limited focus on this. This is something Lindmark and Önnevik (2011) agree on, and they state 

that the way the personnel are valued as well as the work with HRM, tends to vary depending on 

the size of the company. In a study made by Galabova and McKie (2013), it was shown that 

small companies views the human capital as a highly relevant resource to achieve 

competitiveness, and there are empirical evidence that indicates that the speed of growth is 

related to how the firm work with HRM (Arthur & Boyles, 2007). This is also verified by 

Heneman, Tansky and Camp (2000). Although, when it comes down to it, the personnel are 

something that might not be a priority in these companies. This often results in a preference to 

manage employee related problems ad hoc and with temporary solutions (Spence, 1999). 

 

Within the last ten years, HRM literature has attempted to show that progressive HR practices 

result in enhanced firm performance (Rüel, Bondarouk & Looise, 2004). However, the lack of 

resources makes many managers in small firms to claim that they neither have the time nor 

money for this (Cardon & Stevens, 2004). Meanwhile, there are researchers who claim that these 

organizations have to invest in HRM to survive in the long run (Cardon & Stevens, 2004; 

Lindmark & Önnevik 2011). Thatcher (1996) argues that the manager often works with variety 

of HR functions even if they generally are not equipped for this. By designing and use formal 

approaches to employee related activities in an early stage of the company’s development, this 

problem could be facilitated in a better way according to Mazzarol (2003). Carroll et al. (1999) 

emphasize that managers have been skeptical to formalization; instead they use what they 

perceive as proven methods. The tendency is that the small companies frequently “muddle 

through” and base their decisions on gut feeling without really understand the opportunity cost of 

these informal methods (Barrett & Mayson, 2008).  

 

Due to the need for efficiency, in combination with the possibilities of information technology, 

have resulted in the swift to and development of e-HRM (IV). This is relevant especially in the 

business world of today, where businesses need to be flexible and able to respond to changes in 

priorities in a rapid way (Boroughs & Rickard, 2009). Strohmeier (2007) states that processes do 

not get affected by where the company has its operations, and emphasize that e-HRM are 

especially suitable in an international context. It can be derived from existing literature that there 

are many positive outcomes of e-HRM, improved technical and strategic effectiveness, better 

utilization of resources, increased productivity and cost savings are some of them (Alshibly, 

2014; Ruël et al., 2004). However, Ruël et al. (2004) states that if an organization want to 

implement e-HRM in a successful way, it firstly needs to have a clear strategy and the usage 

among small companies tend to be limited.  
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To summarize the discussion (V), small companies’ prosperity are strongly linked to economic 

growth in Sweden (European Commission, 2013), and trying to understand how to strengthen 

them are of great importance. The challenges related to their size in combination with the 

tougher international competition (Lindmark & Önnevik, 2011) leads to a lot of pressure, and for 

the ones that are engaged in international trade, this means that they need to utilize their limited 

resources the best way possible to stay competitive (Swedish Business Council, 2015). Studies 

shows that the people in the company increasingly are seen as the most important resource, and 

to have a formal HRM strategy is crucial for small firms (Cardon & Stevens, 2004). This have 

been shown to be critical for continued growth (e.g. Heneman et al., 2000). By contributing to 

the effectiveness of HRM, e-HRM has shown to have positive effects on this (Alshibly, 2014). 

However, the work with employees is often not prioritized in small companies, even if research 

argues this is a must for long-term survival (e.g. Arthur & Boyles, 2007).  

 

There exists a practical problem due to the fact that practitioners from the industry request 

further support, and there are discussions regarding how small trading companies can be 

strengthened (Swedish Business Council, 2010). Researchers (Andersson et al., 2004; Heneman 

et al., 2000) also call for intensified studies of how small firms can enhance their performance 

when operating in a global environment. There exists an empirical problem, since Chandler and 

McEvoy (2000) states that even if research indicates that one of the most important problems for 

small firms’ is how to effectively manage HR, there is a shortage in terms of research identifying 

the practices used by these firms. One of the explanations small companies gets neglected 

according to Dabić, Ortiz De-Urbina-Criado and Romero-Martínez (2011), is that the traditional 

way for researchers to receive data is from HRM-departments creates a dilemma because of the 

fact that they usually do not have this (Katz Aldrich & Welbourne, 2000). The e-HRM research 

field is still in its “youth-phase” (Boxall & Purcell, 2008) and scientific support for the ways that 

e-HRM is used among small companies are scarce (Totolici et al., 2013). A theoretical problem 

is also identified, the assumption that small firms are the same as large ones, and the exclusion of 

them, means that many theories does not fit (Carroll et al., 1999). The reason for why they 

cannot benefit from this research is mainly since they lack resources and stability, and according 

to Barrett and Mayson (2006) the research that addresses the cross-section between small 

enterprises and HR, are limited. To summarize, given the importance of small companies that is 

outlined, strategies and practices regarding the work with employees are clearly an area ripe for 

investigation. Against the presented background, the knowledge gap in the research field is 

identified, this study focus on how the Swedish trading companies actually are doing in practice 

and how it affects their growth.  

 

1.3 Research question 

How do small Swedish trading companies work with strategic HRM in order to achieve 

competitive advantage, and how does that affect their growth? 
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1.4 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to map and explore how Swedish small international trading 

companies use strategic HRM as a way to experience competitive advantage, and how this 

affects their growth. The authors aim to find and explain patterns for how these companies work 

with HRM activities in practice, and by developing new theoretical concepts and a contribute to 

the development of further knowledge within this research field.  

 

1.5 Delimitations 

Perspective 

In this thesis, the employer/manager/owner-perspective of this area will be followed, since they 

have a good insight in the companies’ strategies and HR activities. It can be both CEO:s and 

other managers; the central part is that they have a good understanding for how the company 

works with this area. 

 

Medium sized and large companies 

Firms that have more than 100 employees are more likely to have an HR-department and formal 

HRM strategies (Cardon & Stevens, 2004). Therefore, medium-sized businesses will not be 

included because of the definition that they have 50-250 employees (Swedish business council, 

2010) and therefore may have developed more sophisticated processes and HR systems. There is 

also more likely that a medium or large company have an established HR function which lays 

outside the area this study focusing on, and therefore small companies were chosen. 

  
HR-outsourcing 

Since the purpose of the study is to investigate small trading companies’ HRM activities and 

challenges, the authors chosen to not include firms that outsource all of their HRM activities. 

One of the aspects is to explore how managers without specific HR competence handle and 

formulate strategies for HR challenges, which means that HR consulting firms fall outside the 

criteria for the study. 

 

Family owned businesses 

Small family businesses will be excluded from the sample of enterprises. The reason for this is 

that family businesses are often associated with specific HR issues that can be derived from 

family relations such as role conflicts or emotional pressure (Snider, 2001). Borttagen mening 

därefter. 
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1.6 Key concepts 

Human capital  Human capital resources could be described as a measure 

of the economic value of an employee's skill set. HCR is 

defined in broad way in this thesis; it is considered as all 

the attributes of the individuals in the company; their skills, 

knowledge, attitudes, personal networks, motivation, 

competencies, commitment and experience (Galabove & 

McKie, 2013). This is chosen because of the fact that all 

these attributes could lead to a company’s competitive 

advantage, and that is one of the focuses in the thesis. 

 

Competitive advantage                   Competitive advantage is generally defined in terms of 

achieving above-normal returns relative to competitors 

(Peteraf & Barney, 2003). Competitive advantage is thus an 

issue of differentiation, not simply “more is better.” Barney 

(1991) states that “a firm is said to have a sustained 

competitive advantage when it is  implementing a value 

creating strategy not simultaneously being implemented by 

any current or potential competitors and when these other 

firms are unable to duplicate the benefits of this strategy” 

(Barney, 1991, p. 102), and this definition will be used in 

this study. 

  

Growth Growth is described as “an increase in size or an 

improvement in quality as a result of a process of 

development” (Penrose, 1959, p. 1). Growth could be 

measured in different ways, for example: sales, profit, 

number of employees, cash flow and stock value (Birley & 

Westhead, 1990). There is no clear consensus on how firm 

growth should be measured (ibid.). Annual turnover was 

the measurement that the respondents referred, when asked 

about their growth intentions. Therefore, annual turnover 

are used as the measurement for firm growth throughout 

the thesis. When the term growth are used, it always refers 

to annual turnover. 
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Strategic HRM Broadly speaking, the strategic HRM literature can be 

divided into two categories. The first is concerned with 

identifying the features of organization that are regarded as 

determinants of organizational performance. The other one 

focuses on the ideas underpinning prevalent practices. In 

this study we have chosen the definition which aims that 

strategic HRM can be used to influence levels of 

performance (selection processes and recruitment, types of 

training, development, appraisal). The definition of 

strategic HRM the authors use will be the following: “a 

distinctive approach to employment management which 

seeks to achieve competitive advantage through the 

strategic deployment of a highly committed and capable 

workforce using an array of cultural, structural and 

personnel techniques” (Storey, 2001: p. 6). 

 

Electronic HRM                          E‐HRM can be defined as a support of, or full use of, web‐

technology‐based channels that gets implemented into HR 

strategies, policies and practices. Implementing in this 

context has a broad meaning, such as making something 

work, putting something into practice, or having something 

realized (Lepak & Snell, 1998). When e-HRM is mentioned 

in this study, the focus is relational e-HRM, which 

concerns e-recruiting, e-training and e-appraisal (Rüel et 

al., 2004). 
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1.7 Disposition 

 

From now on, this study is structured as following: 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

•The next chapter presents an introduction to human capital as a competitive
advantage seen from a resource based view. The concept of strategic HRM in
small firms and the linkage to growth, as well as theories regarding the formal
HR activities and the integration of e-HRM into these arees, are discussed.

.

•Chapter three outlines the method which have been used in order to conduct the
study, and the qualitative approach are presented. This chapter also contains a
critical discussion of the study.

.

•The fourth chapter contains a presentation of the empirical material used to
conduct the study, divided into the main areas; 1. competition, growth and
resources, 2. Strategic HRM and 3. Challenges, technology and the future.

.

•The fifth chapter discusses the results with the study's main areas as a starting
point. The analysis is finished off with a summarizing table and discussion
where some of the other factors which affect the small companies also are
included. Further to that, a new framework are introduced.

.

•Based on the results and the discussion in the previous two chapters the study's 
findings are presented in chapter six. The implications, limitations of the study 
and suggestions for further research are also given.
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2.  Theory  
This chapter will provide relevant theories for the problem in this study in order to provide a 

base for further examination. It starts with a presentation of the human capital as a competitive 

advantage from a resource based view and the concept of strategic HRM. The HR philosophies 

are explained and the formal HR activities are one through more into detail. Finally, the 

technological developments impact of the HRM area in the form of e-HRM are discussed, and 

the chapter ends up with an introduction of the analyze model combining these theories.  

 

 

  Small international trading companies in Sweden 

 

 
 

Figure 2.1 Overview of the theoretical framework. 

 

2.1 The resource-based view 
A company or an organization could be viewed as a collection of resources, and the development 

of new and existing resources is essential for businesses’ growth according to Penrose (1959; 

2009). In her work from 1959, Penrose proposed a distinction between physical resources and 

human resources, where physical resources are representing buildings, land, equipment etc. and 

human resources are defined as labor skills, technical knowledge etc. The resource-based view 

(RBV) model was developed by Wernerfelt in 1984, who built his research on Penrose’s study. 

He explains how a company through its internal competencies and resources could gain 

sustainable competitive advantages over its competitors. He states that the employees of an 

organization could, if managed correctly, be crucial for the firms’ performance compared to 

competitors. 

Resource-based view

• Firm resources

• Competetive 
advantage

• Human capital as a 
competetive 
advantage

Strategic HRM

• HR philosophy

• HR philosophy and 
the link to growth

• Formal HR 
activities: 
recruitment, 
development and 
retention

Information 
Technology & 

e-HRM

• Categorizing the 
types of e-HRM

• Relational e-HRM: 
e-recruitming, 

• e-learning and
e-performance 
appraisals
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Wernerfelt (1984) also argued for the need to consider both intangible and tangible resources. 

According to Porter (1985) a competitive advantage is created when the customer experiences a 

higher value based on price, uniqueness or the combination of the two compared to what is 

offered by the competitors. Barney (1991) states that in order to form a base for a competitive 

advantage the resources possessed by the firm needs to be: valuable, rare, imperfectly mobile and 

non-substitutable. A firm can create sustainable competitive advantages by using its resources to 

form a strategy that creates value, and which is not used by any of the competitors because they 

are unable to create the same value by imitating or replacing the resources (ibid.). The concept of 

firm resources from a resource-based perspective will be explained below.  

 

2.1.1 Firm resources 

In order to understand the RBV, a clarification of the concept of firm resources is needed. After 

Penrose (1959) distinction mentioned above, Ansoff (1965) defined different types of resources 

as physical, monetary and human. He acknowledged that configuring and manage these 

resources effectively is a vital part of the process of achieving the goals and objectives of the 

business. How a firm or manager perceives the availability of resources and the actual resource 

availability, does affect the outcome for companies over time (Brown, 1996). According to 

Barney (1991, p. 101) the resources includes “all assets, capabilities, organizational processes, 

firm attributes, information, knowledge etc. controlled by a firm”. He divides the resources of a 

firm into three categories: 

 

●      Capital resources: equipment, location, finances and raw materials. 

●      Organizational capital resources: systems for control, planning. 

●      Human capital: the individuals in the firm, and their knowledge, 

   intelligence, skills. 

 

Greene (1997) also mentions social capital resources, which contains the social norms, networks 

and other factors that are created over time in the social context of the individual. The attributes 

of social capital resources are in this study, as well as earlier studies (e.g. Barney, 1991; Grant, 

1991; Galabova & McKie, 2013), considered as a part of the human capital resources. By using 

and utilizing the resources in an optimal way, companies have the possibility to handle 

competition and achieve competitive advantages. 

 

2.1.2 The source of competitive advantage  

In the RBV, valuable resources are the source of competitive advantages. A resource is 

considered valuable if it contributes to the creation of strategies that enhances the firms’ 

effectiveness (Barney, 1991). If multiple firms competing on the market are in possession of 

same resources, the resource cannot be considered a source for competitive advantage. However, 

it can still influence the firm’s ability to survive (Barney & Wright, 1998). To create a 

competitive advantage, companies need to acquire, combine, develop its resources in a way that 

makes it difficult for competitors to imitate and that creates a unique value (Barney, 1991).  
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The resources need to be managed in an efficient way in order to provide a base for a 

competitive advantage (ibid.). Greene (1997) shows a relationship between the probability of a 

business´ failure, survival or growth, and the resource profile of the company. The constraint of 

valuable resources is a challenge to small firms according to Welsh and White (1981), which 

makes utilization of the resources, possessed an important issue. The human capital is often seen 

as the main source of competitive advantage for firms (e.g. Barney, 1991; Galabova & McKie). 

 

2.1.3 Human capital resources as a competitive advantage 

Human capital resources are the attributes of the individuals in the company; their skills, 

knowledge, attitudes, personal networks, motivation, competencies, commitment and experience 

(Galabova & McKie, 2013; Grant, 1991). When looking at a firm from the resource-based 

perspective, one basic assumption is that the human resources are control of the other resources 

in the firm, and how they are utilized (Wright, McMahan & McWilliams, 1994). Wickham 

(2006) also supports this and concludes that human resources are the people in the organization 

and their behavior and skills regarding how to acquire, develop and strategically implement 

resources are critical. In other words; the performance and growth of the organization lies in the 

hands of the human capital resources. Thus, the importance of human capital resources as a 

source of competitive advantage has been acknowledged by many studies (e.g. Barney, 1991; 

Coff, 1997; Galabova & McKie, 2013; Grant, 1991). According to Katz et al. (2000) this is true 

whether there comes to technological experts, customer service experts or visionary managers. 

 

Small companies today are facing an increased competition, which constantly puts a lot of 

pressure on them. One of the reasons to this competition is, as mentioned earlier, the increased 

internationalization and the increasing in foreign companies, which goes in to the Swedish 

market (Lindmark & Önnevik, 2011). Laurell et al. (2010) states that foreign competition on the 

domestic markets intensifies and Andersson et al. (2004) mean that small firms cannot isolate 

themselves from foreign competition anymore. The development of the economic climate has 

made it more difficult for companies to gain competitive advantages by controlling or owning 

physical or financial resources (Galabova & McKie, 2013) and therefore a strategy which is 

focused on having highly skilled human capital within the company could be essential as a 

possible way to gain sustained competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Coff & Kryscynski, 2011). 

Since these resources are connected to individuals in the organization it could enhance the 

complexity of imitation by competitors (Boxall & Purcell, 2008). This is supported by Wright et 

al. (1994) who argues that the value in human resources lies in the individuals themselves and 

the fact that these individuals can only work for one company at a specific time, leads to an 

imitability of these particular resources. This also addresses the importance of retaining the 

existing human capital resources in the firm, since the organization itself cannot have full access 

to the knowledge of each individual within it (Coff, 1997). The study conducted by Van Hoye 

(2011) concluded that to attract and retain individuals who adds value to the firm is highly 

important, not only to be successful but also in order to compete in an increasingly hard 

competition.  
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It should be clarified that the value of the human capital does not all lie in the attributes of the 

individuals. To become a source for competitive advantage the human capital resources needs to 

interact in an efficient way, both between individuals in the organization, and with the 

organization as a whole (Hatch & Dyer, 2004). Human resources are also company-specific, 

which means that a group of individuals providing a competitive advantage for Firm A does not 

necessarily do so for Firm B (ibid.). This could be linked with Backhaus (2004) who claims that 

the attributes required of the individual employee differ between firms. Some companies have a 

demand for fitting an individual to a specific task, while others search for a person that fits the 

whole organization (ibid.). This will be further discussed in section 2.2.1, regarding the HR 

philosophy of the firm. 

 

2.2 The concept of Strategic HRM 
According to Boxall and Purcell (2008, p.1) human resource management “refers to all those 

activities that are associated with the management of work and people in firms and other formal 

organizations”. HRM can be understood as a set of activities that is aimed to enhance the 

individual and organizational performance (ibid.). There are a wide range of challenges related to 

personnel, for example the ambiguity in what they delivers, and a strategic approach could help 

companies to manage this, both individually and collectively (Boxall & Purcell, 2008). The fact 

that a strategic approach to HRM is a vital part for firms is something Barney and Wright (1998) 

and Huselid (1995) states.  Lindmark and Önnevik (2011) states that a well-developed work with 

HRM contributes to the well-being and development of the employees, as well as increasing the 

firms’ attractiveness.  

 

2.2.1 Strategic HRM: the HR philosophy 

In order to understand how small Swedish firms work with HRM, there is a need to understand 

their overall view of their personnel. A firm’s HR philosophy reflects the overall strategy, culture 

and structure of the firm. This will be explained before the specific HR activities are discussed 

into detail. Heneman et al. (2008) observed two kinds of philosophies in small firms, which were 

labeled visionary and reactive. Pfeffer (1995) uses the terms proactive and reactive:  

 

Visionary/proactive HR philosophy Reactive HR philosophy 
Clearly defined strategies for HRM 

 

Focused on instant HR problems 

   Build corporate culture through strategic HRM 

 

Manage staff based on ’gut feeling’ 

 

Recruit for the organisation 

 

Recruit for specific position or task 

 

Create a mental ownership 

 

Outsourcing the HR activities 

 

 

Table 2.1 Characteristics of firms with a visionary/ proactive and a reactive philosophy. 
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According to Heneman et al. (2008), firms with a visionary, or proactive as Pfeffer (1995) uses, 

approach the HR-activities are integrated in the strategy of the firm and focus lies on aligning the 

HRM with the overall goals. A visionary HR philosophy means that the firm has a clearly 

defined HRM-strategy, and integrates HR in the organizational culture. Instead of recruiting 

employees for a specific position in the firm, they strive to match the employee with the 

organization as a whole, and also make the employees to feel included in order to create a sense 

of mental ownership in order to enhance employee motivation (ibid.).  

 

The reactive approach, in contrary, is described by Heneman et al. (2008) as managing people 

based on ’gut feelings’ and on solving immediate HR problems, outsource as many tasks as 

possible and recruit people for a specific position or task. A reactive approach means that the 

company’s action is more passive and that they tend to perform some HR activities because it is 

required due to growth. The difference between the philosophies is that the visionary companies 

are motivated by a positive desire of the firms’ future according to Pfeffer (1995). 

 

2.2.2 HR philosophy and the linkage to growth  

Growing firms’ is said to work either visionary or reactive with HRM strategies, where the 

visionary could be concluded as working strategically with HR and reactive as acting working ad 

hoc. When it comes to small firms Pfeffer (1995) means that a movement from the often used 

reactive approach, to a more proactive one, would bring out competitive advantages to a firm 

through different strategic activities. The study conducted by Heneman et al. (2008) implies that 

firms who had a visionary HR philosophy, were growing at a significant higher rate than the 

firms who had a reactive approach. This could be linked to Mazzarol (2003), who argues that 

formal policies and strategies for HRM is a valuable tool in order to maintain long-term 

profitability. Flamholtz and Hua (2002) states that if a company cannot have a well-functioning 

structure, it probably will lead to limiting growth potential and performance. Söderlund and 

Bredin (2005) claims that strategic HRM is a central part the company's success, especially in 

times when the individual receives a greater significance for the company's competitiveness. 

 

Even though researchers state that there are advantages when you work strategic with HR and 

that a well-functioning structure is needed, this has been widely neglected in small firms. 

According to a wide range of international research within HRM, clear strategies have shown to 

be helpful for small firms. However, they tend to not use a structured formal process, or any 

specific HRM strategy at all. Instead, the work with personnel normally is of informal nature, 

which means that the formal activities is not structured or documented (Barrett et al., 2007; 

Carroll et al., 1999; Cassell et al., 2002). This research also indicates that the problems, which 

occur, often are related to lacking strategies and structure, of for example the recruitment 

process. The fact that small firm owners often manage their employees personally, are one of the 

explanations for the result that the management of employees shares characteristics of 

informality, individuality and peculiarity (Cardon & Stevens, 2004).  
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This goes in line with Heneman et als. (2008) opinion, who argues that the HR philosophies 

often are used within different periods of organizational development, and that the reactive 

approach is often used when a company is small. One of the reasons for this is said to be that the 

requirements of having a visionary approach is higher (ibid.), however the complexity of the HR 

related tasks deepens when a firm grows (Thatcher, 1996). Even if there normally is not needed 

to have a whole HR department or a full-time employee who only works with HRM when the 

company has below 100 employees, Carroll et al. (1999) and Mazzarol (2003) states that the 

small companies should not underestimate the work with HR activities. Researchers state that in 

the current environment there is no longer possible to neglect this, no matter the size of the 

company (Cardon & Stevens, 2004; Lindmark & Önnevik, 2011). 

 

The limited budget have been brought up as a resource constrain which many small firm 

managers mentions as the reason for not working strategically, as well as that there is no time 

(Lindmark & Önnevik, 2011). Even though a lack of formalization might lead to placing the firm 

at risk, many managers find it difficult to address the HR issues. In a study that was made by 

Marlow (2002) it was found that owners of firms was much more eager to employ a specific 

person to manage for example financial issues, but in the case of managing the employees they 

considered this as something that it could be handled by a non-professional. Baron and Hannan 

(2002) states that more time often are spend on worrying about the scalability of for example 

their phone system than the personnel. There exist a skepticism among mangers when it comes to 

moving towards more formalizing strategies according to Carroll et al. (1999), and they state that 

what the managers view as proven methods often are used instead. However, they do this 

without understanding the opportunity cost (ibid.). The managers are often burdened with a 

responsibility for many HR functions, which they often are not equipped for (Thatcher, 1996). A 

common phenomenon in Marlow’s (2002) study was that owners were reluctant to let go of the 

control until the firm had grown so much (120 employees) that they were not able to cope with 

complex HR responsibilities anymore. However, waiting until the situation is completely out of 

control could create a disadvantage seen from a long-term perspective. There is often not 

expenditures allocated to for example employee training, and Matlay (2004) argues that the poor 

work with critical HR tasks may result in serious consequences. Carroll et al. (1999) summarize 

it as the formalization of HR policies and practices becomes necessary as the business grows. 

 

2.2.3 Formal HRM activities  

There are a lot of different areas of strategic HRM, and as mentioned above, many HR-related 

activities have been expressed to “just happen” or are based on gut feeling. When an 

organization grows, the management needs to find ways to cope with HR practices and support 

the growth according to Flamholtz and Hua (2002). Cardon and Stevens (2004) states that some 

of the key challenges regarding HRM in small businesses includes attaining employees with 

critical skills, maintaining flexibility and developing sustainable practices. In this study one of 

the focuses are the main formal HR activities that companies can work with.  
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These formal HR activities have been identified by e.g. Barret and Mayson (2007) and Cardon 

and Stevens (2004) as: 

 

● Recruitment 

● Development: Training and Performance appraisals 

● Retention 

 

Recruitment 

Recruitment can be identified as all the exercises and activities with main goal to identify and 

attract potential employees (Baugh & Starke, 2000). The main ways to recruit new personnel is 

through advertising, networks, recruitment firms, internal recruitment and by headhunting 

(Cooper, Robertson & Tin line, 2001). From a business perspective, the recruitment process is a 

major challenge since it requires both experience and training (ibid.). According to Barrett and 

Mayson (2007) it is common that small businesses do not have any specific strategy for 

recruiting, and instead rely on informal methods such as recruit relatives to the employees or 

from the managements’ own family (Barrett & Mayson, 2007; Carroll et al., 1999). Carmichel 

(2009) states that the smaller organizations often lack specific knowledge of recruitment because 

they does not do it as often, and there is a risk that the recruitment is mainly based on gut feeling 

(Barrett & Mayson, 2008).  

