
some firms are more suc-
cessful at attracting, moti-
vating, and retaining hu-
man capital. It brings to 
mind a variant of an old 
joke about economists – 
“let us assume one firm has 
superior human capital.” 
Of course, strategy has a bit 
more than this to offer but 
it is so high level that we 
have relatively little to say 
about what’s happening on 

(Continued on page 2) 

B envenuto! Normally, 
we might begin 

with a light antipasto 
(Crostini di fegato perhaps?). 
But today we celebrate! 
Let’s start with a nice Chi-
anti and drink to the good 
fortune that has brought us 
together. We are here to 
mark the beginning of a 
new partnership – an alli-
ance among former rivals 
who have competed over 
intellectual turf. Salute! 

 

Disputed Turf  

and Cross-Clan  

Complementarities 
Ok, so the Strategy and 

HR Clans have not exactly 
been rivals, per se. Often 
they have been kept apart 
by turf boundaries (in jour-
nals) or different hotels (at 

that other conference we 
don’t mention here…). Ar-
guably, rivals are actually 
aware of each other – I’m 
not so sure these Clans 
quite fit that bill. 

Still, here we have an 
opportunity to see how the 
families mesh. Each offers a 
rich tradition exploring the 
role of human capital in 
generating performance 
outcomes. At the same 
time, each has missed an 
important part of the pic-
ture. Yes, our new alliance 
holds much promise. 

The Strategy Clan has 
long recognized the impor-
tance of human capital as a 
source of competitive ad-
vantage. But alas, much of 
the theory has ignored sub-
tleties about when human 
capital will lead to an ad-
vantage or how and why 

Human Capital with a Fine Chianti           

By Russ Coff, University of Wisconsin  

A s a graduate student 
back in the mid-late 

1980’s, my mentor, John 
Hollenbeck, used to drill in 
us how critical the gate-
keeper role is to the pro-
gression of the field. Over 
the past few years I have, 
like many others, had a 
number of papers rejected 

from top tier journals, and 
frequently have been disap-
pointed in the quality of 
reviews. I know I’m not 
alone because I’ve had 
some of my colleagues send 
their rejection letters to me 
so they could check to see if 
their concerns were just 
theirs, or if these really 

were poor reviews.  While I 
certainly have a personal 
vested interest in improving 
the quality of reviewing, I 
write this from a greater 
interest in seeing the Strate-
gic Human Capital field 
grow in its knowledge base. 
As this is the inaugural is-

(Continued on page 6) 
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the ground. There is recent 
interest in executions turn-
over but this largely ignores 
the cognitive processes that 
drive people to disappear. 

The Strategic HR Clan 
has also long recognized 
human capital as a source 
of performance differences 
and does address the prob-
lems of attracting, retaining 
and motivating human capi-

tal. However, at times, the 
Clan has focused on activi-
ties that take place within 
an HR department (of a 
firm large enough to have 
an HR department) in sup-
port of a strategy developed 
separately in the executive 
suite. In short, many of the 
most interesting strategic 
questions have been bumped 
off (the agenda). In addi-
tion, the focus on dissemi-
nating best practices may 
have underemphasized the 
factors that are hardest to 
transfer between firms and 
are thus most promising as 
sources of sustained advan-
tage. 

The complementarities 
between the clans are un-
mistakable. The prospects 
for the alliance abound – if 
we can bring the families 
together. 

(Continued from page 1) The Rome Accord 
We will meet in Rome 

to explore the possibilities 
and solidify our bonds. 
Here, Underboss Bill 
Hesterly has put together a 
brief introductory program 
on Sunday to bring the 
families together for the 
first time. The three ses-
sions will cover human capi-
tal heterogeneity, bringing 
the Clans together, and 
dividing the spoils of our 

efforts (see pages 3-5). 

In addition, Underboss 
Dave Lepak has outlined an 
initial treaty to bring the 
families together (see page 
#). The accord covers topics 
such as human capital mo-
bility, specificity, systems for 
managing human capital, 
heterogeneity, and competi-
tive advantage. We owe a 
debt of gratitudine to the 
those willing to have their 
voices heard at this time of 
great uncertainty. Lepak has 
done an exceptional job 
weaving the perspectives 
together to promote discus-
sion across the Clans. 

This first meeting is a 
critical foray into the possi-
bilities before us. We very 
much need to expand in-
volvement for our next 
meeting in Miami. Please 

do consider what you might 
have to offer to deepen our 
alliance. 