 

According to Carroll et al. (1999), it is crucial that growing companies with a rising number of 

employees turn to more formal recruitment processes, in order to better be able to handle future 

recruitments. By using the informal methods, studies have shown that these companies have 

turned out to grow at a slower rate and have had a harder time to maintain the competitive 

advantage, than companies with a formal recruitment process (Barrett & Mayson, 2007; Carrol et 

al., 1999). In order to create a formal process, the most important step is the preparation and 

Lindelöw (2008) argues that it can be difficult for a small company to find the resources that is 

necessary for this, and bringing in external help from a third party firm is costly too. This creates 

a dilemma since they it is of great importance to find talented employees that appreciate and can 

prosper in a small business environment (ibid.). To be able to find the right candidate, it is 

important to be prepared but also to know what the position requires not only in the current 

situation but also from a long-term perspective (Hallén, 2005). Furthermore, Martin (2009) 

argues that define the type of qualifications and human capital that are critical in order to attract 

the right people and reach the company´s strategic goals. The type of applicant that companies 

want to reach have been shown to differ a lot, some prioritize a person who is really bright, while 

others look more for someone to fit in with the group  (Backhaus, 2004). It is easy to choose a 

person who is like yourself, however, Hallén (2005) states that a group needs diversification to 

compensate each other's weaknesses and that the focus should be on the big picture of what the 

organization actually needs, not the managers own preferences.  
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To have an attractive organization are of great importance when it comes to recruiting, but also 

retaining, the employees, Kuruvilla and Ranganathan (2008) states that attracting high-skill 

employees are a problem for small firms, and that there is a lack of attention put on attracting 

skillful applicants. Lindmark and Önnevik (2011) emphasize the importance to actively work 

with HRM is a way to picture the company as an attractive employer. It is important to attract 

people with the right skills to ensure that the company becomes productive (Boxall & Purcell, 

2008). Ambler and  Barrow  (1996) mean that the potential  candidates are mainly attracted  to  a  

company  based  on  the perception they have of  the  company’s attributes, and therefore these 

must be communicated. Nowadays, the organizational goals and culture play an important role in 

recruitment process and previous research has shown that providing more information about the 

job opening as well as the organizational culture, values, goals etc. tends to lead to favorable 

applicant reactions (Taylor & Collins, 2000). Stone, Stone-Romero, Lukaszewski (2006) states 

that by emphasize this, it makes organizations attract applicants who meet organizational 

expectations to a larger extent and gives applicants the chance to evaluate the company early on. 

 

Development: training and performance appraisals  

Training of the employees can be said to be everything from training in corporate culture which 

includes for example have you treat your sponsors or work with your products, to training in 

software which includes everything the company use to operate the business like data- or 

workflow systems (Cline, 2007). Knight and Kim (2009) state that holding the internal 

capabilities and competences on a high level is essential for small businesses to stay competitive. 

Lee and Bruvold (2003) state that by working activities like providing employees with skill 

acquisition and career development, the well-being of the employees is enhanced. They also state 

that an integration of this kind of sustained employee development into the strategy, also leads to 

an increase in the company’s productivity. According to Miros and Dale (1996), managers in 

small businesses who want to keep valuable workers should consider employee training. Ruël et 

al. (2004) highlights that the individual-focused society and higher education levels have shifted 

the power towards the employees. People want to decide their own career-path (ibid.) and 

companies need to face the challenge of individualization, where people want to develop based 

on their ambitions (ibid.). According to Cline (2007) there are differences in type and amount of 

training depending on the size of the company. Generally, employees at small firms receives less 

training than employee’s at large ones, and the ones who get training from their employers is 

often the ones who has less education and less previous work experience (ibid.). According to 

Miros and Dale (1996) the lack of training in small companies mainly because there are a 

number of problems encountered to this, most of them are related to resource constraints. It is 

said to be everything from a lack of time to no adequate information about which training that 

could be provided or the employees want to receive (ibid.).  
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Performance appraisal is also a part of an individuals’ career development and Ronthy-Östberg 

(1998) argues that it is important to initiate this in order to clarify the organizations expectations. 

If the expectations are unclear and unreasonable, it could affect the relationship to the employees 

in a negative way. This can take place in either a formal or informal way, it can also be in the 

form of frequent feedback. If the leader shows that there is a prepared plan and that he or she 

values the employees' opinions, it is more likely that this turns out as a motivating part of the HR 

work, which in turn contributes to the employees’ personal development (ibid.). They practically 

take place in the form of discussions, which for example can revolve around working conditions, 

operations, relationships, leadership and development (Bernardino & Beatty, 1984). It could also 

be a review of the employee’s performance and contributes to building trust in management 

achieve organizational goals (Murphy & Cleveland, 1991) and enhance employee satisfaction 

(Mayer & Davis, 1999). According to Mehrens (1998) performance appraisals are usually 

performed in the form of a private conversation between the manager and the employee. 

Mehrens (1998) emphasize the importance of making it a dialogue, both parties are jointly 

responsible to make it constructive. According to Ronthy-Östberg (1998), the conversation often 

becomes unnecessary dramatic if the performance appraisal only is carried out once a year, and 

the best ways to improve the meetings are to increase the frequency. Since a lot of things happen 

in a year, it is not realistic that one conversation will cover all the important aspects (ibid.).  

 

Ronthy-Östberg (1998) states that an important factor to have a high quality of these meetings is 

the leader's attitude to the appraisal, and also the employee's attitude. Both what has happened 

and what is yet to come should be brought up, and in order to monitor the development at the 

next performance appraisal the main points should be written down by the manager (Mehrens, 

1998). Previous research (e.g. Bernadin & Beatty, 1984; Mayer & Davis, 1999; Murphy & 

Cleveland, 1991) clearly shows that training and performance appraisal have a positive effect on 

the quality of different evaluation factors such employee development. 

 

Retention 

Employee retention is defined as the turnover of the employees within the company (Employee 

Retention, 2007). One assumption is that the “best” employers have a lower employee-turnover 

rate (Looi, Marusarz & Bauumruk, 2004). Henricks (2006) states that the optimal reason for why 

employees choose to stay is because the company satisfies their needs, but in the worst case it 

could also be that they remain in the company because they are not able to get a job somewhere 

else (Employee Retention, 2007). Regardless the reason the employees choses to stay it results in 

that the company makes major savings, and according to Looi et al. (2004) the average cost to 

replace an employee is between 1-1,5 times the employees annual salary. This is pointed out as 

one of the main reasons for why a low employee-turnover is favorable (ibid.). Cardon and 

Stevens (2004) states that retention is a commonly overlooked factor in growth-oriented 

companies.  
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If the smaller companies have any strategies at all regarding their personnel, the focus tend to be 

mainly on HR activities such as recruitment according to Barrett and Mayson (2007). The 

retention of skilled personnel should a prime issue for small companies, since the retention of 

these individuals is a key requirement to create a sustainable growth (ibid.). If a person is really 

talented, this person is difficult to replace and this is something that is especially true for small 

growing companies, where the main competitive advantage is the intellectual capital (Kemelgor 

& Meek, 2008). Pfeffer (1995) argues that benefits such as bonuses, which are based on the 

profitability, make employees to identify themselves with the company. However, small 

businesses’ generally does not have the same financial ability to keep their personnel as larger 

firms, and therefore they have a distinct disadvantage (Employee Retention, 2007). However, the 

working environment is mentioned as a main factor for employee motivation. Therefore, the 

managers need to implement different elements that meet the employees’ expectations (Stum, 

2001).  

 

There are many studies that emphasize possible ways for how companies could work with 

retention (e.g. Berry & Parasuraman, 1992; Pfeffer, 1995; Stum, 2001). Compensation and 

benefits are considered to be fundamental (Stum, 2001). As stated above, small companies 

normally face problems to offer the same salary, bonuses or opportunities for advancement that 

that could be offered in larger companies (Employee Retention, 2007). However, the majority of 

employees do not feel motivated to stay in a company just because of monetary compensation 

according to previous studies, since this is something that is expected (ibid.). Berry and 

Parasuraman (1992) also states that rewards have a too narrow focus, and that financial 

incentives are not everything.  

 

Stum (2001) emphasizes the need for workplace safety and that the employees must experience 

physical well-being. Pfeffer (1995) mention factors as showing recognition; provide security and 

fair treatment as strong motivational tools. Stum (2001) also argues that employees in an 

organization must feel that they belong to something bigger, and that they are more than 

workers. In that case, he states that it is most likely that they will stay loyal and also do the best 

they can to contribute to the organization. Employees also tends to value the possibility to 

combine work with other areas of life, there is a need of finding a balance with the help of 

arrangements such as the possibility for part-time work and flexible working hours (ibid.). This 

is some of the benefits that the managers in small firms could emphasize, because the employees 

are often closer to the management, the work situation is less bureaucratic and often they have 

the opportunity to perform different working tasks to a wider extent (Employee Retention, 2007). 
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2.3 Information technology and e-HRM 
The ways in which human resources are managed has changed dramatically the recent years, 

companies have started to realize the benefits of implementing IT solutions, which makes the HR 

areas more integrated (Boroughs & Rickard, 2009). The development of HRM is strongly 

connected to the technology that supports it, and e-HRM is said to create a wide range of 

opportunities that should not be neglected by business managers (ibid.). E-HRM has been 

defined as “a way of implementing HR strategies, policies and practices in organizations 

through a conscious and directed support of and/or with the full use of web-technology-based 

channels” (Rüel et al., 2004, p. 281).  

  

2.3.1 Categorizing the types of e-HRM   

Previous research reveals that e-HRM varies both when it comes to in which the functions it is 

used and to which degree. It can be used either for administrative tasks, to make HR-activities 

more effective or implemented to support the overall strategy (Lepak and Snell, 1998; Ruël et al., 

2004; Strohmeiser & Kabst, 2014). Many authors discuss the outcomes of e-HRM (e.g. Parry 

and Tyson, 2011; Rüel et al., 2004; Totolici et al., 2013), e‐HRM is shown to embrace HRM 

technical and strategic effectiveness. This is supported by Alshibly (2014), who found a positive 

correlation between e-HRM, information quality and perceived net benefit. However, even if the 

existing literature has focused mainly on the benefits, there is also important to mention the 

different potential negative sides. The investment factor is a major one, there are high costs 

associated with implementing new technology (Sareen & Subramanian, 2012). It can also turn 

out to be a complex process to implement e-HRM in a successful way, there is a need to create a 

technology acceptance among the employees (Martin & Reddington, 2010). To summarize, e-

HRM have operational, transformational and relational impacts (Ruël et al., 2004): 

 

 Operational e-HRM aims to support administrative HR-functions like payroll-systems. 

The category can be described as “non-strategic” or “administrative”. 

 Transformational e-HRM enhances the ability to proactively work with HR-activities 

through IT and re-orientation of the companies strategies. 

 Relational e-HRM aims to improve HRM activities such as recruitment, selection of 

new candidates, training and evaluation of employees. 

 

Strohmeister and Kabst (2014) found that companies with smaller number of employees often 

did not use e-HRM. Operational and transformational e-HRM is associated with large-scale 

investments in technology, to justify this investment, 65 people should be employed. Therefore, 

relational e-HRM will be further discussed, since it also is compatible with formal HR activities. 

The other categories were mentioned in order to provide an overall understanding of the subject. 
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2.3.2 Relational e-HRM  

E-HRM within areas that concerns activities performed in close contact with the employees, can 

be referred to as relational e-HRM. There are three main parts (Ruël et al., 2004): 

 

 E-recruitment opens up for new ways of finding potential employees and changes the 

process when they get selected.  

 E-learning makes it possible to use online platform for employee development.  

 E-performance appraisals could result in better access to past information, and in turn 

better efficiency and productivity results among other things. 

 

E-recruitment  

E-recruitment can be identified as a group of technological applications that speed up the 

recruitment, and assuring a higher overall quality by for example data based tests (Parry & 

Wilson, 2007). Further, it could be described as the process of sharing of job vacancies through 

web-based platforms or on Internet (Carmichel, 2009). The costs associated to recruitment is one 

of the main explanations for the popularity of e-recruitment in the 21st century, however, it have 

been difficult to establish among the smaller ones (ibid.). Stone et al. (2006) states that one 

common objective for companies which uses e-recruitment is to reach out to a great number of 

potential candidates with the job vacancies. Online sites, like Linkedln which is one of the more 

popular professional online networking sites, helps people to connect with each other and put 

technology behind the old concept; it is not what you know, but who you know (Berkshire, 

2005). Another benefit is the possibility to store applications online which do not constrain the 

process by geographical locations (Tong, 2009).  

E-recruitment makes it easy to share details about the position, but also the organization’s culture 

and core values (Carmichael, 2009). Parry and Tyson (2011) argues that this reduce the number 

of personnel engaged in the recruiting process, Dickinson and Tatton (2011) highlights that more 

time therefore can be spent on other value adding activities. According to Sylva and Mol (2009) 

there is a need for organizations to start adopting this if they want to stay competitive and find 

the best people. This is something that is also brought up by Michaels, Handfield-Jones and 

Axelrod (2001), they mean that using e-recruitment could improve the strike rate, which refers to 

how well the company manages to find the best suited person for the position. 

E-learning  

Training through IT channels are commonly referred to as e-learning, which is defined as ”a 

wide set of applications and processes, such as web-based learning, computer-based learning, 

virtual classrooms, and digital collaboration” (Oiry, 2009, p. 112). Using technological systems 

for training and development of employees eliminates limitations such as location and time 

constrains connected to traditional training. This could be a way to reduce costs and improve 

flexibility (Bell, 2007).  
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To perform training of employees through technology-based channels such as web-, computer- 

or cloud-based systems are therefore becoming increasingly common (Oiry, 2009). Previous 

studies have suggested both positive and negative sides of e-learning. The quality of the training 

has been shown to be at least equal to instructor-led training when it comes to the actual skills 

learned with the help of e-learning (Coppola & Myre, 2002). E-learning makes it possible to 

handle larger groups of employees, although the lack of face-to-face interaction could be 

problematic. For example, it is difficult to control if the employee understood, or achieved, the 

desired outcome (Oiry, 2009). In an early phase of a learning process it could lead to an in 

secureness (Kasprisin, Single, Single & Muller, 2003). However, since the interaction takes 

places through technical tools, the employee gets time to reflect before responding, which can 

have positive effects (ibid.). To overcome the negative effects mentioned, Mantyla (2001) 

proposes ’blended learning’, where both e-learning and traditional training is mixed.  

 

E-performance appraisals 

E-performance appraisal systems makes evaluation, feedback, rating and performance measuring 

more effective and accessible (Strohmeiser & Kabst, 2014; Lepak & Snell, 1998; Ruël et al., 

2004). One of the most developed parts of this is employee self-service systems (Gueutal & 

Stone, 2009), which are online systems makes it possible to personally manage your own 

information such as performance statistics, salary and goals (Payne, Horner, Boswell & 

Schroeder, 2008). This can simplify and improve HR-related tasks like evaluation and planning. 

The possibility to store data over time gives both management and employees the opportunity to 

compare present results with historical, and an open system fully accessible for the employee 

means the individual continually can get feedback and improve their daily work (ibid.). 

However, it is necessary to ensure that the users are educated in the online system in order to 

make the implementation beneficial. Online performance appraisal systems have shown to be 

cost-cutting and time-saving (ibid.). 
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E-HRM

2.4 Analyze model 

 

 
     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Analyze model, own construction. How the companies view their resources, which HR 

philosophy they have, how they practically work with formal HR activities and if they integrate e-HRM in 

these activities to some extent will be analyzed.  
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3. Methodology 
In this chapter, the methodology used in this study is presented. The nature of the research 

question was the starting point when the method choices for this thesis were made. It has been 

said that qualitative studies holds a certain amount of subjectivity and that this is related to the 

author’s preconceptions, personal values and interpretations of information. In order to increase 

the quality and trustworthiness of this study, the authors in this chapter presents, in detail, the 

research process including the research approach, research strategy, data collection, analysis, 

quality criteria’s and ethical considerations.  

 

3.1 Research approach 
The authors have been performing a qualitative study using a multiple-case study design with an 

abductive approach. These choices will be explained and motivated below. 

 

3.1.1 Abductive approach 

According to Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) deduction and induction are generally considered 

as the only options. They argue that this view could be questioned since they believe it would be 

impossible to fit every type of research into these two categories. They present an alternative 

approach, abduction. This method has been, perhaps negligently, described as a mixture of both 

induction and deduction but it should be made clear that; even if it does share some 

characteristics with both it also brings additional qualities to the process (ibid.). The abductive 

process is dynamic in the sense that the theoretical framework is developed alongside with the 

empirical research (Patel & Davidson, 2003). This means that the researcher can support or 

redefine his or hers understandings or interpretations during the development of the empirical 

data, and with the help of existing theory get a deeper understanding of the studied phenomena 

(ibid.) Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) also argues that deduction and induction seems shallow 

and unrealistic compared to abduction and that if one decides to strictly follow one or the other, 

he or she is risking to limit the research. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1. Own-constructed, based on Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008).  

Illustration of the abductive research approach in this thesis.  
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Since this study aims explore and describe the operations of small Swedish firms engaged in 

international trade, and due to the fact that this area is poorly researched, the authors have 

decided to take an abductive research approach. With an exploratory and descriptive purpose in a 

field that suffers from lack of knowledge, avoiding being tied to a pre-determined theoretical 

framework was what motivated this decision and this approach is considered as best suited for 

this study. During this research process the authors have, in line with Alvesson and Sköldbergs 

(2008) description of the abductive approach, continuously been reviewing existing theory and 

literature during the collection of data and this has led to changes in the theoretical framework 

during the process. These shifts between data collection and theory have been done in order to 

identify patterns and to understand, interpret, re-interpret and explain observed behavior. After 

conducting the interviews and compilation of the empirical data, the authors observed different 

types of behavior that was not explained or mentioned in the existing theoretical framework of 

the thesis. Based on these findings, a new literature search was conducted in order to help 

interpret and understand the collected data. 

 

3.1.2 Qualitative research  

In order to answer the research question the authors have been using a qualitative research 

strategy in this study. This decision was based on our aim to study and explain how small firms 

and managers behave, their strategic awareness and what the practitioners actually do and to 

create a framework for future studies. A qualitative research is, according to Mack, Woodsong, 

MacQueen, Guest and Namey (2005), preferred when the aim is to describe situations and create 

new theories rather than to test existing ones. This is also in line with our abductive approach. 

Previous studies (e.g. Jacobsen, 2002; Bryman & Bell, 2007) explain that researchers can benefit 

from a qualitative research when clarification and explanation is a central part of the purpose. A 

qualitative research also allows the analysis of collected data to take other forms than numeric, 

and can be focused on a smaller number of cases (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Therefore this method 

is suited for this study since both the time span and number of instances examined is limited. 

Qualitative research focuses more on words, than the amount of data collected, and leans more 

towards induction, which is in line with the need to generate new theory and concepts and 

contribute to filling the research gap. The qualitative research gives excessive information during 

the collection and analysis, and when the researcher interprets the data, deeper and more 

developed conclusions can be drawn (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Lower level of structure and 

formality compared to quantitative research increases the flexibility of the study, and combined 

with an abductive approach the authors believe this gives the best conditions to explore and 

describe the strategic work with HR in small firms. 
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3.1.3 Case study design 

In this study, the focus in the research question is how and the authors want to study 

contemporary events. Data can be collected through different types of methods, for example 

survey, experiment, history, archival analysis or case study. The layout of the research question 

and research method decides what type of data collection method should be used (Bryman & 

Bell, 2007; Yin, 2006). According to Yin (2006) an experiment or a case study is best suited as 

data collection method for the research question and purpose of this thesis. In order to answer the 

research question of this study, the authors wanted to collect data in the practical and actual 

context where the examined behavior takes place, and since an experiment requires a controlled 

space the authors chose the case study design 

 

Yin (2006) describes the case study design as a detailed and intensive analysis of either a single 

or multiple cases. The case study design has been used widely in the field of business and 

management research, and suited when the aim is to deeply study complex situations and 

observe as much information as possible about a specific phenomenon (Bryman & Bell, 2011; 

Yin, 2006). This study was conducted as a case study on nine small trading companies in 

Sweden. Primary data was collected through interviews with owners and/or managers in the 

studied organizations and secondary data by reviewing official documents such as annual reports 

and websites. One of the strengths with a case study research is that it allows and encourages the 

researcher to use different sources of information and different data collection methods 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). This study is designed as a multiple-case study. Using 

multiple cases decreases the risk of misinterpretations that could come if only a single case is 

examined (Yin, 2006). The authors think that this also gives more validity and credibility 

(explained more in 3.6) to the thesis. Also, one cannot be sure to obtain only data that is relevant 

for the aim of the study when conducting in-depth qualitative data collection, and a multiple-case 

design increases the chance of getting as much relevant information as possible, and to be able to 

compare findings between cases could help identify important patterns.  

 

3.1.4 Qualitative interviews  

When the aim is to retrieve descriptive information, a qualitative interview is, according to Kvale 

and Brinkmann (2014) a suitable method. In line with what Bryman and Bell (2007) proposes, 

the authors of this study have chosen to do semi-structured interviews, which means pre-

determined questions of an open and broad nature is complemented with follow-up questions in 

order to ensure that the researchers can extract as detailed and correct information as possible. 

The purpose of this choice was also to allow the respondents to be more relaxed and to perform 

the interviews in a relatively informal matter, since this could decrease the risk of getting 

falsified or embellished answers and creates openness between the respondents and the 

researchers (ibid.).  
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It is essential for a researcher conducting interviews to possess in-depth knowledge regarding the 

subject before starting the interview process and always be critical towards what the respondent 

says (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014). In order to reach a deep level of understanding the authors 

made sure they possessed enough knowledge regarding the subject by reviewing literature 

regarding the issues examined, the answers received were critically reviewed in order to identify 

contradicting answers or the need to clarify. Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) mentions six criteria’s 

that can be used to review the quality of an interview: if the answers are rich and spontaneous, 

short questions and long answers, clarify and follow up the answers, review the interview trough 

out, verify that the interpretation of the answers are correct and detailed information. These 

guidelines were taken under consideration both during the interviews and the creation of the 

interview guide. The interview guide (Appendix 8) was based on the theoretical framework. 

According to Patel and Davidsson (2003) the concepts that is discovered and chosen from the 

literature review should be processed and structured to ensure that appropriate data is collected. 

This was done by constructing an operationalization chart (Appendix 7) where the concepts from 

previous studies were divided into themes from which the interview guide was developed. 

Questions were grouped together depending on which theories they were derived from; 

according to Bryman and Bell (2007) this is a technique that increases the flow of the interview. 

Under ethical considerations (3.7) the interview process will be described further. 

 

3.2 Literature review 
The literature review that forms the foundation for this study started in the early stage of the 

process. According to Bryman and Bell (2007) a literature study is done in order to examine 

what is known about the subject, which theories are relevant, if there are any inconsistencies in 

the findings, which methods have been used to study the phenomenon before and if there is a gap 

in the knowledge or unanswered questions. An extensive review of previous research was made 

starting with studies examining the concept of Strategic Human Resource Management. 

Scientific articles and books were found through Google, Google Scholar, Summon Supersök, 

the Halmstad University library and Proquest ABI/Inform. To retrieve relevant articles from 

databases, keywords like Strategic Human Resource Management, Human resource 

Management, SHRM and HRM were used. While reviewing these articles it was found that it was 

mostly examined in the context of large international firms, and that many researchers 

acknowledged a lack of studies examining SMEs. Knowing this, the search was extended with 

keywords as SMEs, HRM in small firms, Strategic Human Resource Management in SMEs, 

Small firms Human Resources strategy etc. A significant number of previous studies takes a 

starting point in the Resource-based view and argues that strategic HRM is a way to gain 

competitive advantage. Therefore, the literature study was extended to articles about the 

resource-based perspective with search words as RBV, Resource-Based View, Human Capital 

and Competitive Advantage etc.  
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Through search results and citations in previous research additional articles and books were 

found. The literature review revealed a research gap since very few studies about small firms’ 

HRM activities had been conducted in Sweden, no such studies conducted on small international 

trading companies and both practitioners and researchers repeatedly highlighted the lack of 

knowledge in the field. Furthermore, no research studying the use of e-HRM in Swedish small 

firms could be identified. According to Mattsson and Örtenblad (2008) the researcher needs to 

motivate his or her choices regarding which theories to use. In this study the theories have been 

chosen with our research question, purpose and empirical findings in mind, since the authors use 

an abductive approach. The authors also took number of citations, relevance, trustworthiness and 

keywords under consideration when selecting which articles and books to use.  