Leadership: Capos and 
Underbosses Needed 

Underbosses Lepak and 
Hesterly know that their 
time is limited. We need to 
bring new blood into the 
alliance. Of course, we seek 
your involvement as submit-
ters and reviewers. How-
ever, there are also opportu-
nities in the family’s 
(interest group) leadership. 
For example, we will need a 
new slate of people to run 
for representatives at large 
in the election next year. 
Before then, we need peo-
ple to broaden our partici-
pation and build the com-
munity. At a minimum, you 
can see that we need some-
one to write the newsletter 
with fewer corny jokes. 

Seriously, if you are 
interested in becoming 
more involved, please con-
tact me and give me a sense 
of what you are interested 
in doing. Our greatest need 
is for community building 
activities to promote dialog 
across the Clans. 

Thanks again to every-
one who submitted their 
work for consideration in 
the program. I am particu-
larly grateful to those of you 
who reviewed for the con-
ference. It is a special chal-
lenge to review papers from 
another Clan. 

Indeed it is a time of 
celebration. Come join us 
as we move forward! 

Che la nostra partnership 
crescere e prosperare, 

 

A Fine Chianti  
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 Hello everyone.  It is great to be writing this update for our new Interest Group.  I want 
to start off by highlighting some amazing accomplishments that this new IG has already achieved: 
 
 We received 82 proposals for consideration for the Rome conference.  To be honest, we did 

not really know what this number would be when we started out but the end result is tremen-
dous – we had the sixth largest number of submissions of all the IGs.   Clearly this IG do-
main is providing a useful outlet for many scholars to submit their work.  We are obviously 
pleased with this volume and look to build on this in the future. 

 
 Another great accomplishment is that the introduction of our IG has resulted in 58 new 

members to SMS.  These are individuals that have never been members of SMS until this IG 
was launched.  This means that we are not only helping meet the needs of those studying 
strategic human capital, we are helping to expand the reach of SMS to a wider array of schol-
ars. This also reinforces our objective of creating an IG for scholars who did not have a dedi-
cated outlet to focus on human capital.  We are thrilled to meet this need and to provide a 
forum to exchange our scholarly work on this topic.  We also encourage everyone to build 
ties with scholars in the other interest group domains.  This is a great opportunity to broaden 
our views of strategic human capital with outstanding scholars in the strategy field. 

 
 We had 31 amazing reviewers.  As the submission process unfolded I was not really sure how 

many submissions we would receive and how many reviewers we would need.  Fortunately, 
we are lucky to have the support of 31 great reviewers.  Our reviewers turned in high quality 
feedback for the authors and did so in a timely manner.  For those of you who reviewed, 
THANK YOU! 
 

 Moving on to the program for Rome, it is important to acknowledge that the conference 
submission process was very competitive.  We received a number of outstanding submissions but, 
due to space constraints, we were not able to accept all the papers.   In total, the final program 
consists of 47 proposals.  We did try to build the program with a mixture of common ground ses-
sion and paper sessions to ensure that we could present as much high quality research as possible 
as well as to organize the papers into meaningful and interesting themes. 
 I’ve included an overview of the times and sessions on the next page but you can go 
online and see the whole conference.  If you take a few minutes to look through the program you 
can see that we have 11 sessions with 8 paper sessions and 3 common ground sessions.  Four of 
these sessions are jointly run with 3 other interest groups (Entrepreneurship, Corporate Strategy 
and Governance, and Micro-Foundations).  The sessions cover a wide range of interesting topics 
that should prove exciting to all of our members. 
 Please plan to attend the Sunday Interest Group sessions.  The goal of these sessions is to 
have a great start to the program for Rome and I believe that Bill Hesterly has put together some 
great topics for the Sunday sessions that are shaping up to be very exciting. In addition, we hope 
everyone can make the Sunday business meeting to meet and discuss present and future trends 
within the IG, learn about the focus and direction of the group as well as our goals for the upcom-
ing year. 
 Thanks again for helping launch this inaugural IG – the quality of the papers, the sup-
port of the reviewers, the great enrollment for the conference, and the excitement among the 
members are all testament to the long time viability of this IG and really reflect that we are build-
ing a great community of dedicated scholars.  We look forward to seeing everyone in Rome. 
Have a great trip!       
    Dave Lepak 
    Rutgers University  

A Note from the Strategic Human Capital Program Chair 

82 proposals 

submitted 

31 reviewers 

58 new to SMS 

members 

8 paper sessions 

3 common ground 

sessions 

Page 3 

Volume 1, Issue 1 

Dave Lepak 



 
 
SUNDAY 
10:15 – 11:30 
 Session 295: Why Should We Have a Strategic Human Capital Interest Group? 
12:45 – 14:00 
 Session 296: Different Perspectives on Human Capital and Heterogeneity:  
         A Future Agenda 
16:00 – 17:15 
 Session 348: Interest Group Business Meeting-Strategic Human Capital 
 
 
MONDAY 
09:45 – 11:00 
 Session 151: Employee Mobility 
11:15 – 12:30 
 Session 152: Human Capital Specificity 
15:15 – 16:30 
 Session 159: Linking Human Capital and Competitive 
                                 Advantage 
16:45 – 18:00 
 Session 154: Entrepreneurship and Human Capital 
 
 
TUESDAY 
08:00 – 09:15 
 Session 176: C-level Executives, Who Matters and Why 
 Session 285: Executive Human Capital 
11:00 – 12:15 
 Session 157: Managing Human Capital Knowledge 
 Session 161: Exploring the Impact of HR Practices Human Capital 
14:00 – 15:15 
 Session 306: Top Management Team Human Capital 
17:00 – 18:15 
 Session 156: Human Capital and Diversity 
 
 
WEDNESDAY 
08:00 – 09:15 
 Session 160: Examining the Role of Human Capital in Competitive Advantage 
 Session 170: Examinations of Executive Turnover 
11:00 – 12:15 
 Session 153: Leveraging Human Capital with HR 

2010 Conference Sessions (Track L) 

SMS  

Annual Conference 

ROME 

September 12-15 

Calendar for the 

Strategic Human 

Capital Track 

(Track L) 
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http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=295
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=296
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=296
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=348
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=151
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=152
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=159
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=159
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=154
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=176
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=285
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=157
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=161
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=306
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=156
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=160
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=170
http://rome.strategicmanagement.net/tools/schedule/sessionDetails?id=153


 

The theme of the 2010 Strategic Management Society Annual International Confer-
ence is Strategic Management at the Crossroads.  The Strategic Human Capital Interest 
Group embodies this theme with our emphasis on synthesizing the insights from multiple 
disciplines.  Our Sunday IG sessions will explore the crossroad of strategic human capital 
from various perspectives. We will kick off the inaugural year of the Strategic Human 
Capital Interest Group with three Sunday sessions that will feature a distinguished and 
diverse set of panelists.  The aim of all the sessions is to provoke the scholars, practitio-
ners, and consultants in attendance to think more deeply about the connections between 
human capital and strategy.  In doing so, we anticipate that all three sessions will address 
fundamental questions in strategic management.  

 

Why have a Strategic Human Capital Interest Group. Jay Barney (Ohio State), Pat 
Wright (Cornell), and Todd Zenger (Washington University-St. Louis) will be featured in 
one session. Jay, Pat, and Todd will discuss the fundamental connections between human 
capital and strategy and help us discuss the question, why should we have a Strategic Hu-
man Capital Interest Group in the Strategic  Management Society.  

 

Different Perspectives on the Effect of Human Capital on Firm Heterogeneity. A 
second session will examine different perspectives on human capital and firm heterogene-
ity.  Teppo Felin (Brigham Young University), Janice Molloy (Michigan State), Frank 
Rothaermel (Georgia Tech), and Rafaella Sadun (Harvard) will discuss the role of human 
capital in firm heterogeneity from the perspectives of organization theory, human resource 
management, strategic management, and economics.  We anticipate a conversation that 
will highlight both commonalities and tensions between the different perspectives. 

 

How Does Strategic Human Capital Influence a Firm’s Ability to Appropriate 
Rents?  Strategic human capital and rent appropriation will be the focus of the third ses-
sion, which will feature Russ Coff (Emory), Dave Lepak (Rutgers), and Bill Hesterly 
(Utah). Panelists will address the impact of human capital on appropriation.  Russ will 
focus on appropriation from a stakeholder perspective, Bill will talk about how human 
capital interacts with social capital to influence appropriation, and Dave will address how 
a firm’s human capital policies and practices affect its ability to appropriate rents. 

 

Consistent with the overall objective of the conference, we 
anticipate “a deep discussion on how strategic management 
might or should evolve to more explicitly and fully embed 
the diversities and developments.”  

 

I look forward to seeing you all in Rome. 

 

 Best regards, 

 

   Bill Hesterly 

             University of Utah 

Sunday Interest Group Sessions in Rome 

SMS  

Annual Conference 

SUNDAY 

Interest Group 

Sessions 

Page 5 

Volume 1, Issue 1 



sue of the Strategic Human 
Capital newsletter, I’m at-
tempting to raise an impor-
tant issue while simultane-
ously seeking to be provoca-
tive. 

What’s a Gatekeeper’s Job? 