 

3.3 Empirical data 
This thesis is based on a literature review of previous research regarding SHRM, SHRM in small 

firms, the RBV, human capital resources and e-HRM. Previous research was studied by the 

authors before the start of this thesis. This was done in order to identify potential knowledge 

gaps, acquire knowledge about the subject and construct a relevant foundation for the thesis. In 

line with the abductive nature of this study, the theoretical framework was revised and refined 

throughout the process. Documents such as annual reports and other information from the 

examined firms’ websites have been studied, and the primary data was retrieved through 

qualitative semi-constructed interviews. In order for a qualitative study to be transparent the 

researcher should describe how the sampling was conducted and why the objects were chosen 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007). The authors of this study have used convenience and opportunistic 

sampling. Convenience sampling means using respondents and firms that are easily accessible to 

the researcher. Due to limitations in time, firms who fulfilled the criteria’s and were located 

geographically close were asked to participate. Opportunistic sampling was done, which means 

that the sampling decisions were made during the process (ibid.) and therefore, as the authors’ 

knowledge base expanded, the sampling choices could be based on the probability to get relevant 

information. The criteria’s regarding the company/respondent selection is described below. 

 

3.3.1 Company selection 

With a visible research gap in the field regarding Swedish small firms, the authors’ goal was to 

create an understanding of how Swedish small firms work with their personnel in practice. In line 

with the exploratory nature of the study, our intention was to get a broad and varied group of 

subjects to examine. The sample was selected from the following criterias: 

 

 Small firms based in Sweden 

 Engaged in international trade 

 Different in age and size but with a minimum of 10 and maximum of 49 employees 

 Firms in different sectors 

 Different historical growth rate and present growth intentions 
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Companies that matched the criteria’s and was located in Halland was found by using databases 

such as allabolag.se, företagsfakta.se and bolagsfakta.se. In order to test the interview guide and 

to gain more knowledge and preparation for the interviews a pre-study was conducted 

approximately one month before starting the interview process. The companies were selected 

based on accessibility and geographic location. The pre-study resulted in rearrangement of the 

questions order, which was done to avoid being repetitive. However, the final interview guide 

contains the same questions and themes as the one used in the pre-study, therefore the empirical 

data from the pre-study are included in the thesis. After collecting and reviewing the search 

results a first selection resulted in ten contacted companies. First contact was made via e-mail 

where the companies received a summary of the thesis, with purpose and the main concepts. 

These e-mails were followed by a personal phone call, with the aim to book a date and time. 

The decision to only contact ten firms in the first round was based on the fact that several 

companies operate in the same industry. Since the authors wanted a broad group to examine, 

some was left out. Early in the process, one of the selected companies requested to be 

anonymous. The authors therefore decided that, for the sake of continuity, all respondents and 

companies in this study would be anonymous. The following companies were selected: 

 

 

 

Table 3.2. Information about the studied companies. Fictional names. 

 

3.3.2 Selection of respondents 

When selecting respondents for this study, the authors followed the suggestions from Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2014) and based the criteria’s on the purpose of the study and who could provide the 

information needed. The purpose was to explore HRM activities in small firms and since HRM is 

a managerial task, the authors decided to examine these issues from the manager perspective, 

interviewing managers and owners. The authors are aware that a more nuanced picture could 

have been achieved by also interviewing employees in the companies as well, but due to the time 

limit and the aim to provide an overall view, this was not chosen.  

Company 

number 

Name of the 

company 

Type of industry Number of 

employees 
1 Alpha AB Plastic and tubes 23 

2 Beta AB Lift equipment 45 

3 Gamma AB Sport clothes 31 

4 Delta AB Profile clothes and 

workwear 

35 

5 Epsilon AB Food refining 49 

6 Sigma AB Outdoor equipment 38 

7 Eta AB Signs and displays 43 

8 Omega AB Gifts and novelties 22 

9 Iota AB Furniture 39 
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The respondents from each company are few in number but as mentioned this study does not aim 

to generalize or confirm any hypotheses, and to be able to get qualitative and specific data the 

authors have chosen to focus on retrieving detailed and in-depth information from a relatively 

small sample as opposed to broad and shallow information from many. The following 

respondents participated in this study: 

 

Company Name of 

respondent 

Position  Date  

Alpha Adam Adamsson CEO 2015-03-19 10:00  

Beta  Bruce Brucesson VP 2015-04-15 10:00 

Gamma  George Georgesson CEO 2015-04-16 16:00 

Delta  David Davidsson CEO 2015-04-17 09:00 

Epsilon Eric Ericsson CEO 2015-04-20 14:15 

Sigma  Sara Sarasson VP, HR-manager 2015-04-21 08:00 

Eta  Elisabeth 

Elisabethsson 

Economic manager, 

HR- Manager 

2015-04-21 13:30 

Omega  Oscar Oscarsson Site Manager 2015-04-22 11:00 

Iota  Isac Isacsson HR- Manager 2015-04-28 08:00 

 
Table 3.3. Information about the respondents. Fictional names. 

 

3.4 Data analysis 
The data analysis was based on the analytical model (Chapter 2) and the tables that are presented 

in the empirical chapter. These consist of categorized information retrieved from each case. The 

tables’ shows how the firms approach HR activities; examine their HR-philosophy and visionary 

or reactive characteristics. It also shows if or how they use e-HRM functions to support their 

HRM activities. The aim was to analyze what the studied companies actually do in practice 

regarding HRM activities (recruitment, development, and retention), their HR-philosophy and 

their view of human capital as a valuable resource. Furthermore, the use of e-HRM in these 

companies was mapped.  

 

During the analysis, the empirical findings were compared with the theoretical framework and in 

this process two types of behaviors were observed, labeled by the authors as the inclusive and 

exclusive approach to HRM. These new concepts help generalizing the findings and make them 

applicable on other contexts. 

 

In order to be able to control the information retrieved from the interviews and make it possible 

to examine them several times, all interviews were recorded. This ensures that the quotes 

presented is word-for-word accurate, and that the material can be reviewed by others. Recording 

the respondents could, according to (Bryman & Bell, 2007), make the interviewees more careful 
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and that some answers are inaccurate. The authors offered all respondents anonymity and the 

possibility to review the transcripts in order to minimize such risks. The authors started the 

process of analyzing the data retrieved from interviews by transcribing the interviews. According 

to Bryman and Bell (2007) transcribing the interview allows a detailed analysis, enables the 

authors to check the answers repeatedly, makes the data available to other researchers, helps 

counter accusations of researcher bias and allows the data to be re-used in other studies. Then the 

interviews were analyzed individually and information was categorized. These categories were: 

Competition, growth and resources; Strategic human resource management (recruitment, 

development, retention); Challenges, technology and the future, and presented in the empirical 

chapter. The categories were based on the themes in the theoretical framework and the 

operationalization chart. Categorizing information like this makes a comparison between 

respondent’s answers easier according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2014), which was the second 

step of the analysis. In the analysis chapter, the empirical findings are grouped and compared 

between cases and with the theoretical framework. The average growth rate was calculated by 

summarizing the annual turnover growth in percentage between 2009-2014 and dividing the total 

with no. of years. When comparing the cases, behavioral patterns were discovered and 

highlighted in tables and diagrams to make it easier to get an overview of the information. 

 

3.5 Generalization  
In this qualitative study, and in the case study design in general, a statistical generalization of the 

results is not possible (Bryman & Bell, 2007). This means the results and findings cannot be 

applied to a large population or other contexts. However, through the analysis of the empirical 

findings, the authors have observed two different approaches to HRM activities, the inclusive 

and exclusive approach and presented different characteristics that were profound in the studied 

companies. These new concepts enable generalization of the findings and make them applicable 

to other contexts and situations as well. According to Yin (2006) case studies enables an 

analytical generalization, which means that through a rich description giving the reader a 

possibility to judge whether the findings is applicable to other contexts. In other words, the 

researcher has a responsibility to provide enough information so that the reader can make a 

correct interpretation and possibly transfer the findings to another context.  

 

A multiple-case study design is used in this study in order to compare the findings within and 

between cases and existing theories, explore potential similarities or patterns and contribute with 

knowledge about a context and field that has not yet been examined. The authors believe that a 

multiple-case design improves the validity and reliability of the study, this will be discussed 

further in chapter 3.6. 
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3.6 Validity and reliability 
Qualitative studies do inevitable hold a certain amount of subjectivity (Bryman & Bell, 2007) 

and there is a possibility that the process and result of this study has been affected by the author’s 

personal values, pre-conceptions and subjectivity. Therefore, it is of great importance that the 

authors strive to maintain a critical view throughout and thoroughly explain the research process.  

 

Internal validity refers to if the researcher is measuring what he or she is aiming to, or in other 

words if the observations made by the researcher matches the theoretical base (Bryman & Bell, 

2007). To assure internal validity the authors of this thesis have been constantly reviewing and 

improving the theoretical framework as new knowledge developed, and when needed made 

additional contact with the respondents for complementing questions in order to match with the 

dynamically changing theoretical framework. The authors also informed the respondents before 

the interviews and making sure they understand the purpose of the study. The results of the study 

were also discussed with the respondents in order to avoid any misinterpretations.  

 

External validity refers to the ability to generalize the results (Bryman & Bell, 2007). As stated 

by Holme and Solvang (1997) qualitative studies often have a lower external validity due to the 

small number of units examined. This means a statistical generalization of the results from a 

qualitative study could be hard to make.  The issue of generalization has been discussed earlier in 

this thesis (see chapter 3.6). Statistical generalization was never the intention of this study, but 

rather to create knowledge and a framework for discussion regarding the specific context and 

situation.  

 

Internal reliability could be explained as a way to avoid the researcher being biased (Bryman & 

Bell, 2007). When two or more researchers conduct a study, the internal reliability is a measure 

of whether or not the authors agree regarding the interpretation of the collected information 

(ibid.). Since subjectivity could be an issue in qualitative research, the fact that this study has two 

authors that interprets the results could increase the reliability of the study. The authors have 

actively tried to keep an objective view of the data collected through interviews, and critically 

compared the data with other sources such as annual reports and company webpages to avoid 

being subjective in the analysis. 

 

External reliability measures the trustworthiness of the study and the possibility to reconstruct 

the results and findings. If another researcher following the same method could conduct the 

study, and the results are the same, reliability is high. The authors of this thesis believe it is 

impossible to replicate an exact social situation or context from one time to another, but if the 

researcher clearly explains the research process the reliability increases (Bryman & Bell, 2007).   
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The anonymity of the respondents and companies could affect the reliability negatively (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2014). In order to increase reliability, the authors present in this chapter and the 

appendix how this study was done, which questions were given to the respondents and motivates 

why the authors made the choices they made. All interviews were recorded and transcripted, 

which means the information given at the time of the interview is still available, even though the 

respondents would not necessary have the same answers if they were interviewed in another 

context or time. The issue of generalization has been discussed previous in this chapter. The 

authors believe that through the creation and development of concepts, rich descriptions of the 

empirical findings and the multiple-case study design increases the possibility to generalize the 

results of this study. With a qualitative approach, statistical generalization is not the intention, 

but rather to create knowledge and a framework for discussion regarding the specific context and 

situation which opens up for further, quantitative research regarding the subject.  

 

3.7 Ethical considerations 
According to Bryman and Bell (2007) the respondent may experience a violation of his or hers 

personal sphere when an interview is conducted. Therefore, the researcher has to consider some 

factors, for example the compliance and privacy of the respondent, and the respondent’s right to 

be correctly interpreted (ibid.). To ensure the compliance, all respondents were contacted before 

the interviews and the purpose of the study was explained before they were asked to participate. 

To ensure the privacy of the respondents, it was decided early in the process that all respondents 

and companies examined would be given the opportunity to be anonymous. Fictional names have 

been given to the firms and no specific locations have been disclosed. This is in line with good 

research ethics according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2014), who states that confidentiality should 

be offered to respondents. Kvale and Brinkmann (2014, p. 109) also points out a risk regarding 

confidentiality, that the respondent becomes ”an alibi for the researcher, allowing him or her to 

interpret the answers without being challenged” (ibid.). To eliminate this risk, all respondents 

were offered to read and approve the transcript from the interview. To avoid wrong 

interpretations, the authors have strived to not make any personal interpretations of the 

information. If there was unclarities, the respondent was contacted after the interview to discuss 

the answers and ensure that the interpretation was correct. The authors’ opinion is that these 

actions have been in line with good research ethics. 
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4. Empirical data  
The empirical part in this thesis exists of the findings from our interviews. This chapter presents 

the content of the nine respondents’ answers to the authors’ questions, which are derived from 

previous research and theories in chapter 2. Each case is presented separately, and aims to 

show the companies´ view of the central parts in the study.  

 

4.1 Alpha AB 
Alpha AB is engaged in B2B sales within industrial trade and the company also sells accessories 

for transportation systems and marine consumer products. It was started 1974 and currently has 

30 employees, 23 of them are based in Sweden and the rest in the Chinese subsidiary. Alpha’s 

vision is to be the optimal partner when it comes to plastics and rubber products. The turnover 

was 52 million SEK last year, and the average yearly growth increase the last five years is 6,4 %. 

Alpha does not produce anything in Sweden, they import the products from China and sell them 

all over the world. The respondent is Adam, who is the CEO since 2006 and the majority owner 

of the company. Adam is also responsible for HR-related issues at Alpha together with the 

managers of each department.  

 

4.1.1 Competition, growth and resources 

When it comes to the competition in the industry, Adam explains that Alpha is a niche supplier, 

and that they are very good within the certain areas that they operate within. They want to be the 

market leader in their niche, and the focus is to be the company with the best relationship to the 

customers. Therefore, the salesman that meets the customers on a daily basis has a great 

responsibility. Adam states that the markets are mature in general, so in order to take market 

share from other players and grow they have to expand their niche. Alpha wants to continue 

growing carefully. The aim is to continue growing and still keep the same level of profit each 

year. Adam says that it is preferred for Alpha to grow in small steps since they have mainly fixed 

costs, which means they have to fulfill their sales goals all the time. For Alpha it is important to 

not be dependent on a specific employee. The organizational capital and the formal guidelines 

are the main focus. A formal structure and a system, their ”way of work”, have been developed. 

Adam believes that it works as a protection if the company should lose an employee in a key 

position, someone else could do the same job with the same results.  

 

”We are not dependent on a specific person, it should work out anyway. Since we have a formal 

way of doing business that brings value to the customer, we should be able to handle staff losses 

better than others”.  

 

Adam states that the human capital is important for the company’s success, and that their biggest 

investment and main fixed cost is their employees. He explains that since Alpha is a well-

established company that has been around for over 40 years, the company’s human capital 

consists of a lot of competence and experience.  
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He states that there is a lot of tacit knowledge and if the structure is good, then Alpha will get the 

most out of every employee’s skills, since the company has the control over strategic decisions 

and goals and the structure makes sure that every individual in the organization knows where the 

company is heading. 

 

4.1.2 Strategic HRM 

Recruitment 

Adam explains that when HRM activities generally are handled it is done based on previous 

knowledge and experience. There are guidelines that Alpha always follow when recruiting, 

however, they are not written down. The process starts with a first selection of candidates, 

interviews, personality tests and a final interview. The company handles the recruitment with 

some support from Arbetsförmedlingen2. Adam is involved in the whole process when Alpha is 

hiring salespeople, middle managers or administrative staff but not for warehouse positions or 

other non-key positions. The search for applicants is made by advertising in local press and the 

webpage, and they always include the company’s values. According to Adam it is important to 

describe the position in detail since Alpha is small, and the requirement are high due to the fact 

that every employee is important. When recruiting, Alpha has the whole organization in mind: 

 

”There must be a good balance and if we have many unexperienced employees we are looking 

for someone with more experience. Sometimes we look for a person with certain technical skills 

that will support our organization or someone with specific knowledge about the industry”. 

 

When deciding which candidate to hire, personality and attitude are important factors. Of course 

the formal requirements are important but there are several employees at Alpha who has no 

education but still has high positions within the company.  

 

Development  

Alpha has, in some cases, formal education plans for their employees. They have had trainee 

positions with written steps and goals, and for every new employee there is an introduction plan. 

Alpha also has an employee handbook that is digitally available to all employees. It contains 

guidelines for how to behave at work, Alpha AB’s values, product information and how to 

perform certain tasks. If anyone is uncertain on how to act in a specific situation they can always 

turn to the handbook. Every employee has a detailed description of what their role and position 

in the company means and what is expected and required by them. Alpha is working in processes 

where every individual has responsibility for his or her tasks. Every employee has a yearly 

evaluation meeting where they discuss the individual’s development within Alpha, his or her 

results and future goals.  

                                                
2 Arbetsförmedlingen is a Swedish public agency with local employment offices spanning across the country. The 

long-term objectives comes from the Swedish Government, and the main goal is to facilitate matching between job 

seekers and employers (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2015). 



 
 

36 

These meetings are documented in and saved until next year when they can compare and see the 

development of the employee. The employees do not have access to these files during the year, 

but they can always request extra meetings. Adam believes that it is important to meet the 

employees regularly: 

 

”There is no point in having online evaluation or education systems for the employees, is it not 

between four eyes it does not work. Maybe there is an over-reliance on digital solutions, which is 

my personal opinion anyway”. 

 

Sometimes the tasks could change for a certain position and in those cases further education 

could be necessary. Alpha uses on the job-training, where employees constantly get to learn 

about products and systems. Once a year the sales team has some education days when external 

experts are brought in. The career possibilities within Alpha are limited according to Adam. 

 

Retention 

Adam tells us that the employee turnover is low. The recruitments made during the last two years 

have mainly been an effect of the company growth, not that employees have left the firm. Adam 

believes that an important factor for this is that the employees have control of their own 

situation, they have a lot of freedom to make their own decisions and is not managed in detail. 

Since the firm is constantly growing, there is an opportunity for the staff to grow with it: 

 

”The fact that our employees really enjoy being at work and at the same time has a lot of 

responsibility, in combination with the team spirit here are probably why so many stay”.  

 

4.1.3 Challenges, technology and the future 

The biggest HR-related challenges for Alpha according to Adam are to find the right individuals 

to hire and to shape the employees in line with the goals and values. Adam says that since the 

company is growing and changing, the employees need to grow with it. This requires that the 

management is aware of what competencies exist within Alpha, and also which skills that is 

necessary to acquire. Adam stresses the importance of having a structure and formal guidelines: 

 

”If you are going to build an organization and keep developing it you cannot rely only on the 

people within the company. If they leave you need to be able to replace them with someone else 

who can do the job, it is not the same person but the structure and our way of work should make 

sure that the new employee can take off where the old one left, you need both culture and 

structure”.  
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4.2 Beta AB 
Beta AB is a B2B company which design, develop and make tools made in order to make the 

handling of goods in the industry more effective. The company has been active for over 80 years 

and has grown from a small business into an international company with 45 employees and a 

turnover just above 123 million SEK every year. The yearly growth increase the last five years is 

5,3 %. Beta has no spoken vision, but according to their website they want to provide tailor-

made products that solve the customers’ specific problems quickly, easily and securely. Beta’s 

products are developed in Sweden and exported worldwide through subsidiaries in the UK, USA, 

Netherlands, Denmark, Germany and distributors in 50 countries. The respondent is Bruce, the 

Vice president for Beta. He has the overall responsibility for the company takes care of the 

personnel and all issues connected to this together with the CEO.  

 

4.2.1 Competition, growth and resources 

Beta is in an industry with hard competition. Several substitutes for their products exist, and to 

outperform competitors, the strategy is to create personal relationships with the customers. 

According to Bruce, this way of doing business is dependent on the employees and their ability 

to create such relationships. Bruce states that the human capital resources are extremely 

important for Beta. To enhance these resources Beta has a very flat organizational structure with 

no middle management. Bruce says that the management team deliberately puts a lot of 

responsibility on the individual employees. The purpose is to make the employees feel like their 

performance at work really affects the performance of the company as a whole.  

 

”We give our employees the responsibility to make sure that the work gets done. If, for example, 

an engineer has control of a process from order to development to delivery, he will do a better 

job than if he was just told by a manager to make a certain product and was never in touch with 

the customer”.  

 

4.2.2 Strategic HRM   

Recruitment 

Beta is really fast in the recruitment process, everything happens quick when they need to hire 

someone and normally the recruitment is not planned before. When Beta sees a need to hire, the 

process starts immediately. The process looks the same regardless of which kind of position that 

needs to be filled. Beta uses Arbetsförmedlingen to promote open positions, and a first selection 

where resumes and cover letters are reviewed is followed by interviews with the top candidates. 

Bruce says that they do not include anything except information about the position and what kind 

of candidate they look for. He continues to explain that the formal competencies and the 

personality of the candidates are of equal importance to Beta. They want new employees to fit 

the organization as a whole, and not only the specific position. If Beta does not find the perfect 

match in the first round of applicants they start over again with the process.  
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”Recently, when we were recruiting for an engineer position, we did not get candidates that 

were good enough. We then turned to our engineers at the firm and asked them if they knew 

anyone who would be interesting for the position or had any connections with possible 

candidates”. 

 

Bruce says that he does not know whether or not Beta will continue to use the networks of their 

existing employees when hiring new staff. At one occasion a third party recruitment firm was 

hired to help find the right person for an open position, but Bruce do not believe that Beta will 

use that way of doing it one more time because he do not think that it is needed. Beta finds it 

challenging to attract individuals with the right competence. However, Bruce says that they are 

often surprised with how few applications they get for open positions at the firm, even when it 

comes to more qualified and prestigious positions.  

 

Development  

Beta has a formal document which presents guidelines, codes of conduct, values and how the 

employees are expected to behave when doing business. They have annual performance 

appraisals and the employees get to bring up anything on their mind, it could be about the salary, 

work tasks, goals, personal development or something else. According to Bruce, the employees 

know that they can always talk to him or the CEO if they have something on their mind: 

 

”We have a flat organization with direct communication. My door are always open if the 

employees need to talk about something, it could be anything from how to proceed with different 

processes, questions about their work tasks or if they have a problem with a colleague”.  

 

All departments send weekly reports to the management where they describe what they have 

been working on, how they have performed in relation to the goals and how the employees are 

doing. These are sent to Bruce who answers questions and deals with issues raised.  

 

Retention 

According to Bruce, the employees tend to work for the company for a long period of time, the 

employer turnover is fairly low. Bruce is certain that it comes from the fact that the company 

clearly shows that they trust the employees’ capabilities to perform their tasks. The amount of 

responsibility creates a sense of mental ownership. Beta is traditional when it comes to working 

hours, they close down for 4 weeks during the summer and every employee have to take their 

vacation at that time. Beta does not use any special incitement plans except monetary bonuses. 

Sometimes the company donates money for charity, and the employees get to choose to which 

organization. However, overall there is no specific plan to retain the employees. 
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4.2.3 Challenges, technology and the future 

The most important HR issues according to Bruce are to make sure that new employees fit into 

the organization and learn how the company works. To give each individual their own 

responsibility makes them feel more connected to the organization and makes them walk that 

extra mile for the sake of the company. 

 

”It is extremely important to get new employees to ‘march with us’ and to learn how everything 

works within the company”.  

 

4.3 Gamma AB 
Gamma is a trading company that sells clothes in the Nordic region since 1947. They have a 

variety of brands and also the rights to sell clothes that are produced under license in Europe. At 

the moment there are 31 employees and the annual turnover is 115 million SEK. The average 

growth increase the last five years is 6,5 %. The main vision for the company is to have a good 

brand image within each brand area. They strive to have a high standard compared to other 

actors in the industry, and to always deliver good quality products. The quality focuses pervades 

the whole company, as well as always emphasize the right values towards customers and other 

stakeholders. George is the CEO, and has the overall responsibility for the personnel. 

 

5.3.1 Competition, growth and resources 

George states that the competition is very tough at the moment. There exist a lot of different 

actors within the industry, who fights about the brands. However, Gamma has a strong position 

on the market. Growth is something that the company focuses on mainly to be sound from an 

economical point of view, but he means that the self-preservation makes you want do more. 

 

“If you run 100 meters in 10.0, you want to run a little faster. That need to always perform 

should never been taken away, then you should probably stop...”  

 

Gamma have achieved the goals that were set up before, but George means that you could 

always wish that you had sold more and grown even faster, but it costs. He also mentions the risk 

that it might be at the expense of something else, like the quality or the staff. They do not want to 

risk this, and George states that it is important to have the right people in everything from 

logistics to accounting and sales. Then there is of course a prerequisite that all products are good; 

both the style and the quality. We discuss their personnel in relation to competitors, and George 

states that the staff is everything when it comes to how they perform:  

 

“The personnel are absolutely the most important thing, I cannot put it on a scale, but it is 

especially true for us as a trading company. I do not know if they are better than competitors 

personnel… everyone can, however, it is about creating the attitude ‘I want to’. If you want to 

climb Mount Everest, it is clear that you can, but you have to want it”!  
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In order to motivate their employees to think like this, Gamma uses the old classic; carrot and 

whip. George means that if you do not deliver, you should feel the whip. Although, he 

emphasizes the importance of having fun at work and to provide a pleasant workplace above all. 

He says that it is important to know the employees – because the same thing does not motivate 

everybody. 

 

4.3.2 Strategic HRM 

George is responsible for the HR activities, among other things. Each brand manager also has 

responsibility, for example when it comes to performance appraisals with the salesmen and so 

on. He means that generally they try to work pretty far in advance with the HR strategies. 

Normally, they have a pretty good idea how they should solve problems, however, even if there 

is an existing plan there is not always enough: 

 

“If we speak about warehouse workers, we try to figure out the need in forehand. But if 

something happens, you have to get someone really quick”.  

 

Recruitment 

The recruitment is usually a long process, 4-5 months, and if it is salesmen and purchasers it 

takes even longer. They do not have a typical recruitment process; there exists no formal 

template, no tests nor specific policies when selecting the applicants. George states that they 

have “tried everything”. They have done traditional advertising, used fashion magazines, trade 

press and recruitment firms. They do not actively communicate the Gammas vision. They have 

not used social media or these kinds of channels, other than for marketing purposes: 

 

“I have a lot of people up here [in his head] that I always ask first, when we are hiring new 

people. It is more about gut feeling, but it depends on what should be done. The most important 

thing is always that the person has the right attitude”!  

 

George argues that most people are satisfied with the same as the big mass, but certain people 

strive to go past that and these are the people that Gamma wants to catch. Traditionally, it have 

been relatively easy to find good people for Gamma and George believes this is due to the fact 

that many people are interested in working with famous brands. The company works with large 

sponsorships in different sport events, which means that they are out and visible. This leads too 

spontaneous applications, something he views as a positive outcome from the sponsorships. 

 

Development  

George says that Gamma is working with training of the employees to a limited extent, but there 

is no general plan for this. What mainly decides if someone gets some training is if they get 

increased responsibility, then the employee gets to go through a course within a relevant area. 
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George says that sometimes they have sent the employees on a two-day course in areas such as 

finance or marketing. George thinks that it is room for improvement within this area:  

 

“We should do this more than we do, but there is simply no time for that. We provide training if 

there is an emerging need, otherwise it is normally other things that are prioritized”. 

 

Gamma has performance appraisals for the employees once a year. During these appraisals, the 

focus is to review the employees’ present situation; what they expect from the company and 

what Gamma expect of them but it is not planned in forehand. George highlights the two-way 

communication. When it comes to saving information, George admits that they have some flaws. 

Usually they try to save the information but sometimes it get lost and then he have to pretend that 

he has the one from last year instead. In terms of feedback and ensuring that objectives are 

reached, the sellers sometimes get feedback continuously, but there is no specific system for this: 

 

“They [the sellers] have to check how they perform relatively to the goals, we do not update 

them about this. One might think that it is something we should be doing more, but we do not”. 

 

Retention 

The main part of the current employees have been working for the company for about 10 years, 

and the highest employee turnover are within the warehouse positions, where workers are 

students who move on after 2 years. George hopes that the turnover is low due to the fact that the 

employees are happy. He says that it is important to retain the talented and skilled ones, they do 

this by nurture employees to avoid the risk that they move on to other companies. George 

emphasize the importance of giving them challenges, a clap on the shoulder is not enough. 

Except for having a merchantable salary, he tries to give them chances to develop and have more 

responsibility. Although, he thinks that you have to consider that if you give too much 

responsibility, there is a risk that the employee no longer wants to do the “basic-tasks”: 

 

“You have to be careful so you do not end up in a situation when the employee feels that 

‘someone else’ could do the tasks instead. You do not want them up on too high horses”.   

 

Along the way, he has been forced to tell people to look for new jobs as well, even if it is not that 

often. He means that everyone certainly is not a good fit for this industry, or they might get too 

tired after a couple of years. To reward the employees, they have no reward systems except the 

financial; the bonus is equal to money.  
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4.3.3 Challenges, technology and the future  

George emphasize that it is very important to feel happy with what you do, because if the 

employees do not enjoy being at work, they most likely will not develop either. He says that 

there can be many different ways to get to that point, but that you must strive for it and have 

goals:  

 

“The most important for us in terms of the employees is to keep the employees motivated. I think 

it is important to note that there is a very changing world and changing industry”.  

 

The development of technology have affected their level of effectiveness, many functions are 

increasingly handled by the database. Gamma has an ERP (data) system, which is connected to 

many of the areas in the company. George thinks that to have the possibility to share the 

information like this makes everything possible, for example have the meetings via Skype: 

 

“I think that new technology and new computer systems is something that we will invest more in 

the future. It is important to keep up [with the development], you might not have to be absolute 

first in the beginning. But you have to keep up”! 

 

4.4 Delta AB 

Delta is a company that sells profile clothes and work wear. Delta sells only through dealership, 

i.e. B2B. The company was started in 1991 and in total there are 35 employees; mainly within 

sales, finance and stock work. The overall vision is that they want to be the first choice in the 

selection of staff clothing. The turnover was 135 million SEK last year, and the average annual 

growth the last five years is 9,8 %. Delta is active in Norden but the main part of the sales comes 

from the domestic market in Sweden (80%). Delta does not produce the clothing, but creates the 

different design and then import all the production from Asia. David is the CEO and the 

president of the Delta AB group, he has the overall responsibility for the strategies, marketing 

and the personnel.  

 

4.4.1 Competition, growth and resources 

Recent years, there have been a drift or shift in the industry of profile clothes and work wear. 

David says that customers no longer buy sportswear in one place, promotional clothing at a 

second and work wear on a third. He thinks it is quite clear that you need to have a broader range 

of products. He does not believe that “the cake” has been smaller; rather that it is redistribution: 

 

“Competition has not increased in itself, because there are is not a greater number of players in 

Sweden, rather the other way around. Competition is so fierce that it begins to disappear many 

players, they consolidate and two smaller companies becomes one bigger”.  
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The most obvious competition is primarily from large European companies, but David does not 

see them fully as rivals. They sell huge volumes to super cheap prices, on the contrary, Delta 

focus on quality. Delta wants to grow, and the goal for 2017 is that they should be present in all 

Nordic countries, but it is not quantified it yet. The company was sold to the present owner in the 

early 2000’s, he started the huge project that went completely wrong. However, since 2007 they 

have grown constantly. At the moment they do not think outside the Nordic region, David knows 

from experience it is tough to get out on the international market: 

 

“You really need to decide what you want and have perseverance. The old saying ‘dig where you 

stand’ is pretty good, too”.  

 

The last five years, the sales doubled even if it has been tough years in the industry. Although, 

Delta have gain market shares relatively to their competitors. The main reason for this is, 

according to David, the completely different IT platforms they have. The main thing is that 

Deltas’ customers become much better suppliers in their turn, by using this tool. They began to 

invest in these systems 2006, and have since then been at the forefront and he states that they are 

market leaders within IT in this industry. He mean that customers often say that there is no 

number second, since they are far superior thanks to our web solution which makes it easy to 

shop with them. David thinks that Deltas most important resource, or one of their greatest assets, 

is their customer database. They work actively to continuously develop it, because they need to 

have updated information about their customers and their customers’ customers. David explains 

an example on how it creates value:  

 

“When a customer calls us, our business system shows the customer card on the computer screen 

before the signal reach one of our employees. We can answer ‘Hello Kalle’, it becomes very 

personal and you can start with the order directly. That is how we want it”.  

 

David states that a prerequisite for make this work is to get every employee to understand what 

he or she are doing, that they know how to handle the system. He emphasizes the importance of 

getting the employees to think the same way, to have the mindset that Delta exists for their 

customers. He thinks they can offer a higher value to their customers than the competitors 

through service, products and delivery, and that the employees are the key when it comes to this. 

By communicate and inform the employees and be transparent in the management team, David 

believes a team spirit gets created. Delta work a lot with core values, how they act and behave 

and getting everyone to pull in the same direction: 

 

“My philosophy is that the best thing would be if everyone knew more than me in the company. 

Then I can take fewer decisions, and it can be done at the right level [among the employees]”. 
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4.4.2. Strategic HRM 

Delta does not have any specific person that is responsible for the personnel, it varies depending 

on the HR-activity but David is normally involved in some way. The company has HR-activities 

such as recruitment, training and evaluation of employees included in their strategic plan.  

They build this plan by breaking down the 3-year plan to an annual and quarterly plan, or 90-day 

action plan as Delta calls it. For example, they had one “Great Place to Work3” survey which 

turner out with a good result. During the fall they developed Deltas core values and vision 

together. They also used concrete examples what it actually mean to be “engaged” etc. They are 

working on a personal handbook as a complement to the survey, David means that this create a 

small platform that points out where they are now, and how they can lift it to the next level.  

 

Recruitment 

The recruitments Delta have done is mostly due to growth, and they have a formal recruitment 

process that they are working with, however David says that the process varies with type of 

position. The latest recruitment process they had personality tests performed by a third-party 

recruitment company. Delta have sometimes outsourced the whole recruitment process, but last 

time they hired an outdoor salesperson they recruited by themselves. Then the main candidate 

was sent to a recruitment firm in order for the company to get a "second opinion". Delta uses 

social media to advertise open positions, David explains that it has been a successful way to get 

more applicants and also to promote the company, letting people knows that the firm is growing 

and performing well. Delta has also started to use social media networks like LinkedIn with the 

purpose to strengthen customer relationships. When advertising the open position, Delta includes 

the values and vision of the company. David says it increases the chances of attracting the right 

kind of individuals to the firm, and he continues with what he believes is most important: 

 

”An important factor when we recruit is the personality, the most important thing is social 

competence. Grades does not matter, it only proves that you were able to read something”. 

 

Development  

To make sure that everyone has enough competence to handle the work, Delta continuously 

works internally with development and education. It is not planned, nor fixed, instead it is 

conducted when necessary. The most common form of development is that all employees attend 

to seminars, but Delta also uses external professionals to educate the employees within sales. All 

new employees go through an introduction phase, which contains different education activities, 

product knowledge, IT systems and sales methodology. David says that they have been starting 

to look at cloud-based education, but he feels a little bit skeptics to it because of the difficulties 

to control that the employees really do it. He also sees it as a problem to make sure that the 

employees really learn something from the training.  

                                                
3 Great place to work (GPTW) is an organization that supports companies with education and appraisals. They rank 

the best places to work in Sweden every year, something that have turned out to a prestigious award in the country. 
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Delta has evaluation meetings for all employees twice a year. David has these meetings with the 

middle management, then the responsibility is delegated and appraisals for the employees are 

hold with the manager for the respective department. The evaluations builds on the company’s 

values, Delta wants to verify that the employees behave like expected. David explains that they 

work with clear goals, which are easy to follow up. The information from these meetings are 

saved and used as the base for upcoming evaluations. Delta uses Edge-HR, which is an online 

HRM-system. The company policies are stored in the cloud and are available at all times. This is 

still in progress but will be implemented step by step.  

 

Retention 

Delta has close to no employee turnover, employees tend to stay at the company with the 

salespeople as an exception. According to David, the latest salesperson that leaved, stated that 

Delta was the best employer in the industry and that he never would start working for a 

competitor. David explains what he thinks is the reason for this: 

 

”What we do for our employees is those small extra things, better Christmas parties, more team 

activities and more rewards. Little things that are not planned but makes the employees happy. 

The small things are really what make the difference”.  

 

Besides these small things, Delta bought the whole staff a trip to Malta last year for example. 

Delta also uses the employees as the face of the company for marketing reasons. A couple of 

years ago the employees were ”models” in their catalogue, and they have photos of the staff on 

social media etc. Every week David holds a meeting to inform everyone about the performance 

and progress of the company. The information is sent via e-mail after the meeting. He says that 

he feels like he informs the employees too much, but it is done to make the staff feel involved: 

 

”It is extremely important to make the employees feel involved in decisions that affect the 

company. It makes them more motivated and everyone knows their role and what is expected”. 

 

4.4.3 Challenges, technology and the future 

The most important HR challenge for Delta is to keep the employees happy and make sure they 

enjoy going to work every day. Technical inventions within the HR area has not increased the 

ability to outperform the competition according to David, however, the development of the 

CRM-system has. David also mentions other challenges they have to overcome: 

 

“You just have to admit, we have many women in the age 20-40 and there is a challenge because 

they are on maternity leaves. Then I have to bring in someone else with the same competence; 

how do we find that person, how we compensate during the meantime”?   
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Everyone has an important role and it is not easy to replace them. However, he says that the 

paradox is that know people from competitors have started to seek them up because they have 

heard positive things about working for them. It has often been very competent people that Delta 

really wants to keep. The optimal thing according to David is if the company can grow enough 

so they are able to keep them, and so far it has worked out.  

 

4.5 Epsilon AB  
Epsilon AB is a food refining company that mainly sells fish, but also salads, sauces, pâtés and 

mustard. It was started in 1980 and has 49 employees. The vision is to make more people eat 

better food from the sea; tastier but also better for the environment. The turnover was 152 

million SEK last year, the average yearly growth increase is 10,1 %. The raw material is 

purchased from Norway, Shetland Islands and Norway, but 90 % of the sales are in Sweden. 

Epsilon exports to Finland and the UK on a regular basis, and to other countries at Christmas etc. 

Eric is the CEO since 2008, and the majority owner together with his sister. His role in the 

company includes “anything and everything”, he has the overall responsibility. 

 

4.5.1 Competition, growth and resources 

Eric says that the development goes towards a comprehensive establishment within the industry. 

However, many of the older business owners have not switched over to the next generation yet 

and some of them do not have anyone to leave the business to. He believes that it will be difficult 

for small local companies to survive, because of all the regulations that you have to follow, 

certifications e.g. Eric believes the market soon will become consolidated, with fewer but larger 

players. In terms of sustainability, the consumer awareness has increased, which have had a huge 

impact on the industry. Eric states that 15 years ago many companies relocated their operations 

to low-wage countries.  

 

“It was a hassle that many competitors could move out and produce so cheap, we felt a bit 

squeezed. Then the trend of more locally produced products came to Sweden, and that was what 

the customers wanted and exactly what we offered. The issue of the environment was not a 

priority before, now it number one on everyone's agenda”.  

 

Epsilon have their focus set on growth, and Eric states that the company believe that a 

sustainable fishing and to provide healthy products are the key. They have high ambitions and 

the next goal was set 2011; the turnover should reach 200 million SEK 2016 which Eric believes 

is considered to be quite aggressive goals with their industry's standards it is. The discussion 

shift to which resources that makes this possible, and Eric is convinced that their way of viewing 

the enterprise primarily made them successful. He says that they always been very willing to 

invest, partly in machinery and equipment, but also in facilities and personnel: 
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“Looking purely economically, we can say that the raw material is by far the largest expense, 

after that it is the employees. Therefore, these are the ones we must take care of. It is easy to say 

that you should minimize them, perhaps it is true, but obviously you need to nurture them”.  

 

When Eric started as a CEO, he wanted to invest in production systems allowed a shrinkage 

reduction and damage prevention. He means that you have to invest in order to reach greater 

heights in the future. He thinks it is the same with the personnel, if you care for them and 

handling them well, you hopefully get a positive effect there too.  

 

4.5.2 Strategic HRM  

Epsilon has a HR manager who is responsible for the overall personnel matters. Before, Eric 

handled the personnel himself, but when the company reached a larger number of employees it 

was too much work. On the industry-side, they have two production managers that handle the 

daily work. Epsilon does not have any specific strategy for the HR work, but Eric says that some 

elements of this goes directly into their quality work, one example is that they have to work 

strategically with training. All employees must be trained at least once a year. 

 

Recruitment 

There is a formal process for Epsilon while recruiting, and during a typical recruitment for a 

production position it usually starts with checking if the company have someone that can cover 

up internally. Their HR manager and one of the production leaders takes over and conduct 

interviews when there are around 10 different names left. Epsilon often takes the final candidates 

into production to get a feeling of how their personality fits into the group, rather than doing any 

tests. Eric says that they have used employment agencies and temporary workers sometimes, but 

only if it is a crisis. Most of the time they use some kind of external recruitment agency, because 

they often receive quit a lot of applications and need help with the screening. When they recruit 

for production, the main goal is to find a good fit for the organization, Eric mean that in this case 

it is essential that you fit into the group. If it is a white-collar worker with responsibility for 

finances or sales, it is a completely different process. Eric states that here the focus is put on the 

candidates’ specific knowledge and a strong track record. An important factor is stability: 

 

“We do not want someone who is high performing the second week, it does not need to be like 

that. We want someone who is safe, accurate, and always show up to work”. 

 

At the moment Epsilon are working with diversity and information about this and a clarification 

what they stand for in general will be added to future ads. New technology has been used during 

recruiting, most recently when they brought in two new salespersons. This was the first time they 

used social media, and Eric think that it is important to keep up with the dominating channels in 

order to attract younger candidates: 
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“We did not think there would be anyone qualified for the position in this city, however, we 

realized that it was not right here we had to look. We have customers nationwide and therefore it 

did not matter if the applicant lived in Stockholm or Malmö. If you want the best people to 

search, it is not enough with a local newspaper advertisement”.   

 

They have worked a lot with social media, but he think that generally they have much left to 

learn. Eric says that for example LinkedIn is a good way to find senior employees, but they also 

use Facebook and Instagram. The industry Epsilon operates in has a strong history of traditions, 

and Eric think that they are far ahead compared with many competitors.  

 

Development 

The recent years Epsilon has started with introduction programs, which all-new employees go 

through. Another thing they started with is a knowledge matrix with picture, name, title and 

responsibility of all employees in order to make it easier for new employees. As stated before, a 

big part of their training is a part of their quality work, there are certain things the employees 

need to know, like hygiene training. They also have a high priority on lean production, at least 

four employees every year should go through this. Eric says that he would like to have more 

people at the time, but the production must work out as well. When there are training sessions, 

courses etc., they have never been done via the computer. He says that sometimes people request 

further training, and that is something that they encourage because they believe in education.  

 

Epsilon has performance appraisals with their employees once every year. The performance 

appraisals are prepared and sent out in advance. Eric says that many changes have been made, 

which have led to an improved quality. They try to respond to a proposal or something that needs 

fixing as quickly as possible. All the information is stored in a database in order to be able to go 

back and follow up the progress. Frequent feedback often takes places randomly: 

 

“This is something we need to get better at, but we really have to think it through so it is 

perceived correctly from the personnel. You cannot just start with it from one day to another, 

then it is a risk that the situation becomes contrived”. 

 

Retention 

The majority of Epsilons personnel have worked there for a long time, around ten years, and this 

is something the company views as a very strong added value. Eric states that they have planned 

work with retention in many ways. Due to the fact that their personnel need to have professional 

knowledge, they tend to not work with temporary workers since they need people with the right 

feeling and product knowledge. He states that it would not have worked out that if they did not 

have staff who been in the company for a long time. If they need temporary workers, they use a 

group of holiday worker and students which creates good base to stand on: 
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“It is beneficial for us because they know us well, and we have actually managed to keep them in 

the company for many years. They know the company and the processes, which makes it easy to 

get them going. We want to work long-term with our employees”. 

 

According to Eric, they have retained their personnel partly because of the equal mix between 

women and men and the wide age range. He believes this mix is necessary in order to create a 

good climate. He highlights the importance that the personnel safe and stable workplace and that 

Epsilon always have been willing to invest their profits back into the company. Eric tries to work 

hard to set an example, he is still out working in the production and can listen to the employees. 

One problem can be that is can be a mental distance between some departments, by address these 

issues and work with them activity he thinks it gives the feeling that they take things seriously: 

 

“We had a great conference in beginning of the year with a joint briefing, the focus was on 

feeling good at work and at softer values. This is something we have not done before, we used to 

only have ordinary employee meetings and performance reviews”.  

 

A special group is working on compressing what came out from the conference; it is not a 

management team that comes with ready solution, but representatives from the departments. For 

Epsilon, which is pretty small, the salary is not that easy to compete with. Some of the social 

parts Eric mentions are for example training facilities, after works, parties and summer gifts. 

Mostly, it is not linked to economic performance: 

 

“Sometimes when we have set sales record we invite the personnel, usually it is spontaneous 

things. I see clearly how the employees feel and how the group works on these activities, it is 

nice to see actually. Overall, it's the soft bits that is important; have a nice time in the group and 

be able to joke with each other”. 

 

4.5.3 Challenges, technology and the future 

One challenge for Epsilon regarding personnel matters is that they always have far fewer 

applicants on the white-collar side. Eric says that you must be self-critical and reflect on how to 

improve this. He states that they have to work on getting more qualified people. The industry 

Epsilon operates in might not sound as tempting for younger people, therefore he thinks that they 

have to communicate the benefits such as the possibility to work with product development and 

flavors. In the production, the main challenge is to increase diversity. The work force should 

reflect the allocation in the society as a whole, at the moment there are too few of foreign origin. 

Eric states that the competition probably not will decrease in the future, and that they have to be 

in the fore front, dare to invest, continue to be innovative and look carefully at consumer needs.  
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4.6 Sigma AB 
Sigma AB sells everything that is associated to leisure, the main niche is equipment used for 

hunting. It started 1974 and exists of 38 employees. The vision is to be the mail order company 

with the best service in terms of customer satisfaction. The turnover was 135 million SEK last 

year and the average yearly growth increase is 18,3 %. Sigma has their own product designers; 

the products are produced by one of their 30-40 suppliers around Asia from which they import. 

The customer base is located in Sweden and the target group is people who live outside the urban 

area. Sara is the Vice CEO and HR manager on the company, she have the overall responsibility 

for the personnel and especially the ones on the white-collar side. 

 

4.6.1 Competition, growth and resources 

Sara says that the focus is to have attention on the e-retailers that comes up everywhere 

nowadays, but she claims that Sigma still is the main mail order company. They send out a 

catalogue as a supplement to the website, and Sara believes that it gives them an advantage 

against competitors because it increases the “buying-signal” among customers. She emphasizes 

the importance of being flexible, and to be available in the way the customers want it:  

 

“We try to do a little more than we actually need, to make the customers happy. For example, if 

some boots we sold are leaking after 1.5 years, we usually replace them, although I may think 

that they have been worn out by that time”. 

 

Since 1998 they doubled their turnover every fourth years, and the goal is to continue to grow. 

The range of products getting broader and Sigma strive to find new channels to reach the 

customers. At the moment there are still enough unprocessed customers in Sweden, but if they 

start to sell internationally it will probably be to Finland, Denmark and Germany since the 

customer base are similar to swedes. The most important thing for Sigma is to produce the right 

products to the right price. Next after that, Sara says that the employees clearly can help them to 

be competitive, due to their customer service focus. The customer interaction, production 

development and the marketing department that promotes the products are very important. 

However, she thinks that like in many other businesses you have to make a distinction between 

the key people and the production people, some are easier to replace than others. 

 

4.6.2 Strategic HRM 

Sigma did not integrate questions regarding the HR-activities in the strategy until the beginning 

of this year. They have used a consultant to help improve their company, and now they have 

developed an employee handbook. This is a book that summarizes all the different policies etc. 

regarding the employees, and it is available on the intranet because Sara means this is much 

smoother to update and spread among employees. They have only been unionized for two years, 

and the reason they chose this was that they needed the strength from this.  
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She think it is nice to have the handbook now, and more policy’s, but at the same time she feels 

that is gets a bit stiff or boring. But some just think it's nice. However, she thinks that it will be 

great in the future when we have found our roles a little more.  

 

Recruitment 

Sigma has all their formal guidelines in their employee handbook, but Sara says that even if they 

recently wrote it down, it is just a summary of how they have been working for a long time. To 

communicate the vacancies, they have used commercials at the Swedish channel TV4, 

advertising on the website and the newspaper “Hallandsposten”. For their last recruiting, they 

received 275 responses to the marketing assistant and 60 on the financial assistant. When it 

comes to summer jobs they do not advertise, Sara means that it would not work because they 

would get too many answers. In this case they use a link on the website which gives the applicant 

an automatic answer. Sigma values different things depending on which position the employee 

should have. If it is working in the warehouse, Sara says the focus is that the person has a truck 

license, good personal chemistry together with a desirable age and gender. Sara thinks that the 

person must fit into the group, because the warehouse work goes quick to learn: 

 

“When it comes to white collar workers vs blue collar workers; there is a difference. For me as a 

white collar worker I might think that it is nice to have good workmates, but I also have a really 

fun job, i.e. my job is often more important to me than my workmates. While the warehouse 

workers think that the workmates is 80-90%, and therefore they really have to fit into the 

group”. 

 

When it comes to more advanced positions, Sigma sometimes uses internal recruitment and the 

employees just tell her or the CEO that they are interested. Sara states that this is a very 

interesting way to do it because it shows which employees that are driven and motivated to 

develop. Of course not everyone can get the increased responsibility, but she says that the ones 

who were trying got a little star on them telling her "they want more". In the shop Sara 

emphasize that they love to have employees that pay great interest in outdoor activities. At the 

moment Sigma is recruiting a marketing assistant and a financial assistant, and this is something 

that Sara personally finds very difficult because it is such a focus on having the right skills. They 

have not included any testes in the recruiting process, but they tried it a couple of years ago when 

they used a recruitment company. However, it did not work out as well as they wanted because 

they did not fit into the organization, so they had to quit. Sara says that Sigma does not work 

actively to picture themselves as an attractive employer; she thinks this is something their 

employees do better. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

52 

 

Development  

Sigma mostly educates their warehouse workers and provides the training they need to be 

updated about how to handle the trucks. It can also be unionized education or safety 

representatives training. Sara says that do to the fact that they develop their logistics 

continuously, they need to run internal training every now and then. The employees on Sigma 

also attend to Näringslivsdagen4. Among the white collar workers, Sara is the one that mainly 

participates in training and the other do it sometimes. If she wants to go through some training, 

she has to tell the CEO that. She continues to explain: 

 

“…it is the same with for example the marketing assistant, she said she assumed that I would tell 

her when to go on training, but I do not know what suits her. Now we have decided that she will 

tell me if she finds something that looks interesting and we can discuss it”.  

 

Soon, all the employees will go away for a half day and attend to an excel course because Sara 

feels that it is a great need for it. However, they have started to look at how to improve the 

education and training systems. At the moment, Sigma actively work with a computer consultant 

to make their processes more “intelligent”,  to have shorter paths all the way and to be able to run 

the internal training of those who need it in a more effective way.  

 

Since Sara started to work for Sigma 2006, they have had annual conversations with the 

employees which mostly could sound like "how are you today, what can we do better, how does 

your work situation feels like". However, since the employee-handbook was written, the purpose 

now is to go through things like professional development, salary reviews, salary criteria, 

performance appraisal and so on. Sara summarize that they are in the pipeline with many things, 

but they are not there yet: 

 

“We have not started to work according to these models yet, May will be the first performance 

appraisals that will be carried out according to the book. Then we set goals that we can measure 

to follow the process, and follow up the results”.  

 

Retention 

Sigma have had a low turnover, approximately two employees had to quit that Sara knows about. 

Most of the employee’s remains in the company, Sara think this is a big advantage: 

  

“The employees are of great importance to us, and that it is important to keep the staff in order 

to keep the skills. Then you have to ensure that staff feels comfortable on their workplace”. 

 

 

                                                
4 Näringslivsdagen is a day in Sweden which focuses on personal development. 
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Sigma have some strategies to make the employees stay, Sara think their ability to retain their 

employees is mainly due to their friendly atmosphere, the fresh facilities and the well-organized 

warehouse area. She also brings up how generous the CEO is, and she thinks that he truly wants 

the employees to feel good. He fixes things that employees ask for quickly, offers daily breakfast 

and they also have a profit sharing system which all the employees give a share of. A certain 

amount of profit has to consolidate into the company and the rest, which goes to the employees, 

is based on how long the person worked for Sigma.  

 

4.6.3 Challenges, technology and the future 

Sara think that a huge challenge is to get each person on Sigma to tell when there is something 

they do not like, to avoid that no one dares to raise the issue and instead the whispers start. She 

says that she tried to find a solution to this, but that it is difficult. Even though Sigma is quite 

small and the employees work closely together Sara feels that this still is a problem:  

 

“Sometimes, someone comes and tell me what the employees whisper about, but then they do not 

want me to go out and say that he/she told me, and that is something that must be respected. It is 

a challenge to get everyone going in the same direction”! 

 

Sara believes that an important part of the new technology is the way it has changed their 

logistics and the conditions for employees who works with this. She says that the smart processes 

they use for storage, packing and how the staff goes between different shelves makes the whole 

process go twice as fast and the employees’ reaction have been that they feel calmer and less 

stressful. In the future, Sigma wants to keep expand and develop, they find specific parts they 

want to improve, and then they get a consultant who try to find a good solution. 

 

4.7 Eta AB 
Eta AB started as a small sign manufacturing company 1976 and currently has 43 employees. 

The main business is B2B sales of material used for sign production, billboards, car and bus 

advertisements. The annual turnover is 108 million SEK and the average yearly growth increase 

is 2 %. Eta buys material outside the Swedish boarders, process it roughly and sell it to 

customers within the Nordic countries and the Baltic States, which then create the end product. 

The respondent is Elisabeth, who is the economic manager at the main office. She has been 

working at Eta for 25 years and is responsible for finance and some of the HR matters. 

 

4.7.1 Competition, growth and resources 

Elisabeth states that they have had a rough time the recent years, the competition is intense and a 

major company within the industry went bankrupt the other year. Eta has a large customer base 

in relation to their turnover. However, Eta has experienced a decreasing turnover the last years. 

Elisabeth says that the economic climate has a part in it, but mainly she thinks it is because of the 

increasingly aggressive competitors: 
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”Maybe we have been a bit naive and taken our customers for granted. We have lost customers 

to our competitors, our suppliers tell us that their sales are at the same level, but since ours has 

decreased it must mean that our competitors have been taking market shares from us”. 

 

The company recently got a new CEO that she hopes can come in with new ideas and new 

power. She states that Eta’s focus definitely will be put on growing. The CEO has to know the 

company and then a new strategy and vision will be developed, both on short and long term.  

The goal will mostly be focused to take back the market shares that have been lost the recent 

years. With this new CEO who wants to clarify and develop the company’s strategy, Elisabeth 

has big hopes that Eta can turn it around and begin to grow again. She cannot say that one 

resource is more important than the other in order to do this, it is all of them in a combination.  

 

4.7.2 Strategic HRM 

There is no formal HRM strategy at Eta. Elisabeth says that this is one of the things that they 

hope the new CEO will develop. There is no HR department or HR manager. The different 

departments in Eta are responsible for their HR activities. Elisabeth believes that Eta is too small 

to have a person who is dedicated to HR issues, and does not think that Eta will have that in the 

near future either. 

 

Recruitment 

Eta uses an external recruitment company to facilitate the recruitment processes. Elisabeth says 

that Eta believes that those companies are better at finding the right employees for the company 

than that they are themselves:  

 

”That is something that we do not know how to do. We have a low employee turnover rate and 

are not planning to hire more people at the moment. That is why we let recruitment companies 

handle these issues for us, and in mostly we have been pleased with the results. They are the 

experts, not us.” 

 

Elisabeth thinks that to find the right person, you mainly have to look at the background; 

experience and references. She says that personality could sometimes be what makes you chose 

that particular candidate. Since Eta have outsources their recruitments, they do not have any 

formal guidelines within for the recruitment process, and Elisabeth do not think that they ever 

proceed with any kind of formal tests of the applicants, but she is not sure if that is the case. All 

the communication regarding open positions at Eta is handled by a recruitment company, and Eta 

do not promote themselves as an attractive employer. Elisabeth says that because they are 

located in a small town where jobs are scarce, they get enough applicants and can keep their 

employees in a pretty good way. 
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Development  

At Eta, the training are not planned in advance, it is done when they see a need for it. Depending 

on what position the employee has, different educations regarding systems and the way of 

working takes place. All the newly hired employees are educated and trained for a few months 

when they start. They have courses to educate the new employees and give them more 

knowledge, they also visits Etas customers to learn what the products are used for. They have 

been offered e-learning courses, but Elisabeth means that she is skeptical regarding if it is a good 

idea or even necessary: 

 

”I do not think that the employees will take the time to do this during working hours, if you go 

away for a seminar for a day or two you know that everyone will learn something, and that they 

actually will get something done”. 

 

Eta does not have any performance appraisal or evaluation meetings with the employees. 

However, she believes that it is important that all their employees knows how they are doing: 

 

”Now we have a new CEO and one of the things he started to work with right away, was that we 

have not been doing any evaluation meetings for a long time. This is something that we will 

improve since the employees have announced that they want to have them”. 

 

Elisabeth explains that they work with feedback on a daily basis though. Since they are divided 

into small departments everyone knows each other and it is important to Eta that the employees 

talk to each other and the managers and solves disagreements or other issues immediately. 

 

Retention 

Eta has no formal strategy or activities related to retention. They have a quite low employee 

turnover, and this is due to the fact that the employees feel good at work according to Elisabeth. 

They have been doing health check-ups on all employees, something that Elisabeth thinks was 

much appreciated, that the employees felt like the company cared for them. She thinks this was a 

good thing to do because they had a downward, people were sad when they got rid of the CEO 

and there was a pessimistic feeling in the company. Elisabeth thinks that it was appreciated that 

they were doing something for the employees. However, when it comes to motivation she 

believes that they have to work a lot on: 

 

”To motivate people you need to keep the employees informed regarding what is going on in the 

company. We have not been doing this very well; a lot of people do not receive important 

information from the management team. Regardless if the information is positive or negative, I 

think it makes the employees feel satisfied”. 
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There are no guidelines for how this information will be communicated to the employees; 

however, this is also one of the things that the new CEO will look at while developing the new 

strategy for Eta.  

 

4.7.3 Challenges, technology and the future  

The most important HR issue is to get the right person at the right position in order to be stronger 

in the future and turn this downswing up again, but Elisabeth believes that they need to work 

hard to overcome this challenge. They have find employees with skills and knowledge that will 

take Eta forward and contribute to the company’s performance.  

 

4.8 Omega AB 
Omega AB started as a company providing home brewing accessories and mixes, which they 

still do, but now they also sell souvenirs, novelties, costumes and other gift articles. It was started 

in 1983 and has 22 employees. The vision is to always be in the forefront of news and trends, 

and to sell as much of their own unique products as possible. The turnover was 80 million SEK 

last year, the average yearly growth increase is 4,4 %. The company only does B2B sales and 

exports to all Nordic countries and the Baltic States. They import various items from both 

Europe and Asia. The respondent is Oscar, who is the site manager at Omega. He also has the 

responsibility for logistics and IT. 

 

4.8.1 Competition, growth and resources 

The competition is mixed, it depends on which of Omegas main areas that you look at. Omega is 

by far the market leader when it comes to home brewing. Oscar says that the entry barriers are 

high due to high costs and a mature stable market; Omega has a large market share and offers 

low prices. Regarding gifts, novelties and costumes the competition is harder for Omega. They 

started out small way back but Oscar estimates that Omega has about the same market share as 

their main competitor. To gain more market shares Omega has chosen a low price strategy. The 

company also has introduced an e-commerce that is under construction, where their customers 

can place orders over the Internet. 

 

The growth intention is high according to Oscar. Earlier years Omega had a goal of growing 10 

% per year, but now they have increased it to 25 % for 2015. The owners reinvest all profit into 

the company that enables Omega to for example own its own facilities and keep loans fairly low. 

For Omega, not one specific resource is most important; their mix of resources is what makes 

them able to compete according to Oscar: 

 

”We need to have a working logistics system, but also salespeople and purchasers who know the 

market. Our equity should not be forgotten, even if that is more important in the long run. We 

also try to be progressive when it comes to technical solutions and IT systems”. 
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Oscar says that in order to be profitable, the capital-, product- and information flow needs to 

work properly and be effective. When he came to the company he changed their logistics to 

make it more effective, and that meant one employee had to quit. 

 

4.8.2 Strategic HRM 

There is no HR-manager at Omega; the management team is responsible for all HR activities. 

Oscar states that the company is not big enough to have a dedicated HR department, and that last 

year this was a problem because there was not enough attention put at this: 

 

”We had too much to do, it really wore out the staff and it cannot happen again! We have hired 

two new employees now and we also have two people who work extra if needed”. 

 

Omega tries to have strategies for their work with personnel and for example plan their 

recruitments in advance. They usually have a peak in September due to Halloween, and this year 

they will use a recruitment company and hire four people from them for a month: 

 

”We plan when we will need to hire new employees, we know what kind of people we want to 

hire. We know in advance what type of competencies we will need in the future, it is necessary to 

think ahead even if you do not have an HR-manager”. 

 

Recruitment 

Omega has formal guidelines when it comes to the recruitment process, and they have been using 

external HR firms to help them in the recruitment process. He claims that they try to be 

proactive, and the recruitment process usually starts with the help of Arbetsförmedlingen. Omega 

also promotes open positions through newspaper advertising, normally it does not contain 

Omegas vison but the employees get more information if they get hired. They do not actively 

promote themselves as employers, however they get a lot of applications. They have not 

performed any testes when they recruit, until just recently. Omega recruit both for the 

organization and the specific role, Oscar cannot pick either one of them. He says that they want 

people who are self-sustaining, functioning individuals and thinks that the most important thing 

when it comes to recruiting is to look for the right competence for the position. 

 

Development 

All the employees at Omega are being continuously trained, and there is a formal document that 

states what type of training every new employee should get. The employees can wish for a 

specific course or training program and the company tries to grant it. Oscar tells us that the most 

common type of training is that a group of employees goes away on a course for a day or two. 

On the job training is also standard, all warehouse workers gets a mentor when they start at 

Omega, who they follow until they can handle the tasks properly on their own. Omega uses their 

IT-system to train and develop their employees: 
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“We use our ERP system and make a fiction-company, which is a training company the 

employees can use for practicing the placement of orders, purchasing and so on… purely 

fictitious. They can create a fictional company in it where for example purchasers can test 

different things and see the ‘real’ consequences of their actions”. 

 

It is used for training, but they also test the new systems and then we test them in the exercise 

program. The management uses it to evaluate new strategies or systems, for example the new e-

commerce system where customers will be able to place their orders directly on the webpage.  

Omega has annual performance appraisals for their employees. In these meeting the employees 

comes prepared with questions or things that they want to bring up, and Omega also has a formal 

structure regarding what to discuss during the meetings. The development plan is set at the 

evaluation meeting and is followed up during the year: 

 

”In these meetings, an important question I ask the employees is: what are your thoughts about 

the future, where do you want to be in one year or five years? That gives us the opportunity to try 

to make their plans happen”. 

 

Oscar explains that Omega works with day-to-day feedback, the management team have very 

close contact with the employees on a daily basis. He believes that it is natural to talk with the 

employees on a daily basis in a small company; he says feedback comes natural in an 

environment like Omega’s. 

 

Retention 

Omega acknowledges their employees as a valuable resource. According to Oscar the company 

really takes good care of their employees, and employee turnover is really low: 

 

”The people at Omega are in possession of a collective knowledge. When solving problem, the 

group is superior. I believe we have been given two ears and one mouth just so we could listen 

more than we talk. We really need to cherish the employee knowledge”. 

 

Omega has some strategies to retain their employees. Oscar explains that they have a profit 

sharing system, where every employee gets part of the company profit as a bonus. The higher the 

profit, the more money for the employees. They do health check-ups on all employees, both 

physical and mental. Oscar believes that transparency and communication is the key to keep the 

employees satisfied. Every one of their employees has full access to all information regarding the 

company. They are transparent and every month they present all the numbers for the employees; 

sales, turnover and so on. Once a week the workers have a morning meeting where they can 

share their point of view regarding how they think the work is going, or if there is any problems 

or dissatisfaction. Omega listens to the employees, they have the power to affect the company: 
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”For example, when we built our new facilities the employees had a saying in how it should be 

planned. Creating this feeling where the staff feels like a part of the company is very important. 

We need to show the employees that their opinion counts, this is crucial when it comes to 

creating a good atmosphere at work”. 

 

Oscar explains that this strategy works great, he gets suggestions for improvements daily from 

the staff and many good ideas that have helped the company develop has come from the 

employees. The employees also have flexible working hours, and they get to plan among 

themselves who is working early or late etcetera.  Oscar sees this as another way to keep the 

employees satisfied. Oscar tells us that if an employee does a really good job, he or she often 

gets a raise and more responsibility. Omega wants to acknowledge good performance, and even 

if warehouse work is relatively easy, Oscar tries to give them other responsibilities as well so 

that the job contains more than just picking orders. He says that some of them have moved up 

from the warehouse and become product developers and vendors. 

 

4.8.3 Challenges, technology and the future 

Recruiting is the most challenging HR activity according to Oscar, since it is hard to know in 

advance if the new employee will meet the expectations. Oscar thinks that one way to get around 

that problem could be to hire people from HR-firms or staffing companies and then hire the 

person after knowing that he or she has the right skills, but it is not a strategy that Omega has 

used yet. The most important HR related issue according to Oscar is to have high employee 

satisfaction, because this make employee turnover low and individuals with experience are 

important for the company. Omega tries to be up to date when it comes to technical solutions, 

and they are not afraid to try out systems or develop their own. Oscar wants to keep developing 

the IT-system in order to enhance growth and HR activities. 

 

4.9 Iota AB 
Iota AB is a trading company which designs, markets and distributes home furniture, of mainly 

wood to furniture retailers in Scandinavia. The company was established in 1971 and has 39 

employees at the moment. The annual turnover is 169 million SEK and the average yearly 

turnover has decreased with -8,8 %. Iota do not have any production of their own, however, they 

have subsidiaries in China and Italy who works with product development and design and a sales 

office in the UK. They import most of their goods from Italy, China, Malaysia and Vietnam. Iota 

mainly delivers furniture to retailers in Sweden and Norway, but also exports to Denmark, 

Finland and other European countries. Isac is the economic- and HR manager which also is 

responsible for the administration at Iota.  
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4.9.1 Competition, growth and resources 

Isac states that the thing that is special about the industry and the current competition is that 

development have made it so much easier for people to shop; now we have Internet, broader 

networks and the increased access to the Chinese market. He thinks the main difference in the 

furniture business now is the high involvement in international trade: 

 

”20 years ago it was quite difficult to trade with China and the eastern European states, it 

required some special knowledge in order to do that. Now it is easier for our customers, the 

retailers, to buy goods directly from manufacturers”. 

 

Isac believes this makes competition tougher, but he does not think that this will impact Iota’s 

market share hugely, because the single retailers do not have the ability to buy the same large 

volumes. The fact that Iota also gives warranties on their products strengthens their position 

towards the retailers. Another factor that affects the competition is the emerging e-commerce: 

 

”E-commerce have increased heavily during the last two or three years. There are five or six 

companies that sell large volumes online, it has become more common. If we start to sell to these 

companies that do not have any physical stores, we risk becoming ’the black sheep’ and 

upsetting other retailers, but we are willing to take that risk”. 

 

Iota wants to grow, however carefully. The goal is 10-15 % per year and Isac says that there are 

no plans to grow by merging or buying other companies. Since 2009, the company has been 

growing around 10-11 % per year and the company aims to keep that growth rate. The most 

important resource for Iota is their products according to Isac. They need to have the right 

design, quality and price in order to attract the customers:  

 

”If the products are not right it does not matter how good we are at answering the phone or at 

bookkeeping. Of course everything else needs to work, we need a functioning sales organization, 

but the products are the most important thing.”  

 

Iota has employees in China that works with design and product development based in 

information that the staff in Sweden provides. Isac states that everyone in the organization 

contributes to Iotas performance, and that the company in general has a good reputation. 

 

4.9.2 Strategic HRM 

Isac is responsible for HR activities, but since there is no dedicated HR department he also gets 

assistance from each department manager. He explains that there is no formal HR strategy within 

Iota, but that it is probably going to be more focus on that in the future: 
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”Our new CEO wants to spend more on development of the staff. I believe he has a different way 

of looking at those things. Traditionally at Iota the HR activities has been very ad hoc, and for 

example management positions have been given to the employee who has been at the company 

the longest”. 

 

Recruitment 

Iota has no formal recruitment process and they do not plan it in advance, they start the planning 

if the need to hire occurs. They have been using the employees’ personal networks when 

recruiting, something that has been working out well. The latest recruitments were made through 

Arbetsförmedlingen, and for key positions Iota has been outsourcing. 

 

”Right now we need to recruit for some positions, and we are going to do some form of 

headhunting since we need someone with experience from the industry. We will probably use a 

recruitment company for this”.  

 

All open positions are also communicated to the employees, both to see if they know anyone 

who would fit for the job and also to give them the opportunity to ”move up” within Iota. Iota 

has open positions displayed on their webpage, but otherwise they let Arbetsförmedlingen, or in 

the cases where external HR firms have been used, then the recruitment company does the 

advertising. Normally they just put some general information about the company in the ad, and 

Isac emphasize the importance of that the applicant has the right knowledge for the task. 

However, what they are looking for in a new employee differs depending on what kind of 

position it is, Isac think the personality sometimes are more important than education. He says 

that they often get applications even if there are no open positions and they always save these. 

 

They recently started to use formal tests, they have tested all managerial positions and people 

that might fit as managers. Isac says that when they hired last did personality tests and IQ test on 

the top candidates. They do not use any social media, but Isac says that they think it is a good 

idea and they might get a LinkedIn page for the company.  

 

Development and performance appraisal 

When it comes to development of the employees, Iota collaborates with a local organization 

called Teknik- and Kompetenscentrum who is working with supporting local business in Halland 

with different educations that offer seminars and networking events. There is no specific plan for 

this, they meet up around one time every year and discuss the need for courses or seminars. Iota 

uses performance appraisal meetings, however the frequency differs and there are no follow ups. 

Isac continues:  
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”We do not have any routines when it comes to performance appraisal meetings, at logistics they 

do it regularly but my department is not that good at it. I feel bad that we are not better at it, 

there is definitely room for improvement here”. 

 

Retention 

Iota has a low employee turnover rate. The department managers have a bonus system where 

they get a share of the total profit. Many of the employees have been working at Iota for over 15 

years and Isac think that is because of the team spirit, they have a good atmosphere. Isac says 

that it was difficult when they merged together with another company, and this affected how the 

personnel felt at work. However, he thinks that they have got it together now:  

 

“One part of it is actually purely where you are physically located, for a while we had customer 

service at the top floor. Our CEO thought that we should have an open landscape and sit 

together, it is a little different but feels right for the big picture and it tears down walls between 

departments to do so. It was much better when we could see each other all the time”. 

 

4.9.3 Challenges, technology and the future 

Isac thinks the future looks bright for the industry as a whole, because it always will be a demand 

for furniture. He believes that online shopping will increase and that the retailers who have only 

physical stores will have a hard time to compete. Isac also states that the way Iota works with 

HR activities has not been affected by the technology development, besides that when recruiting 

they can reach out to more people through online advertising. Isac thinks that there is no specific 

HR related challenges for Iota now or in the future. He states that they have not noticed any 

problems in general or with attracting employees: 

 

”A lot of people are interested in working in the furniture industry, home styling and design is 

fun. We get applications on a regular basis, I am sure more often than at some other industries”.  
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5. Analysis 

The analysis will be performed with the basis of the analyze model (figure 2.2). The empirical 

evidence from what small trading companies do, i.e. how they work with their personnel, will be 

discussed with the basis from the central parts; human capital resources, HR philosophy, 

strategic work with formal HR-activities and e-HRM. This will be discussed and compared 

between the cases, and also be put into relation to our theoretical framework.  

 

5.1 Perception of human capital as a valuable resource 

A summary of the empirical findings when it comes to company resources can be found in 

Appendix 1. The most common resource that the companies' highlight is the human capital, 

which is lifted by Beta, Gamma and Epsilon. This goes in line with Wernerfelt (1984), who state 

human capital as an important as a source of competitive advantage. Beta and Gamma states that 

the employees are crucial. In Beta, this is shown by how the employees are trusted with 

responsibility. However, they do not have any strategies for managing them. According to 

Barney and Wright (1998), manage the employees strategically could enhance the performance 

and should be seen as an important part of the strategy. Of the companies, Alpha clearly stands 

out, and does not want to be dependent on the employees in the company. They focus more on 

building a structure, which is said to support them even if people in key positions leave the 

company. This could be linked to Backhaus (2004), who claims that the attributes required of the 

individual employee differs between firms, some companies want to fit individuals to a task, 

while others search for a fit for the whole organization, which seems to be the case in Beta.   

 

When it comes to maximized utilization and development of the human capital, Omega work to 

make the employees feel engaged. The staff is regularly informed regarding company 

performance and they are trained continuously. The CEO of Delta says that the perfect situation 

would be if the employees had better knowledge than him. Eta hopes that they can acquire new 

resources instead of developing existing ones, one of the most important things for the future is 

to get new skillful employees who can help turn the company around. According to Penrose 

(1959; 2009), development of existing resources is an effective way to enhance performance. 

Alpha, Epsilon and Omega holds the skills, knowledge and experience of their staff as a source 

to competitive advantage. They seem to acknowledge the importance, stated by Coff (1997), of 

keeping the human capital resources within the company over time. Epsilon states that they 

would not be near the performance of today if it was not for their employees, and Omega 

professes to be dependent on individuals and their knowledge. This can be connected to Welsh 

and White (1981), who explains that since resource-constraint is a challenge to small businesses, 

developing and utilizing the existing resources is of high importance. Eta does not think that the 

employees contribute to the firm more than the competitors’ employees. According to Barney 

and Wright (1998) the employees should not be overlooked, because even if multiple firms on 

the market are in possession of equal resources, the resources can influence the firm’s ability to 

survive. 
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5.2 HR philosophy  
A summary of the empirical findings when it comes to the companies HR philosophy can be 

found in Appendix 2. When it comes to having a strategy for HRM, Delta, Epsilon, Sigma and 

Omega have this since they include personnel guidelines in their strategy. The characteristic of a 

clear defined HR strategy is mentioned by Heneman et al. (2008) as a main feature of being 

visionary. Incorporating HRM into the plan could increase the gain of competitive advantages 

according to Pfeffer (1995). Epsilon have training as part of their strategy, however, since it is 

and a necessity, the authors regards it as what Heneman et al. (2008) calls a reactive behavior. 

Epsilon and Sigma have a person dedicated to HR, in Eta and Iota it is the economic manager, in 

Omega the site manager and the rest the CEO. Managers of small firms are often reluctant to let 

go of the control regarding employees (Marlow, 2002), something found in Alpha, Gamma and 

Delta. This could be a problem according to Thatcher (1996), since the managers often not are 

fully equipped. According to Barney (1991), this means a risk to not utilize the employees 

optimally. Beta and Omega does not think an HR manager is necessary for them, due to their 

size. Mazzarol (2003) states that a HR manager often are not needed if there are below 100 

employees, but Carroll et al. (2002) emphasize the importance of not neglecting this. To 

summarize, the majority do not have a strategy and the manager takes care of the employees, 

which is one explanation to why the HR work often are informal (Cardon & Stevens, 2004). 

 

In the line with the informal approach, the authors have observed several examples of how the 

company’s focus on instant HRM issues and working ad hoc with HR. Besides Omega, only 

Delta, Epsilon and Sigma had systems for retention. There exist skepticism among mangers 

when it comes to adopting a formalizing strategy (Carroll et al., 1999), and that manager’s use 

proven methods instead. In Alpha, Beta, Eta and Iota this is something that clearly shines 

through in their recruitment. If the need to recruit appears they react to it, and it is based on 

previous experience. Delta, Sigma, Eta and Iota has the same approach regarding development of 

employees. To focus on solving instant HRM issues is one of the most profound characteristics 

of a reactive philosophy (Heneman et al., 2008). Overall, all the companies are working ad hoc 

with HR activities to some extent except Epsilon and Omega. Limited budget and time have been 

brought up as resource constrains and a reason for not working strategic (Lindmark & Önnevik, 

2011). The time limit is mentioned by Gamma, which is why they do not plan the training. 

 

To base the HRM activities on gut feeling is another reactive characteristic (Heneman et al., 

2008). In Eta and Iota there are no guidelines at all, every department had to work it out 

themselves. Barret and Mayson (2008) state that small firm often express that HRM activities are 

something that ’just happens’. Both Eta and Iota has recently hired new CEOs, Eta says that the 

hope is that guidelines will be set up and that they find continuity within the organization. Barrett 

et al. (2007) mean that a common thing is that formal activities are not structured or documented.  
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However, at Iota some HRM activities are formalized, like development. Beta, Delta and Epsilon 

emphasize personality, these variables could be hard to measure and therefore the decisions must 

be based on gut feeling. Alpha and Beta have their HR work based mainly on experience, they 

follow the same procedures even if they are not written. Gamma indicates that basing decisions 

on gut feeling could be an advantage when quick decisions are needed. The downsides are that 

there is a risk to be ineffective (Heneman et al., 2008). 

 

Small firms tend to think different when it comes to building of a corporate culture through 

HRM, since a range of behavior regarding this was observed. Alpha and Gammas have a clear 

view on what they want in the recruitment process, and use recruitment to enhance the 

organization culture. The management in Delta and Omega uses a flat organization structure and 

direct communication in order to create a culture where the skills are is appreciated.  To 

deliberately use HRM activities to develop the corporate culture is seen as a visionary behavior 

according to Heneman et al. (2008). This is linked to Barney (1991), who stresses the importance 

of utilizing the human capital resources effectively. This is also connected to how companies 

think when they choose who to hire, instead of recruiting just for a specific task, visionary firms 

tend to look at what competencies are needed for the organization (Heneman et al, 2008). The 

person must fit into the organizational values. Beta, Delta and Epsilon also states that the 

knowledge of the applicants is what matters most. Epsilon states that a track record is most 

important for key positions, therefor they have a reactive approach when it comes to this.  

 

Companies with a visionary HR-philosophy actively tries to motivate their employees by 

creating a sense of mental ownership (Heneman et al., 2008). Of the studied companies, 

Omega was the one who showed the most focus on getting the employees involved and they 

actively use their ideas to improve the organization as well as a profit sharing system. Iota has a 

bonus system for the middle managers. Alpha works in processes where each employee is 

responsible for their part, which puts a lot of responsibility on them, both positively and 

negatively. According to Pfeffer (1995) the creation of mental ownership could be done by 

giving the employees more responsibility and an impact on decisions. Eta stood out at the other 

side of the spectra, since employees have limited knowledge about what happens in the 

company. Heneman et al. (2008) consider outsourcing as many tasks as possible as sign of 

having no strategy and therefor a reactive characteristic. Among companies in this study all of 

them have a history of outsourcing HRM activities. However, some just outsource one part and 

the reason for outsourcing differs. Omega have this as a part of their strategy, they plan their 

employee needs in advance and uses employment agencies. Epsilon gets too many applicants for 

open positions to be able to handle the workload themselves. Gamma, Delta and Iota use both 

outsource and perform recruitments themselves, and Eta always uses recruitment firms. When it 

comes to development of employees, all firms uses external actors to educate their employees. 
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5.3 Strategic work in practice 
5.3.1. Recruitment in small companies 

The main areas that will be discussed here is if the companies have a formal strategy for 

recruitment, the methods that are used in order to find candidates, if they use e-recruitment, how 

they choose which candidate to hire, if they include the companies values while recruiting and if 

they do something to picture themselves as an attractive employer. A summary of the empirical 

data that the discussion evolves around can be found in Appendix 4. 

 

When it comes to formal strategies for recruitment it is Delta, Epsilon, Sigma and Omega that 

show signs of this, the rest of the companies does not have any kind of formal process at the 

moment. Alpha has some guidelines according to the respondent, however, they have not written 

them down which therefor cannot be seen as a formal process. Barrett and Mayson (2007) and 

Carroll et al. (1999) states that it is common that small businesses does not have any specific 

formal strategy for recruiting, it is usually not structured or documented, and that there is no 

special policies according to Barrett and Mayson (2007). Lindelöw (2008) argues that it can be 

difficult to find the resources that are necessary for this since it is costly. Using a more ad hoc 

way to solve the problem, was something that was found especially in Gamma; “I have a lot of 

people up here [in his head] which I always ask first, when we are hiring new people. It is more 

about gut feeling, but it depends on what should be done” (G. Georgesson, personal 

communication, 20150416). Recruitment methods such as hiring relatives (Carroll et al., 1999), 

and that the recruitment is based on gut feeling are brought up by the theories as informal 

methods (Barrett & Mayson, 2008), and this seems to be what is happening in Gamma. 

Companies who handle the processes themselves, Alpha, Beta Sigma and Omega, base their final 

decisions on gut feeling. 

 

Looking at the studied companies, the methods used to find candidate differs. Most of them 

use a combination, not seldom because they state that the process looks different depending on 

the position. The main ways to recruit according to the theories is through advertising, networks, 

recruitment firms, internal recruitment and by headhunting (Cooper et al., 2001). Eta solely uses 

recruitment firms, and the respondent does not have an exact view of how they are working with 

this. However, all companies except Sigma uses external help like Arbetsförmedlingen, which 

implies that they might find recruiting challenging since it requires both experience and training 

(Cooper et al., 2001). This is verified by both Sigma and Eta. Sigma consider recruiting for 

advanced position as difficult because the pressure to find the right skills, Eta simply summarize 

it as something that the company “do not know how to do” (E. Elisabethsson, personal 

communication, 20150421). All companies’ states that the employee turnover are low and recruit 

mainly due to their growth, in other words they do not recruit as often. Carmichel (2009) states 

that the smaller organizations often lack some knowledge because just because of this reason. 

Sigma uses internal recruitment for advanced positions, and emphasizes the advantages since it 

shows who wants to develop further.  
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Iota communicates positions internally in order to give employees an opportunity to ”move up” 

with the company. Parry and Wilson (2007) states that by using e-recruitment, it is possible to 

achieve a higher overall quality by using tests when hiring. E-recruitment was found among a 

minority of the companies. Alpha does personality tests of their candidates in the first step, and 

Iota recently started to use personality- and IQ tests among candidates. Delta and Omega have 

also used personality tests, performed by a third-party recruitment company. This is something 

that they started with recently, which indicates that these smaller companies have started to adopt 

the way that the larger ones are selecting candidates. The new channels like web-based platforms 

or Internet such as social media or a webpage that have been developed (Carmichel, 2009), is 

something that Alpha, Delta, Epsilon and Sigma use. Only Sigma and Epsilon have used social 

media like Linkedln, a popular professional site (Berkshire, 2005). If Beta does not find the 

perfect match in the first round, they start over again with the process. The problem to find 

skillful employees is expressed as the main challenge by five of the companies. Michaels et al. 

(2001) mean that using e-recruitment could improve the "strike rate", i.e. improve the ability to 

find the best-suited person. According to Gamma, they have “tried everything”, but they have 

mainly used advertising and networks, social media have been used for marketing. Iota has used 

five different ways of recruiting, however, currently they do not use e-recruiting but they 

consider this an opinion for the future. Delta uses social media to advertise open positions, which 

have been a successful way to reach qualified applicants. Epsilon states that important to keep up 

with the dominating channels: “we did not think there would be anyone qualified for the position 

in this city, however, we realized that it was not right here we had to look. If you want the best 

people to search, it is not enough with a local newspaper advertisement” (E. Ericsson, personal 

communication, 20150420). One goal with e-recruitment is to reach skillful candidates (Stone et 

al., 2006). Many of the companies mention spontaneous applications, which they see as positive, 

however they mention problems to handle these and finding them when needed. According to 

Tong (2009), it is possible to store great numbers of applications by using e-recruitment.  

 

The factors considered important varies when a company should choose which candidate to 

hire. Eta and Omega mainly consider the persons background. However, looking at Alpha, 

Gamma and Delta, the personality, social competence and the right attitude are important factors. 

There are employees at Alpha who has no education but still has high positions, and Delta argues 

that grades only prove that you can read. Hatch and Dyer (2004) and Backhaus (2004) states that 

human resources are company-specific claims that required attributes differ between firms. Some 

look for the brightest, while others are looking for a fit into the organization (Backhaus, 2004). 

When selecting the candidate, Omega states that they plan this since they know in advance what 

they need in the future, and they think it is necessary to think ahead even if they do not have an 

HR-manager. This is something Martin (2009) highlights, as he argues that it is critical to define 

qualifications in order to reach the company´s strategic goals. What Epsilon, Sigma and Iota 

desire differs on the position. Hallén (2005) states that the selection should not be based only on 

the managers own preferences, a company needs to know what is requires now and in the future. 
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When Epsilon recruits for production, the goal is to find a good fit for the group, but if it is a 

white-collar worker the track record is in focus. Sigma emphasizes the importance of fitting into 

the group when it comes to warehouse work, since the unqualified job makes the workmates 

more important. Hatch and Dyer (2004) state that the personnel need to fit and interact in an 

efficient way to be a competitive advantage. The only company that mentions diversification is 

Epsilon, they strive to increase diversity and the goal is that the work force reflects the allocation 

in the society. Hallén (2005) emphasize that a group needs diversification to compensate each 

other's weaknesses and that the focus should be on the big picture of what the firm needs. 

 

Alpha and Delta always include the company’s values when they search for new employees; 

Alpha always highlights the company’s core values mainly because the size of the company 

makes the requirements on the applicants high. Delta includes the values and vision of the 

company, mainly to increase the chances of attracting the right kind of individual that fits into 

the organization regardless if they use e-recruitment or traditional methods. Providing more 

information tends to lead to more positive and favorable applicant reactions (Taylor & Collins, 

2000). Stone et al. (2006) states that emphasizing organizational goals and culture when 

recruiting can make organizations attract applicants who meet organizational expectations to a 

larger extent, and also give the applicants the chance to evaluate the company early on. E-

recruitment makes it easy to share details about the organization online, Parry and Tyson (2011) 

argue that this reduces the number of personnel engaged in the recruiting process.  Epsilon does 

not do it at the moment, but states that they will start doing it in the future, since they are 

currently working with diversity and a clarification what the company stands for in general. 

However, the other companies do not use any other information except about the position and the 

candidate they look for. Omega provides information about their values if they get hired, Eta 

does not have a vision at all at the moment since it is under construction. 

 

Many companies highlight that the competition is tough and their difficulties with finding the 

right employees. However, Beta, Sigma, Eta, Omega and Iota do not work actively to picture 

themselves as an attractive employer. Sigma thinks that their employees do this better, since 

Eta is located in a small town where jobs are scarce, they think that applications will come 

anyway. By position the company as an attractive employer, it is possible to attract value-adding 

individuals (Van Hoye, 2010). Ambler and Barrow (1996) state that potential applicant’s 

perception of the attributes is what their attraction based on. Beta finds it challenging to attract 

candidates; they are surprised over how few applicants they get and even have been forced to 

redo the process. Kuruvilla and Ranganathan (2008) state that the lack of high-skilled employees 

is a problem for small firms. Gamma uses large sponsorships that usually lead to spontaneous 

applications. Delta uses social media like LinkedIn to get more applicants and strengthen 

customer relationships. Epsilon believes it is important to keep up with dominating channels and 

social media to attract younger candidates. Sylva and Mol (2009) states that implementing e-

recruitment could help in this sense. 
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5.3.2 Development of employees in small companies 

The main areas is if the companies have a formal strategy for training, how they do it, if they use 

e-learning and which factors that decide who gets training. Formal strategies for performance 

appraisals, the frequency, how they store information, use e-appraisals and provide frequent 

feedback is also discussed. A summary of the empirical data can be found in Appendix 3 and 4. 

 

Training  

To have a formal strategy for training is said to be important according to Miros and Dale 

(1996), and Knight and Kim (2009) states that holding the internal capabilities and competences 

on a high level are essential for small businesses to stay competitive. However, even though all 

companies except Beta provide some kind of training for the employees, there are only Epsilon 

and Omega who actually have a strategy for this, but the training in Epsilon is required due to 

their quality work. Omega have a formal document that states what type of training every new 

employee should get, Sigma uses unionized education or safety representatives training which is 

planned, however, sometimes it occurs more randomly: “…it is the same with for example the 

marketing assistant, she said she assumed that I would tell her when to go on training, but I do 

not know what suits her. Now we have decided that she will tell me if she finds something that 

looks interesting and we can discuss it” (S. Sarasson, personal communication, 20150421). The 

other companies work with training when they see the need for it, even if Delta works a lot 

internally with development, it is only done when it is considered necessary. The other 

companies do not seem to see any point with strategies for this. Lee and Bruvold (2003) mean 

that planning sustained employee development, could be positive for a company’s productivity.  

 

The companies used different methods to train the employees; Alpha and Omega uses on the 

job-training, where employees constantly gets to learn more. All warehouse workers get a 

mentor when they start at Omega. Many companies send their employees on 1-2 day courses, 

this is the most common form of education for Omega. Gamma does it in areas such as finance 

or marketing, Epsilon have a high priority on lean production, they send four employees every 

year, Sigma’s employees attend “Näringslivsdagen”, except for unionized education. Delta uses 

external professionals to educate within sales and Iota collaborates with the external party 

Teknik- and Kompetenscentrum that offer seminars and networking. Except for courses, Etas 

employees get to visit their customers to learn the products. According to Cline (2007) there are 

differences in type and amount of training depending on the size of the company. Gamma 

emphasize that they know there is a need to work more with training but there is simply no time 

for that. They provide training if there is an emerging need. Epsilon states that the company 

would like to work more with training, but the production would not work out then. Miros and 

Dale (1996) states that the lack of training in small companies is mainly due to the problems 

encountered to this, many are related to resource constraints. Bell (2007) highlights that the 

usage of technological systems for training of employees could help to handle limitations 

connected to traditional training such as time constrains and high costs. 
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E-learning is a method for training of the employees, identified as web-based learning, 

computer-based learning, virtual classrooms, and digital collaboration by Oiry (2009). This was 

something that was found only in Omega, which uses their IT-system to train and develop their 

employees: “we use our ERP system and make a fiction-company, which is a training company 

the employees can use for practicing the placement of orders, purchasing and so on… purely 

fictitious” (O. Oscarsson, personal communication, 20150422). Omega states that this system is 

used for training, but they also to evaluate new strategies, for example the new e-commerce 

system. Sigma is a company that have started to improve the education systems, Sigma actively 

work with a computer consultant to make their processes more “intelligent”, and be able to run 

the internal training in a more effective way. Delta also mentions that they have been starting to 

look at cloud-based education, but that they are skeptic. The technical tools gives the employee 

gets time to reflect before responding, which can have positive effects on the development and 

effectiveness according to Kasprisin et al. (2003). Delta discuss that the reason for why they are 

skeptic is both the difficulties to control that the employees really do it, and the problem to make 

sure that they learn something. Eta states that they have been offered e-learning, however, they 

are also skeptical regarding if it is necessary: ”I do not think that the employees will take the time 

to do this during working hours, if you go away for a seminar for a day or two you know that 

everyone will learn something, and that they actually will get something done” (E. 

Elisabethsson, personal communication, 20150421). Oiry (2009) raises this issue and state that 

the lack of IRL interaction makes it difficult to control if the employee really understood. It 

could also lead to in secureness (Kasprisin et al., 2003). To overcome the negative effects 

mentioned, Mantyla (2001) proposes ’blended learning’, where both e-learning and traditional 

training is mixed. This is something that is performed by Omega, which provide e-learning and 

four other training methods for their employees. Coppola and Myre (2002) states that e-learning 

actually is equal to instructor-led training, looking at skills learned. 

 

There have been discussed what factors that decide who gets training, and a majority of the 

companies lift a limited work experience as a main factor for getting training, however, the 

education level is not brought up by any of them as a factor. Delta states that  all their new 

employees goes through an introduction phase which contains different education activities, 

Alpha and Epsilon also started with introduction programs and Eta always make sure new 

employees get educated for a few months. Gamma argues that what mainly decides if someone 

get some training is if they get increased responsibility, Sigma are on the same track saying that 

they mainly educate their warehouse workers by running internal training due to constant 

development in their logistics. Eta also highlights the employees’ position as a factor deciding 

which education that will be provided. According to Cline (2007), employees at small firms 

receives less training than employee’s at large ones, however, and that the ones who get training 

is the ones who has less education and work experience which seems to be true in these cases. 

The ability for the employees to influence their training was only emphasized by Epsilon, Sigma 

and Omega.  
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Epsilon states that sometimes people request further training, and since they really believe in 

education, this is something that consider as positive. Sigma clearly listens to the employees 

since they sometimes leave the responsibility to them to find proper courses etc. Omega set up a 

plan for what type of training every employee should get, and the employees have the possibility 

to wish for a specific training program that the company try to grant. Miros and Dale (1996) 

states that this could be a problem since there is no adequate information about which training 

that could be provided or which training the employees want to receive (ibid.). Ruël et al. (2002) 

states that the individual-focused society makes this an important issue. 

 

Performance appraisals 

All the companies except Eta are working this, however, Iota states that it varies a lot depending 

on department and they do not have any specific routines for performance appraisals. 

According to Ronthy-Östberg (1998) performance appraisals is a part of the career development 

and important in order to clarify the expectations on the employees. Among the studied 

companies, there is only Alpha, Delta, Epsilon and Omega that have a strategic plan for this. 

Epsilon prepares the material and sent it out in advance. They have made many changes which 

have led to an improved quality of the meetings, and Omega states that they make sure 

employees comes prepared with questions or things that they want to bring up.  

 

Many of the companies mentions the working conditions as one of the discussed subjects, Beta 

says the employee gets to bring up anything on his or her mind. However, the development 

factor is clearly visible in Omega: ”in these meetings, an important question I ask the employees 

is: what are your thoughts about the future, where do you want to be in one year or five years? 

That gives us the opportunity to try to make their plans happen” (O. Oscarsson, personal 

communication, 20150422).  Delta builds the conversation on the company’s values, they work 

with clear goals, which are easy to follow up. According to Bernardin and Beatty (1984) the 

discussion contain working conditions, operations, relationships, leadership and development 

and contributes to building trust in management and achieve organizational goals (Bernardin & 

Beatty, 1984; Mayer & Davis, 1999; Murphy & Cleveland, 1991). Mehrens (1998) emphasize 

the importance of making it a dialogue, the two-way communication and what they expect from 

each other is something Gamma highlight. E-performance appraisal systems were found only 

in Delta and Epsilon. This is said to make evaluation, feedback, rating and performance 

measuring more effective (Strohmeiser, 2014; Lepak & Snell, 1998; Ruël et al., 2004). 

 

All the companies which uses performance appraisals, have the frequency once a year except 

Delta, where the manager only have meetings with the middle management, the rest is delegated 

to the department managers. Beta emphasizes direct communication and that the door always is 

open if the employees need to talk, which could be seen as a way to play it down. Eta and Iota, 

which only work to a limited extent with this, seems to seek improvement within the area. Eta 

hopes the new CEO will work with this since it is requested form their employees.  
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The frequency has shown to affect the quality, and according to Ronthy-Östberg (1998) the 

conversation often becomes unnecessary dramatic if the performance appraisal only is carried 

out once a year. Ronthy-Östberg (1998) states that an important factor to have a high quality is to 

discuss both previous incidents and the future, and in order to do so the main points should be 

written down by the manager to be able to follow up the process according to Mehrens (1998). 

As stated before, integrating technique in this area is only seen in Epsilon and Delta. Epsilon 

states that the information is stored in a database in order to be able to follow up the progress. 

Delta currently implement the cloud based HRM-system Edge-HR as a base for upcoming 

evaluations. Alpha emphasizes the importance with meeting the employees continually and sees 

no point in having online evaluation or education systems: “if it is not between four eyes it does 

not work. Maybe there is an over-reliance on digital solutions that is my personal opinion 

anyway” (A. Adamsson, personal communication, 20150319). Sigma states that they will start 

working with performance appraisals carried out according to the personal handbook within the 

near future, and Gamma try to save the information but sometimes it get lost and then they have 

to pretend. 

 

According to Gueutal and Stone (2009) e-performance appraisals makes it possible to 

personally manage information such as performance statistics, salary and goals in an easier way 

as well as possibility to store data over time, which can simplify the work with this (Payne et al., 

2008). The majority of the companies work with this to some extent, however, for some of the 

companies the frequency varies. On Beta, all the departments send weekly reports to the 

management where they describe what they have been working on, how they have performed in 

relation to the goals. In Gamma, the employees have to check how they perform relatively to the 

goals; there is no specific system for the feedback. Epsilon states that feedback is used randomly, 

but they do not know how to start with this in a more frequent way without risking that the 

personnel get uncomfortable. Both Gamma and Epsilon states that they want to improve this 

area; Eta explains that they work with feedback on a daily basis but mainly in order to solve 

disagreements. Omega believes that it is natural to talk with the employees on a daily basis, and 

that the feedback comes naturally in a small business environment. Performance appraisals can 

also be in the form of frequent feedback and an open system fully accessible for the employee 

means that they continually can get feedback on their daily work (Payne et al., 2008).   

 

5.3.3 Retention of employees in small firms 

The main areas are employee turnover, if the companies have a formal strategy for retention and 

the practical activities. A summary of the empirical data can be found in Appendix 7. 

 

Looking at the studied companies, all of them have a low employee turnover. This is desirable, 

since the cost to replace an employee is huge (Looi et al., 2004). Delta have close to no turnover 

and Iotas employees have been working there for 15 years, thus retention does not seem to be a 

problem among the companies, even this is implied by the theories (Employee Retention, 2007). 
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However, the reasons for why the employees stay tend to differ. This is evident when comparing 

the case with Delta, where a previous employee said that they were the best employer in the 

industry, to the case with Eta, which argues that one reason is the limited number of companies 

to work at where they operate. Looi et al. (2004) mean that one assumption is that the “best” 

employers have the lowest employee-turnover. Sometimes it is true, however, Henricks (2006) 

states that in the worst case it could be because they do not get another job. 

 

Only Delta, Epsilon, Sigma and Omega states that have a formal strategy for retention or plan 

the activities in some way. The fact that retention is an overlooked factor among small growing 

firms is implied by research (Barrett & Mayson, 2007; Cardon & Stevens; 2004). Even if most of 

the companies do not have a plan, all of them have worked with activities that are used to satisfy 

and motivate their employees. On Delta everyone’s role are important and therefor they are hard 

to replace, Epsilon view the employees as a very strong added value and Omega highlights the 

employees possession of a collective knowledge as something  to cherish. Alpha looks different 

at this, they mention the employees’ competencies, however, they stress the importance of 

having a structure and not rely only on the people within the company. They make sure that a 

new employee can take off where the old one left. According to the theories, employees is said to 

raise in value over time, and according to Kemelgor and Meek (2008), a person that is really 

talented is very difficult to replace and a main competitive advantage. Barrett and Mayson 

(2007) mean that skilled individuals are a key requirement to create a sustainable growth. The 

general opinion among the companies is that their employees like the work they have, and the 

reason for this is due to Beta that they trust their employees’ capabilities, Gamma mentions the 

fact that employees are happy and get challenged as a factor and Epsilon highlight that they have 

a good mix between men/women and ages, which creates a good climate. Stum (2001) 

emphasize that the working environment are really important. 

 

The companies are engaged in a wide range of practical activities, with the aim to make the 

employees satisfied and motivated. Beta solely uses monetary bonuses and donations for charity, 

Sigma use profit sharing system for all their employees, Iota use this as well, but it is only for the 

department managers. Epsilon means that since they are small, the salary is not that easy to 

compete with, they focus on social events. Monetary problems are a common for smaller 

companies (Employee Retention, 2007). However, since this is expected rewards have a too 

narrow focus (Berry & Parasuraman, 1992). Epsilon has a safe and stable workplace, and that 

they always reinvest their profits, Eta mentions health check-ups. Stum (2001) mean workplace 

safety and physical well-being are of great importance, Pfeffer (1995) mention security and fair 

treatment. Delta thinks the small things make the difference, for example they used employees as 

catalogue models. If employees on Omega do a good job they often get more responsibility, for 

example warehouse workers have become product developers.  
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Gamma emphasize the opportunity to develop, however, they also say that employees should not 

be given too much responsibility: “you have to be careful so you do not end up in a situation 

when the employee feel that ‘someone else’ could do the tasks instead. You do not want them up 

on too high horses” (G. Georgesson, personal communication, 20150416). Stum (2001) brings 

up the development factor as important to employees to stay, and the feeling of belonging to 

something bigger. Beta is traditional when it comes to working hours, every employee have to 

take their vacation at that time. On Omega on the other hand, the employees also has flexible 

working hours and they get to plan the times themselves. Stum (2001) states that the option to 

combine work with other areas of life is valued, such as the mentioned possibility for flexible 

working hours. Delta constantly inform about the progress of the company, the information is 

also sent to the employees. They state that it is extremely important to make the employees feel 

involved in decisions. Epsilons CEO is out working in the production, he tries to set a good 

example and listen, because they want the employees to feel that they take things seriously. 

Omega believes that transparency is the key to keep the employees satisfied. Their employees 

have a possibility to affect the company, and many of their ideas have helped the company. Eta 

states that regardless if the information is positive or negative, it makes the employees feel 

satisfied. As stated above, there are many ways to improve the employee satisfaction except 

financial means, according to the theories the benefits they could emphasize is the close contact 

to the management and the opportunity to work with various tasks (Employee Retention, 2007). 

 

5.3 Summary 
 Alpha Beta Gamma Delta Epsilon Sigma Eta Omeg

a 

Iota 

Average 

growth 

6,4 % 5,3 % 6,5 % 9,8 % 10,1 % 18,3 % 2 % 4,4 % -8,8 % 

Main 

challenge 

within the HR 

area 

High 

requireme

nts on the 

employees 

Few 

applicants, 

find a fit 

organization 

Make 

employees 

motivated 

Find 

replacers, 

make 

personnel 

enjoy 

work 

Non 

appealing 

industry, 

find 

qualified 

people 

Get the 

personnel 

to raise 

different 

issues 

Find the 

right 

people to 

avoid 

stagnation 

Employe

e 

satisfacti

on 

No 

specific 

challenge 

Strategies 

Recruitment 
         

Strategies 

Development 

         

Strategies 

Retention 

         

Integrated 

e-HRM  

         

 

Table 5.1 Summary of the analysis - what do the companies actually do. It should be emphasized that this 

is our analysis and categorization according to everything the respondent said. 
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The competition for small Swedish firms in the domestic market is tough, and the reason for 

this is mainly foreign competition (Laurell et al., 2010). This is something Delta mention, they 

state that many European companies are entering the market. Beta, Gamma, and Eta perceive the 

competition on the market as very high. For Alpha, this is due to the fact that they are a niche 

supplier and have to expand this to take more market shares. Beta mentions that there are several 

substitutes for their products which makes this problematic and Eta express it as a rough time at 

the moment, competitors are aggressive and they have been too naïve taken customers for 

granted. Lindmark and Önnevik (2011) states that the internationalization has resulted in those 

companies are pushed to the limit. Some of the other companies mention high competition as 

well, however, they mean that this not will affect their position on the market and therefor it has 

been categorized as “medium” competition. Sigma, Omega and Iota mentions e-retailers as 

something that have increased, Iota says that this for example has made it easier to shop and 

trade with China, however, but that this will not affect them. According to Andersson et al. 

(2004) this should not be neglected since small firms cannot isolate themselves from foreign 

competition. Epsilon states that there have been comprehensive establishment in the industry and 

that the market goes towards being consolidated, Delta are on the same line and states that it 

have been a shift in the industry. However, they state that “the cake” is the same as before.  

 

There are a wide range of challenges related to their personnel like the ambiguity in what the 

personnel delivers and how, according to Huselid et al. (2005). When it comes to HR related 

challenges, finding qualified people are mentioned in one way or another by Alpha, Beta, Delta, 

Epsilon, Eta and Omega as the major challenge. This goes in the line with Cooper et al. (2011) 

which state that the recruitment process is difficult, since it requires both experience and training. 

Alpha states they need to find the right ones, and shape them in the line with the company’s 

values. Epsilon mention that it is tough since they sometimes get few applicants, and that one 

reason are a non-appealing industry. Omega think it is challenging to figure out who actually 

meet the expectations, Beta states that they have to make sure that the employees fit into the 

organization, and march with them. Kuruvilla and Ranganathan (2008), highlight that the 

attraction high-skill employees are a problem for small firms. A strategy that is focused on 

having highly skilled human capital within the company could be essential as a way to gain 

sustained competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Coff & Kryscynski, 2011). Gamma mentions 

employee satisfaction as their major challenge, which could be a way to retain them. Van Hoye 

(2011) states that attract and retain individuals who adds value is highly important, in order to 

handle hard competition. Iota are the only company which states that they do not have any 

challenges regarding HR, and they also think that attracting candidates are going smoothly. 

Sigma thinks that the most difficult thing is to make the employees to communicate with the 

management if there are problems. This goes on the line with Hatch and Dyer (2004) states that 

in order to be competitive advantage, the employees’ needs to interact. 
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The way the companies are viewing their resources differs, all of the companies at some point 

states that the employees are important, but on the other hand they state things that goes against 

this in another part of the interview. The companies that the authors consider clearly values their 

employees are Delta, Epsilon and Omega. Alpha focus on building a structure that could support 

them even key employees’ leaves, but they also say that they contains valuable experience built 

up over time. Gamma states that they value every employee, from logistics to accounting and 

sales, however, when retention are discussed with Gamma it becomes clear that the focus lies on 

retaining white collar workers. This distinction between white- and blue-collar workers have 

been seen Epsilon, Sigma and Iota, where HRM activities where performed differently 

depending on the type of employee. Wickham (2006) states the knowledge of the human capital 

are important since it affects how other resources are utilized. This is seen in Omega and Iota 

who states that the employees and resources are dependent on each other. Even Delta, who 

considers their CRM-system as the most valuable asset, stresses the importance of having skilled 

employees in order to utilize the system. This is supported by Wright et al. (1994) who claims 

that the human capital needs to manage other resources. In Iota’s their case, the products and 

design is considered crucial. They did not mention the human capital as valuable, even if they 

have a great impact on the performance. Iota also states that there is no challenge connected to 

employees. Delta is dependent on their employees’ ability to provide excellent customer service. 

Eta did not want to name one specific resource as more important than another. 

 

Heneman et al. (2008) states that there exist two kinds of HR philosophies in small firms, 

labeled visionary and reactive. When it comes to HR philosophy, most of the studied 

companies show tendency’s to be both visionary and reactive. Omega is the most visionary 

company and shows all four characteristics. Alpha, Beta, Delta shows three of these, however, 

all of the companies also show at least two reactive characteristics. Epsilon and Sigma are 

equally reactive as visionary. Eta is the only company that clearly belongs in only one of the 

categories; all the reactive characteristics fit on how they work. Heneman et al. (2008) argues 

that the HR philosophies often are used within different periods of organizational development, 

and that the reactive approach is often used when a company is small. However, in the 

companies in this study this does not seem to be the case. Eta is the third largest company with 

43 employees and does not show any visionary characteristics, Omega on the other hand who is 

the smallest company in the study with their 22 employees, does show all four characteristics. 

Further, there have been found support that goes against Marlow’s (2002) statement that reactive 

companies mostly are young ones, for example Iota is established 1971 and they show all of the 

reactive characteristics. When it comes to outsourcing, this is a reactive characteristic according 

to Heneman et al. (2008), but in the example of Omega they use outsourcing as a part of their 

strategy, thus they have a formal strategy for HR in this sense. They are visionary in the way that 

they are planning in advance, but in theory they become reactive when they outsource (ibid.). 

Heneman et al. (2008) states that companies can be either visionary or reactive, however, in the 

observed cases this is consider impossible.  
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The most reactive companies show visionary characteristics and vice versa, it varies depending 

on the activity. Based on these findings, the authors’ assessment is that the HR philosophy 

according to the current model, does not seem to reflect how small Swedish trading companies 

work in practice. Since the model does not give an accurate picture, a different framework is 

needed. Therefore, a framework divided into the three different HR activities will be developed, 

see below in figure 5.2.  

 

Even if a specific person working with HR are not always necessary, Mazzarol (2003) states that 

policies and formal strategies for HR activities are an important tool for growing small 

businesses that strive for long-term profitability. Epsilon and Omega have strategies for all of 

their HR activities. Delta and Sigma have a strategy for recruitment and retention, but not for 

training. Knight and Kim (2009) state that to hold internal capabilities and competences on a 

high level are essential for small businesses to be competitive. Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Eta and Iota 

does not have any kind of formal process for their HR activities. This is implied by previous 

studies, which state that small firms tend to not use any specific HRM strategy at all even if they 

have shown to be helpful for small firm (e.g. Barrett et al., 2007). According to previous studies, 

using informal methods make the companies grow at a slower rate and a harder time to maintain 

the competitive advantage (Barrett & Mayson, 2007; Carrol et al., 1999).  

 

Of the studied companies, Alpha, Delta, Epsilon, Sigma and Omega uses e-HRM in some form 

to support their HR activities. Oiry (2009) mean that this is increasingly common among 

companies, which this study supports since a majority of the companies uses e-HRM to some 

extent. Delta and Epsilon use this the most; they support two of their activities with this. Delta 

has also thought about implementing it in their training. It varies how they use it and also their 

attitude to technological solutions. This goes in the line with e.g. Lepak and Snell (1998) who 

claims that e-HRM varies both when it comes to in which the functions to which degree it is 

used. Strohmeister and Kabst (2014) state that companies with smaller number of employees 

often did not use e-HRM. In the studied companies, this does not seem to affect the usage of e-

HRM since Epsilon are the largest and Alpha and Omega are the smallest ones when it comes to 

the number of employees. Therefore, it has to be something else. The attitude among the 

manager seems to be something that plays a part, both to technological solutions and to the 

employees. Companies that the authors consider to values the human capital, Delta, Epsilon, 

Sigma and Omega, also tend to use e-HRM and are willing to invest in this. The high costs that 

could come when implementing e-HRM (depending on to which extent) is one of the factors that 

effect if the companies does this (Sareen & Subramanian, 2012). Delta, Epsilon and Omegas 

mangers have an overall positively set to digital solution, Delta emphasizes their CRM-system 

and Epsilon use digital channels for marketing and try to keep up with trends. Gamma are 

positive to how the communication and information flow have improved due to technology and 

they state that this is something that they will invest more to in the future. However, they do not 

use e-HRM in the way it is defined in this study.  
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They mention time as a constrain for training, this is one of the things e-HRM could help with 

according to Bell (2007). Even if they use e-recruitment, Alpha states that it is an over reliance 

on digital solutions and Eta do not trust that their employees would not take the time to do the 

online educations.  Implementing e-HRM in a successful way can be difficult, because of the 

influence the contexts has and the level of technology acceptance among the employees (Martin 

& Reddington, 2010); Rüel et al., 2004). In this study the acceptance among managers seems to 

be important too. However, among the other companies that have used this, they are positive to 

the outcome. Epsilon mention that they could find better qualified candidates for example. 

 

The companies examined in this study showed different growth rates (Appendix 1). Iota was the 

only firm who had a decrease in annual turnover, Eta had the lowest growth rate of 2 %. Eta 

wants to take back lost market shares, however, they do not have a clear strategy and have been 

struggling with hard competition. However, Eta is now taking some steps towards a more 

strategic approach, something that could help according to Pfeffer (1995). Iota is also lacking 

strategies. The growth intention among the studied companies differs; Delta, Epsilon, Sigma and 

Omega have set high goals connected to annual turnover. These companies are also the ones who 

have the highest average growth rate. This goes in the line with Barret and Mayson (2008), who 

states that small firms who integrate HRM activities in their overall strategy and high growth 

intentions, were more likely to grow. There exists skepticism to moving towards more 

formalizing strategies according to Carroll et al. (1999), however, they argue that the 

formalization of HR practices becomes necessary as the business grows. Alpha, Beta and 

Gamma stated that they wanted to keep growing, but carefully. Eta has the lowest growth 

intention, and worth to note is that Iota’s low average growth rate can be derived to a merger 

made in 2007 which doubled their turnover. Alpha focuses a lot on developing a structure that 

enables them to utilize their resources. This is also observed in Delta and Omega, which focus on 

IT systems and e-commerce platforms to be more competitive. Flamholtz and Hua (2002) states 

that having a well-functioning structure probably will lead to increased growth potential.  
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5.6 Discussion and development of framework 
5.6.1 Two different approaches to human resource management 

Through the analysis, the authors have identified a number of different behaviors among the 

studied companies, and from this two different approaches to human resource management 

emerged, the Exclusive approach and the Inclusive approach. These are summarized in the table 

below and highlighted with the help of citations from the companies in the discussion.  

 

 

Table 5.2 Own construction. Overview of the inclusive and exclusive approach to HRM. 

 

The Exclusive approach is based on a culture where employees on key positions and/or middle 

management positions are more valued as resource than for example blue collar workers. In 

some cases an ”us vs. them”-mentality was observed where the ways of working with human 

resource management differed between departments and positions.  

 

 

 

 

Information flow from management team to employees is scarce and reserved for upper-level 

positions, which could make other staff members not feeling as involved in the company. 

However, the information is targeted to whom it is concerned and can be more specific.  

 

 

 

 

 

 Exclusive approach Inclusive approach 

View on Human 

Capital 

Employees in key positions 

are valued. Focus on 

individual performance and 

results. 

All employees contribute to 

the company’s performance 

and are valued equally. 

Recruiting Focus on formal 

competencies and 

experience. 

Focus on personality and 

values. 

Development Focus on key positions. All employees have access 

to development and training 

Retention Bonus systems and rewards 

for those who perform best. 

Employee participation, 

employees can work their 

way ”up”. Reward everyone 

in the company. 

”We want to keep the good ones […] we try to take care of the 

employees that are performing the best otherwise they will leave us, 

especially if they do not get enough challenges” - Gamma 

“Something that we have not been doing well is get the information out 

to the entire staff. Many employees has not been given information 

from the management team” - Eta 
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Recruitment processes and requirements differ depending position or role. Recruitment for key 

positions is based on formal competencies and experience. Previous achievements and industry-

specific knowledge are also main factors. When it comes to recruiting blue collar workers, the 

requirements were based on personality and formal demands like truck licenses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Training and development are mostly common for the employees who either is in a key position 

like sales, or those who are considered possible candidates for management positions. There is 

no strategy for training of the entire work force, and the training is not planned, rather done due 

to necessity. This is profound in Eta, where training is only done if the need for it occurs, and 

Beta does not have any training of the employees what so ever. Retention is done through bonus 

systems that are mainly monetary and does not include all employees. Profit sharing systems or 

commission are for managers and salespeople. This could be a way to retain key employees in 

the firm, but could also enhance the ’us vs. them’-atmosphere. This is observed in for example 

Iota, where only the department managers have a bonus system where they get a share of the 

profit. In Gamma, the CEO is pleased with the low employee turnover. However, it is only low 

on the white collar side, warehouse workers tend to stay approximately a year before moving on. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Inclusive approach is based on a positive view of the entire stock of human capital 

resources, i.e. all the employees. Among the companies who represent this approach it was 

indicated that employees were valued highly as a resource and asset, and that every employee in 

the company could contribute to the company performance no matter which position they have. 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

”The people at Omega are in possession of a collective knowledge. 

When solving problem, the group is superior. I believe we have been 

given two ears and one mouth just so we could listen more than we 

talk. We really need to cherish the employee knowledge” - Omega 

”My philosophy is that the ideal would be if 

everyone in the company had more 

knowledge than me, then more decisions 

could be made by the employees” - Delta 

“I am not always involved in the recruitment, only when 

it comes to key positions within sales or administration. 

Otherwise it is the manager of each department who is 

responsible for their own recruitment” – Alpha 

“When it comes to collar workers vs blue collar 

workers; there are a difference. For me as a 

white collar worker I might think that it is nice to 

have good workmates, but I also have a really 

fun job, i.e. my job is often more important to me 

than my workmate. Right now we are recruiting 

a marketing assistant and I find this much harder 

(than recruiting for the warehouse), because it is 

much more focus on competence” – Sigma 

 

“To motivate our employees we use the classic ’carrot and whip’. There are 

different opinions on that. But it should be a nice atmosphere at work and financial 

rewards, but you should also feel the whip if you do not deliver” – Gamma 
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In line with this view on the human capital, information was shared throughout within these 

companies in order to make employees feel involved. The companies who have an inclusive 

approach have also created a culture where the employees are encouraged to come with 

suggestions on how to improve the companies, and they are involved in decisions that affect their 

workplace. 

  

 

 

 

Recruitment and selection is based mainly on personality and values. The firms with an inclusive 

approach focus on finding people that match the values of the organization and fits in with the 

group, and recruitment is one of the ways they build and enhance the corporate culture. All 

employees get the same opportunity for development and training. The employees can affect 

their own development since the management in these companies listens to the employees’ 

requests for further education and training, personal and professional development is encouraged 

and seen as something that strengthens the company. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bonus systems can be either monetary or immaterial, but the main thing is that it goes for all 

employees, not only a selected few. There is also a corporate culture where internal recruitment 

for open positions is common, and the personnel have the ability to work their way up in the 

company hierarchy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“It is extremely important to make the employees feel involved in 

decisions that affect the company. It makes them more motivated and 

everyone knows their role and what is expected of them” - Delta 

”In these meetings, an important question I ask the 

employees is: what are your thoughts about the future, 

where do you want to be in one year or five years? That 

gives us the opportunity to try to make their plans happen” 

– Omega 

 

 

”We had a big employee conference in the 

beginning of this year, it was about soft 

values and well-being at work. Now we have 

appointed a group of people that comes from 

all departments, but not from the 

management team, that will summarize and 

come up with guidelines” - Epsilon 

 



 
 

82 

Ad hoc Strategic 

 

High growth 

Low growth 

Exclusive approach 

Inclusive approach 

Strategic 

 

Ad hoc 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1 Own construction. Strategic vs. ad hoc HRM, compared to whether the companies have a high 

or low average growth rate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2 Own construction. Strategic vs. ad hoc HRM, compared to whether the companies has an 

exclusive or inclusive approach to HRM. 
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6. Conclusions 
With the basis from the analysis in Chapter 5, the authors have drawn some conclusions of this 

study. These conclusions will be presented together with the implications of the findings and 

limitations. Recommendations for future studies within the research field will also be suggested. 

 

6.1Findings and conclusions 

In the introduction it was stated that the increased internationalization have led to an increase in 

competition, with the result that small companies are pushed into utilizing their limited resources 

in an optimal way. Using human capital as a competitive advantage has been the focus in this 

study, and a strategic approach is said to be a way to optimize the utilization of the human 

capital. However, it is often not a priority among these companies and the work is often of an 

informal character. The way small Swedish trading companies are working with this have been 

poorly researched, therefore the study took its starting point from the following question:  

 

How do small Swedish trading companies work with strategic HRM in order to achieve 

competitive advantage, and how does that affect their growth? 

 Overall, there are two different approaches to strategic HRM, the exclusive and inclusive. 

 The study implies that formal strategies for recruitment, development and retention of 

employees are scarce. 

 The results of the study indicate a positive correlation between how the companies work 

strategically with HRM and a high annual growth rate. 

The purpose of this study was to map and explore how Swedish small international trading 

companies work in practice with HR, and if this affects their growth. The findings suggest that 

much of the HR work that takes place in these firms is ad hoc and based on tradition and 

experience. There were exceptions from this among the studied companies, and the results imply 

that the companies who had a more formal and planned approach to their personnel were 

growing at a higher rate. The aim of this study was also to find patterns and develop a framework 

that could be used in future research within the field. This was fulfilled by introducing the 

concept of the exclusive and inclusive approach towards HRM in small firms, since it was found 

that previous theories was not detailed enough to give a correct representation of the actual 

behavior. Below, a summarizing discussion of these results will take place. 

 

Previous theories regarding HR philosophies state that small companies could take either a 

visionary or reactive approach. This study shows that the companies had both reactive and 

visionary characteristics. How they perform the different HR activities seem to vary depending 

on which type of employee it concerns within many of the companies’. There is nothing that 

indicates that there is a correlation between the age or the number of employees, and how the 

company work strategically.  
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The HR philosophy theories are not applicable in this context, since the studied companies are 

varying and complex in their nature. Moreover, it is more appropriate to look at what they 

actually do and not what they say that they are doing, in order to get a realistic picture. The ones 

which value their staff, are not always those who highlight human capital as an important 

resource. This could be a result of indoctrination, since it is a common saying that the employees 

are important. The exclusive and inclusive approaches are based on the way the companies are 

working with the HR activities. The majority of the companies have an exclusive approach, 

which indicates that they nurture the key employees and tend to put a limited focus on the others. 

 

There are many small companies that have flaws in their strategic work, and four of the 

companies do not have any strategies at all for how to manage the personnel. In most of the 

companies, it is the manager that has to take care of this together with all the other 

responsibilities regarding a wide range of areas in the company. This confirm previous theories 

saying that the work with employees often are neglected and of informal nature in small firms. 

Among the formal HR activities, it is mainly the recruitment and retention that they are working 

with in a strategic way. The study shows that the HR activity that is perceived as the toughest is 

to find and recruit qualified people. The reason for this could be because of the fact that they do 

not focus enough on the HR related activities such as promoting themselves as an attractive 

employer. However, the companies that struggles the most, seem to have started to realize that 

they need to work more strategically. This study also shows that the companies practically work 

in many different ways with HR activities. To some extent it could be considered good, since it 

is positive to be flexible, however, it can also be perceived as confusion. E-HRM has begun to be 

integrated in some of the companies; however, many managers are skeptical. Among the ones 

that have used it, the attitudes are positive. The managers’ interest seems to plays an important 

role for how the companies are working with this. Out of the problems and challenges that have 

been brought up, an implementation of e-HRM would possibly support many of the companies. 

 

The result of the study demonstrates that the companies which have grown the most, are the ones 

who work strategically with HR. Based on this result, a positive relationship between strategic 

HR work and enhanced growth is concluded. The companies who have the lowest average 

growth rate have recently started to formalize their HRM activities, with the aim to become more 

strategy oriented. Looking at growth, the company which have grown the least claims that there 

are no challenges regarding personnel, does not think that the tough competition will affect them 

and they do not have any strategies for their HR activities, which implies that they do not realize 

the importance of the HRM, even though other factors could have influenced the negative 

growth trend as well. Most of the companies that have grown slow use informal ways of 

managing the employees, they are also considered to have an exclusive approach. The companies 

that have grown the most have strategies for two of the HR activities; however, they also have an 

exclusive approach that indicate that this does not have to be inferior, seen from a growth 

perspective. However, the other companies with high growth rates have an inclusive approach. 
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6.2 Theoretical implications 

Researchers have highlighted the lack of studies regarding HRM in small firms, and states that 

there are limited research that addresses cross-section between these areas. This study 

contributes to the research field, not only by studying small Swedish companies, it is also the 

first study of its kind conducted exclusively on small international trading companies. By 

bringing together theories from both areas, a part of the theoretical gap for HR in small firms is 

filled. This study also has made previously unstudied and unknown behaviors in small 

companies visible. The findings implies that the existing theories regarding HR philosophy is 

incapable of providing a correct representation of reality, since it is looking at HRM as a whole 

and not the different HR activities separately. The authors’ suggestions and concepts are built on 

the aim to enable comparisons between firms and each type of activity, in order to easier find 

patterns regarding this. The new theories that have been developed therefor fill a gap among 

existing theories, and can be used to build on for further studies. 

 

6.3 Practical implications  

This study is of practical relevance since, as mentioned in the introduction, managers and 

business leaders within small firms in Sweden requests more knowledge regarding how to be 

more competitive on the market. Through the description of how small companies work with HR 

strategies and the development of new concepts, this study has made it possible for managers to 

put into words what they are experiencing and doing in practice, but also how they could work to 

improve their business. By contributing with extended knowledge, small companies can predict 

what obstacles which might be found on the road, to a larger extent.  

 

The concepts exclusive and inclusive approach that have been developed, could help managers 

among small companies to start reflecting on how they work with the employees in this sense, 

and the consequences of this. By highlight problems and challenges regarding the work with 

employees, this study can help managers in these companies to discover and take action against 

it. This makes the small firms aware of the strategies they use to a larger extent, and how this 

indirectly results in a more or less exclusive or inclusive behavior. This study could help small 

companies to implement a strategic approach and adapt their HR activities for the long-term way 

they want to manage their personnel, and to not unilaterally rely on gut instinct. 

 

Finally, this study gives some guidelines for mangers while they are taking the first step moving 

to a more formal approach. A certain skepticism towards implementing formal HRM strategies 

have been observed in this study, but the results indicates that by doing so, a firm enhances the 

opportunity to grow and be competitive. However, going from an informal to a formal approach 

are not always easy, and it is important to get the employees receptive. This study gives a “heads 

up” to practitioners, that they should take notice, and hopefully it could inspire small firms to 

improve their strategic orientation within the HR area. 
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6.4 Limitations 

The possibility to statistically generalize the results of this thesis is limited, since it is a 

qualitative study and the number of companies studied is relatively small. The understanding for 

the exact processes of each of the HRM activities are limited, but since the aim is not to explain 

how the specific parts are performed in detail, but rather to provide a general understanding and 

first insight for how Swedish international trading companies work with their employees, this 

was beyond the scope of this study. In this study, it is stated that growth tends to have a positive 

correlation with strategic HR work. However, it is not likely that this is the only variable 

affecting growth rate, which is a limitation when it comes to the result. 

 

6.5 Recommendations for future research 

Studies regarding small companies work with strategic HRM are scarce in a Swedish context, 

and therefore it is suggested to investigate this further, in order to understand the management on 

a deeper level. The authors of this thesis recommend future researchers to investigate each of the 

mentioned formal HR activities more into detail, since this study only provided an overview. 

This is also something that could be done when it comes to e-HRM, in order to follow the 

adoption of this practice within the smaller companies. When it comes to the research approach, 

a recommendation is to make a more extensive qualitative study which could be performed by 

interviewing two or more respondents on the case companies, in order to get a properly reflecting 

view of reality and a better overall perspective. The findings indicate that small firm managers 

find the recruitment process the most challenging HRM activity, further, the main challenge is to 

attract and find top candidates for open positions. Therefore, the authors would encourage other 

researchers to study how small firms can work in order to establish themselves as more attractive 

employers, and also improve the strike-rate when searching for new employees by studying, for 

example, how the concept of employer branding are used among these firms.  

 

Furthermore, the authors would like to recommend future researchers to complement this study 

with quantitative methods on a large range of companies, or making a study among companies 

within the same industry but with various amount of employees. As mentioned in the limitations, 

there are more factors influencing the growth of small companies except for how they work 

strategically with HRM. Therefore, more extensive studies should be made in order to confirm 

this correlation. The authors suggest future researchers to investigate how this and other internal 

or external factors in a combination affect the competitiveness and growth of small companies.  

A long term perspective could also be interesting in order to follow the development. Moreover, 

measures for the effectiveness of strategic HRM could be developed, one suggestion is to make a 

comparison between the implementation of this and the long term result in time that is saved, 

reduction of cost and  return on investment (ROI). 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1. Resources and growth.  

 
 

Appendix 2. Visionary and reactive characteristics. 
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Appendix 3. Summary empirical findings recruitment. 

 
 

Appendix 4. Summary empirical findings training 
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Appendix 5. Summary empirical findings performance appraisals. 

 
 

Appendix 6. Summary empirical findings retention. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

97 

Appendix 7. Operationalization chart. 

Theme Theory Reference Questions 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RBV 

1. Distinction physical/ human resources. 

2. Internal resources could lead to competitive advantage. 

3. Valuable, rare, imperfectly mobile, non-substitutable. 

4. How availability of resources is perceived by managers, 

affects the outcome over time. 

5. There exists a relationship between resource profile and 

growth or survival of the firm. 

6. Challenges make maximum utilization of resources 

important for small firms. 

7. Human capital is the skills, knowledge, attitudes, 

networks, motivation, competencies, commitment and 

experience. 

8. Human capital is hard to imitate  competitive 

advantage.  

9. Growth of the firm lies in the hands of human capital 

resources, which controls how the resources are utilized. 

10. Small firms face an increasing competition due to 

internationalization and foreign competitors. 

11. Human resources are hard to imitate since they are 

connected to the individuals within the organization. 

12. Human resources are company specific. 

13. Attributes required differ between firms; some recruit 

for a specific task and some for the whole organization. 

1. Penrose (1959) 

2.Wernerfelt 

(1984) 

3. Barney (1991) 

4. Brown (1996) 

5. Greene (1997) 

6. Welsh and 

White (1981) 

7. Grant (1991) 

8. Boxall and 

Purcell (2008) 

9. Wickham 

(2006) 

10. Lindmark and 

Önnevik (2011) 

11. Boxall and 

Purcell (2008) 

12. Hatch and 

Dyer (2004) 

13. Backhaus 

(2004) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1-6, 10, 19, 47-

48 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HR 

philosophy 
 

 

 

 

14. A strategic approach could help companies to manage 

their personnel individually and collectively. 

15. The HR philosophy reflects the overall strategy, culture 

and structure of the company. It could be visionary/ 

reactive. 

16. Visionary firms are motivated by a positive desire of the 

future. This approach could bring out competitive 

advantages. 

17. Formal strategies are a valuable for long term 

profitability. 

18. If a company does not have a well-functioning structure, 

it could lead to limited growth potential. 

19. In small firms this tends to be informal, which means 

that the work is not structured or documented. 

20. Managers often handle this area in small firms, which 

lead to informality, individuality and peculiarity. 

21. The complexity of HR deepens when a firm grows. 

22. HR issues are often handled by a non-professional, 

managers often reluctant to let go of the control. 

 

14. Boxall and 

Purcell (2008) 

15. Heneman et 

al. 2008) 

16. Pfeffer (1995) 

17. Mazzarol 

(2003) 

18. Flameholtz 

and Hua (2002) 

19. Barrett et al. 

(2007) 

20. Cardon & 

Stevens (2004) 

21. Thatcher 

(1996) 

22. Marlow 

(2002) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2, 7-12, 13, 18-

19, 22, 39, 49-50 
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23. Often there is not enough resources delegated for HR, 

and poor work with this could lead to serious consequences. 

24. Formalization of HR policies and practices are necessary 

when the firm grows. 

25. Formal HR activities are identified as recruitment, 

training/ performance appraisals and retention. 

23. Matlay (2004) 

24. Carroll et al. 

(1999) 

25. Barret and 

Mayson (2007) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recruiting 

26. Recruitment is defined as all activities performed in 

order to identify and attract potential employees. 

27. The main methods are advertising, networks, 

recruitment firms, internal, and headhunting. Recruiting is a 

major challenge which requires knowledge. 

28. Small businesses often do not have any specific strategy 

for recruiting.  

29. Small businesses often lack knowledge since their 

recruitment of new employees is not as frequent. 

30. When the firm grow it is crucial to turn to a more formal 

process of hiring new personnel. 

31. To find the right candidate it is needed to know what is 

required from a long term perspective. 

32. A group needs diversification to compensate 

weaknesses. 

33. It is of great importance to picture the company as an 

attractive employer. 

34. Attracting high-skilled employees are a problem for 

small firms.  

35. To provide information about the culture, values and 

goals when recruiting have been stated as favorable.  

26. Breaugh and 

Starke (2000) 

27. Cooper et al 

(2001) 

28. Barrett and 

Mayson (2007) 

29. Carmichael 

(2009) 

30. Carroll et al. 

(1999) 

31. Martin (2009) 

32. Hallén (2005) 

33. Kuruvilla and 

Ranganathan 

(2008) 

34. Kuruvilla and 

Ranganathan 

(2008) 

35. Taylor (2000) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11-12, 13-21 

 

 

 

 

Develop-

ment  

36. Training includes everything from training in corporate 

culture to data or workflow systems. 

37. By working with career development the well-being 

among employees is enhanced. 

38. The individual society has shifted the power towards 

employees and the want to develop according to the 

ambitions. 

39. Generally employees in small firms receive less training.  

40. Performance appraisals is a part of the career 

development, can be performed in a formal or informal way. 

41. It often revolves around working conditions, operations, 

relationships, leadership and development. 

42. The appraisals help to build trust among employees and 

increase their satisfaction. 

43. It gets unnecessary dramatic if it is only performed ones 

a year. An important factor for the quality is the leaders’ 

attitude. 

44. It is important to follow up, to monitor the development. 

36. Cline (2007) 

37. Bruvold 

(2003) 

38. Ruël et a. 

(2002) 

39. Cline (2007) 

40. Ronthy-

Östberg (1998) 

41. Bernardin & 

Beatty (1984) 

42. Murphy & 

Cleveland (1991) 

43. Ronthy-

Östberg (1998) 

44. Mehrens 

(1998) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2, 4, 11-12, 22-

35 
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Retention 

45. Retention is defined as the employee turnover. 

46. The optimal reason for why employees stay is because 

they are satisfied; the worst is because they cannot get 

another job.  

47. By retaining the employees the company can make 

major cost savings, therefor a low turnover is considered 

favorable. 

48. Retention is one of the most overlooked factors by small 

companies.  

49. Retention of key individuals is one of the most 

overlooked factors to achieve sustainable growth. 

50. Small businesses generally do not have the same ability 

to retain their personnel with financial compensation. 

51. Key elements to make employees enjoy their work are a 

recognition security and fair treatment. 

52. Employees want to be able to combine their work with 

other areas of life, for example by having a flexible 

schedule.  

45. Employee 

retention (2007) 

46. Henricks 

(2006) 

47. Looi et al. 

(2004) 

48. Cardon and 

Stevens (2004) 

49. Barrett and 

Mayson (2007) 

50. Employee 

Retention (2007) 

51. Pfeffer (1995) 

52. Stum (2001) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2, 4, 11-12, 33, 

36-44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

e-HRM 

53. E-HRM is the integration of technical solutions, it have 

changed the way HR is managed and is said to embrace the 

strategic effectiveness, reduces costs and save time. 

54. E-HRM varies when it comes to the degree it is used and 

within which functions. 

55. E-recruitment makes it possible to reach out to a great 

number of potential candidates and store applications online. 

56. E-HRM makes it is easier to reach out with the 

company’s values etc. to potential employees. 

57. E-learning eliminates location- and time constrains, 

which increase flexibility. 

58. The actual skills learned are at least the same as from 

instructor led training. 

59. E-performance appraisals make evaluation, feedback, 

rating and performance measuring more accessible. 

60. By storing data over time it is possible to compare data. 

61. The main reason for small firms not to use e-HRM is the 

big investment cost. 

53.Rüel et al. 

(2004) 

54. Martinsson 

(1994) 

55. Stone et al. 

(2006) 

56. Carmichel 

(2009)  

57. Oiry (2009) 

58. Coppola and 

Myre (2002) 

59. Strohmeiser 

and Kabst (2014) 

60. Payne et al. 

(2008) 

61. Sareen and 

Subramanian 

(2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2, 4, 8-9,  

13,-15, 17, 19-

21, 23,  

26, 28,  

32-33, 45-49 
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Appendix 8. Interview guide. Developed from the operationalization chart. 

 

Introduction 

- Could you describe the industry you are operating in and what your company is doing? 

- Do you export/import your products? 

- How many employees do you have? 

- What is your annual turnover? 

- Which is the company’s vision? 

- What is your title and what is included in your responsibilities? 

- How does your company look at growth?  

- Do you want to grow and how have the growth looked like the last years? 

 

(A short description is given to the respondent about how the company could be seen as an asset 

of resources, and an explanation that they could be divided into physical, financial and human 

resources). 

 

Resource Based View 

1. How do you perceive the resources in your company, which one would you say is the most 

important resource/ resource? 

2. How do you work in order to develop these resources? 

3. How do you estimate the competition in your industry and the general environment you are 

operating in? Would you consider it as tough? 

4. If yes, how do you work to strengthen your company against competitors? 

5. Do you think that your employees can contribute to making your company more able to 

compete? If yes, in which way?  

6. Do you believe that your employees differ from your competitors’ employees? 

 

HR-philosophy 

7. Do you have an overall strategy for how the company should reach its goals? 

8. If yes, is HR activities integrated in the strategy of the firm or do you handle them when there 

is an instant need? 

9. If grown, have you felt that this have become harder in any way since the company became 

bigger?  

10. When it comes to new personnel, would you consider it as most important to recruit for a 

specific task or to recruit for the whole organization? 

11. Do you outsource any parts of your HR activities, like recruitment or training of the 

employees? 

12. Do you have person that is dedicated to HR activities like recruitment, development and 

retention at the company?  
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Recruitment 

13. Do you have any formal strategy for the recruitment process like guidelines, documents or 

tests in order to select the candidates and ensure a qualitative process? If yes, please describe the 

ones that you have included.  

14. Describe a typical recruitment process; with methods do you normally use and how do you 

communicate open positions?  

15. Have you ever used digital media in order to promote open positions or for any other case? If 

yeas, how do you think this affected the recruiting? 

16. Which are the main factors that decide if a candidate is attractive to you as a company or not; 

i.e. how do you choose which candidate that you will hire? 

17. Do you present the company’s values, goals, vision etc. when you search for new 

employees? Why/ why not and how do you reach out with them? 

18. Are you doing anything to position yourselves as an attractive employer towards the labor 

market? Why/ why not? 

19. Have you had any problems to find people with the right skills for your company? 

20. How do you manage to take care of all applications, store them etc? 

21. What do you think is most important when it comes to recruitment of the employees? 

 

Development 

22. Do you have any formal or planned education or training for your employees? Why/why not?   

23. How does the company work practical with training of the employees? Describe the process. 

24. Are there any difference in the amount of training provided depending on the employees’ 

education/ work experience?  

25. Does your employees have a possibility to influence their training? Have you noticed that 

they demand career development to a wider extent? 

26. Are there any constraints for the training to be performed? 

27. Have you used computer based e-learning at some point? What is your opinion about using 

this method?  

28. If you use it, how have you experienced actual skills learned compared to instructor led 

(traditional) training? 

29. Do you have regular performance appraisals? If yes, how often? 

30. Are there any plans for these or just informal ones?  

31. What is the discussion revolving around? 

32. Do you use historical data in order to compare an employees’ performance over time and 

follow up the progress? If yes, how do you do it (storing etc)? 

33. How does the feedback your employees get look like, do them get feedback on their 

performance on a regular basis or more randomly? Why/ why not? 

34. How do you make sure that the staff works in line with the goals set by the company? 

35. What do you think is most important when it comes to development of the employees? 
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Retention 

36. How does the employee turnover look like in your company?  

37. Why do you think it is high/low? 

38. What positive and negative outcomes can you see from having a low employee turnover? 

39. Do you have a formal strategy in order to retain your employees? 

40. What activities associated with employee well-being or satisfaction do you practically work 

with? 

41. Do you use any other compensation for the employees besides their salary like partnership, 

profit sharing system? 

42. Do you do anything particular in order to retain key individuals? 

43. Do you see any constraints when it comes to employee retention? 

44. What do you think is most important when it comes to retention of the employees? 

 

Final words 

45. Do you think that the technical development like cloud-based services, data systems etc. 

changed the way you perform your HR activities in some way?  

46. Do you think technological development has affected your ability to compete with other 

actors in your industry? 

47. What would you consider as the most important HR-related issues for your company?  

48. Do you see any specific challenges regarding HR activities for your company? 

49. What would you consider as the most important HR-related issues for your industry? 

50. How do you think the competition in your industry will develop in the future? 

 

- Are there anything you would like to add or clarify? 

- Is it ok for us to contact you again if necessary for follow-up questions or to clarify your 

answers? 
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Appendix 9. Interview guide Swedish 

 

Introduktion 

– Kan du beskriva den bransch du arbetar i och vad ditt företag i huvudsak gör för något? 

– Sysslar ni med export/import av era produkter? 

– Hur många anställda har ni? 

– Vilken är den årliga omsättningen? 

– Vilken är företagets vision? 

– Vad är din titel och vad skulle du säga ingår i det ansvar du har? 

– Hur skulle du säga att ditt företag ser på tillväxt? 

– Vill ni växa och hur har tillväxten sätt ut de senaste åren? 

 

(En kort beskrivning ges till respondenten angående hur företaget kan ses som en samling av 

resurser, och en förklaring ges att de kan delas in i fysiska, ekonomiska och humana resurser). 

 

Resursbaserat perspektiv 

1. Hur upplever du resurserna i ditt företag, vilken är den viktigaste resursen/ resurserna? 

2. Hur arbetar ni för att utveckla dessa resurser? 

3. Hur bedömer ni konkurrensen i din bransch och den miljö ni verkar i? Anser du att det är tuff 

konkurrens? 

4. Om ja, hur arbetar ni för att stärka företaget gentemot konkurrenter? 

5. Tycker du att dina anställda kan bidra till att göra ditt företag mer konkurranskraftigt? Om ja, 

på vilket sätt? 

6. Tror du att era anställda skiljer sig från era konkurrenters anställda? 

 

HR-filosofi 

7. Har ni en övergripande strategi för hur företaget ska nå sina mål? 

8. Om ja, är HR-arbetet integrerat i den strategin eller hanteras detta när ni ser ett omedelbart 

behov? 

9. Om ni upplevt tillväxt, har du känt att det har blivit svårare på något sätt eftersom företaget 

blivit större i personalantal? 

10. När det gäller ny personal, skulle du anse det som viktigast att rekrytera för en specifik 

uppgift eller att rekrytera för hela organisationen? 

11. Brukar ni outsourca delar av HR-aktiviteterna, såsom rekrytering eller utbildning av de 

anställda? 

12. Finns det någon person på företaget som är tillägnad HR-arbetet; rekrytering, utveckling och 

bevarande av de anställda på företaget? 
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Rekrytering 

13. Har ni någon formell strategi för rekryteringsprocessen som till exempel riktlinjer, dokument 

eller tester för att välja kandidater och säkerställa en kvalitativ process? Om ja, beskriv de som 

du har inkluderat. 

14. Beskriv en typisk rekryteringsprocess; vilka metoder används normalt sätt och hur 

kommuniceras lediga tjänster? 

15. Har ni någon gång använt digitala medier för detta eller för något annat syfte? Om ja, hur tror 

du detta påverkat rekryteringen? 

16. Vilka är de viktigaste faktorerna som avgör om en kandidat är attraktiv för er som företag 

eller ej, med andra ord, hur väljer ni vilken kandidat som kommer att anställas? 

17. Presenterar ni företagets värderingar, mål och vision när ni söker efter nya medarbetare? 

Varför/varför inte, och hur når ni isåfall ut med dem? 

18. Gör ni något speciellt för att positionera er som en attraktiv arbetsgivare gentemot 

arbetsmarknaden? Varför/ varför inte? 

19. Har det varit några problem med att hitta personer med rätt kompetens för företaget? 

20. Hur jobbar ni med att ta hand om alla ansökningar, lagra dem etc.? 

21. Vad tycker du är viktigast när det gäller rekrytering av nya medarbetare? 

 

Utveckling 

22. Har ni någon formell eller planerad utbildning för dina anställda? Varför/ varför inte?  

23. Hur arbetar företaget praktiskt med utbildning av de anställda? Beskriv processen. 

24. Finns det någon skillnad i mängden utbildning de anställda får beroende på deras utbildning/ 

arbetslivserfarenhet? 

25. Har dina anställda en möjlighet att påverka sin utbildning? Har du märkt att de kräver 

karriärutveckling i större utsträckning? 

26. Ser du några svårigheter när det gäller utbildning som ska utföras? 

27. Har ni använt datorbaserat e-lärande vid något tillfälle? Vad är din åsikt om användandet av 

den här metoden? 

28. Om ni använder detta, hur har du upplevt faktiska kunskaper som anställda tar till sig i 

förhållande till vad de lär sig vid lärarledd (traditionell) utbildning? 

29. Har ni regelbundna utvecklingssamtal? Om ja, hur ofta? 

30. Finns det några planer för dessa eller är de av mer informell karaktär? 

31. Vad brukar diskussionen kretsa kring? 

32. Använder ni historiska data för att jämföra en medarbetarnas prestationer över tid och 

utvecklingen? Om ja, hur görs detta (lagring etc.)? 

33. Hur ser den feedback de anställda får ut, får de löpande feedback av sina resultat eller sker 

det mer slumpmässigt? Varför/ varför inte? 

34. Hur arbetar ni för att säkerställa att personalen arbetar i linje med de mål som satts upp? 

35. Vad tycker du är det viktigaste när det gäller utveckling av de anställda? 
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Bevara de anställda 

36. Hur ser personalomsättning ut i ditt företag? 

37. Varför tror du att det är hög/ låg? 

38. Vilka positiva och negativa konsekvenser ser du med att ha en hög och en låg 

personalomsättning? 

39. Har ni en formell strategi för att behålla de anställda? 

40. Vilka aktiviteter i samband med de anställdas välbefinnande eller tillfredsställelse arbetar ni 

praktiskt med? 

41. Använder ni någon annan ersättning för de anställda utöver lön, som till exempel partnerskap 

eller vinstdelningssystem? 

42. Brukar ni göra något särskilt för att behålla nyckelpersoner i företaget? 

43. Ser du några speciella begränsningar/svårigheter när det gäller att behålla de anställda? 

44. Vad tycker du är viktigast när det gäller bevarande av de anställda? 

 

Slutord 

45. Tycker du att den tekniska utvecklingen så som molnbaserade tjänster, datasystem etc. 

förändrat hur ni arbetar med HR-arbetet på något sätt? 

46. Tror du att den tekniska utvecklingen har påverkat din förmåga att konkurrera med andra 

aktörer i din bransch? 

47. Vad skulle du betrakta som den viktigaste HR-relaterade frågan för ditt företag? 

48. Ser du några särskilda utmaningar när det gäller HR-aktiviteter för ditt företag? 

49. Vad skulle du betrakta som de viktigaste HR-relaterade frågor för din bransch? 

50. Hur tror du konkurrensen i din bransch kommer att utvecklas i framtiden? 

 

– Finns det något du skulle vilja lägga till eller förtydliga? 

– Är det okej om vi kontaktar dig igen för att ställa uppföljningsfrågor eller att klargöra dina svar 

om det finns något behov av detta? 
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Appendix 10. Mail sent to respondents as preparation before interview. 

 

Sammanfattning Masteruppsats VT -15 

Utmaningar för Svenska handelsföretag relaterat till resursbegränsningar; hur arbetet med 

strategiskt HRM kan främja konkurrenskraften på marknaden 
 

Det är sedan länge känt att små företag är av stor betydelse för den ekonomiska tillväxten och 

skapandet av nya arbetstillfällen i Sverige. Dessa företag, bland annat de som bedriver 

internationell handel, står inför många utmaningar. Teknikutveckling, ökad global konkurrens 

samt tillgång till nya marknader har förändrat villkoren kraftigt de senaste 20 åren.  

Enligt en rapport från Svenskt Näringsliv 2014 så innebär utvecklingen vi ser idag, att det blir 

allt viktigare för dessa småföretag att utnyttja sina resurser på bästa möjliga sätt. Många forskare 

framhäver att ett företags humankapital är den mest komplexa, men också den mest 

betydelsefulla, resursen. Tidigare forskning inom området har indikerat att HR-aktiviteter såsom 

rekrytering, kompetensutveckling och förmågan att få de anställda att långsiktigt stanna kvar i 

företaget, ofta kan upplevas som problematiskt. 

 

Tidigare studier, utanför Sveriges gränser, har visat på ett samband mellan formella HR-

strategier och en ökad konkurrenskraft/förbättrade prestationer. På senare år har det hänt mycket 

inom HR-området och bland annat ny teknologi erbjuder nya möjligheter för företag att 

effektivisera sin personalhantering. Det har uppkommit regelbundna uppmaningar från den 

akademiska världen att undersöka hur småföretagen arbetar med strategiskt HRM, då dessa 

företag tenderar att uteslutas i liknande studier som gjorts.  

 

Syftet med vår studie är att undersöka och kartlägga hur mindre svenska handelsföretag i 

praktiken arbetar med HR-aktiviteter som rekrytering och utveckling av personal. Studien syftar 

till att utveckla en bättre förståelse för de unika utmaningarna handelsföretagen ställs inför, samt 

bistå med en ökad kunskap kring hur företagen inom branschen kan agera för att övervinna dessa 

samt stärka sin konkurrenskraft. 

 

Tack på förhand för ditt deltagande! 

 

Med vänliga hälsningar 

Emelie Lejonqvist och Niclas Othén 

Högskolan i Halmstad 
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