The gatekeepers’ first prior-
ity is to see the field pro-
gress. Gatekeepers do not 
have the job of rejecting 
papers. I remember being 
taught that as a reviewer I 
should give the editor a rea-
son to reject a paper, mean-
ing not that I necessarily 
voted for a reject, but that 
provided the editor with 
cover if s/he decided to 
reject. We reject papers to 
ensure that bad knowledge 
does not enter into the sys-
tem in a way that sends the 
field in the wrong direction.  
However, my fear is that a 
generation of reviewers has 
emerged who see their job 
as rejecting papers rather 
than moving the field for-
ward. Lacking the proper 
perspective and a level of 
research sophistication (see 
Anne Tsui and John Hol-
lenbeck’s article on the 
frighteningly meager pub-
lishing records of many edi-
torial board members), they 
can rely on naïve checklists 
of issues that provides a 

(Continued from page 1) simple tool to address a very 
complex set of issues. Let 
me make a few suggestions 
below. 

1. Lack of theory suggests a 
revision, not a rejection. I 
am holding in my hand 6 
rejection letters from one of 
the field’s premier journals 
(only half of them are for 
papers on which I was an 
author). The first item 
noted by the editor in every 
one of them was about a 
lack of theory. However, 
examining the explanation 
of why reviewers brought 
this up reveals three prob-
lems. First, as Don Ham-
brick noted in his provoca-
tive AMR article, theory-less 
research can still by quite 
valuable, particularly if it 
reveals empirical relation-
ships that require the revi-
sion or development of the-
ory to explain. Second, 
what some reviewers called 
a lack of theory was simply 
the lack of the theory they 
wanted to see. Finally, even 
if there were NO theory, 
that can never be a fatal 
flaw. A fatal flaw is some-
thing that cannot be 
changed like a design that 
was completely invalid for 
drawing conclusions or 
measures that have no valid-
ity. But the logic leading to 
a hypothesis can always be 
written differently. If you 

don’t like the theory or 
don’t think there’s enough, 
this is a great opportunity to 
develop the manuscript by 
providing suggestions for 
which theory might (better) 
apply and how it might be 
applied in a way that moves 
the field forward. 

2. Distinguish between 
matters of opinion and 
matters of validity. Let’s 
face it, as academics we 
tend to grow pretty big egos 
and become emotionally 
invested in our way of 
thinking (I’ve never been 
sure if that is due to a self-
selection or socialization 
process!) When papers 
come in that we disagree 
with, we need to be able to 
d i s t i n g u i s h  b e t w e e n 
whether we don’t like the 
paper because we disagree, 
or we don’t like the paper 
because it is technically 
wrong. For example, one of 
my colleagues had a paper 
that looked at the relation-
ship between a measure of 
human capital and perform-
ance. A reviewer noted that 
s/he did not know why the 
paper was couched in the 
Strategic HRM literature 
because that literature fo-
cused on HR practices and 
performance (I wish I was 
joking about this). Clearly 
this person had read SHRM 

(Continued on page 7) 
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articles on HR practices and 
performance and came to 
take on the view that this is 
what SHRM was all about. 
When you are raising an 
issue that you think is criti-
cal, be sure that you have 
the ability to step out of 
your own narrow perspec-
tive and see if others might 
disagree with you. If so, be 
clear in your review that 
this is your opinion, not 
truth. 

3. A Good Idea, Taken To 
an Extreme, Becomes Bad. 
Years ago my colleagues and 
I published a few studies 
looking at the lack of reli-
ability in single rater studies 
of the relationship between 
HR and performance. We, 
of course, suggested that 
this would imply multiple 
raters of HR practices be 
used to maximize reliability. 
Even today I have people 
ask me to quit rejecting 
their papers for using single 
raters…when I have never 
done so (and seldom even 
raise the issue). I know that 
multiple raters are prefer-
able, but if that becomes 
the new standard for pub-
lishable research, we’ll see 
that research stream come 
to a screeching halt. Yet 
someone out there took 
away the message “single-
rater equals bad” and seem-
ingly applies that checklist 
to studies. When certain 
methodological issues come 

(Continued from page 6) up that seem like no-
brainers (e.g., percept-
percept studies, studies with 
unique samples, etc.) ask 
the legitimate question of 
“would it even be possible 
to do this study another 
way?” and if the answer is 
no, then think about 
whether or not, even with 
this flaw, it tells the field 
something it didn’t know 
before. 

4. The Perfect is the Worst 
Enemy of the Good. We 
have all been here. We stud-
ied the relationship be-
tween two variables (e.g., 
Organization commitment 
and performance) and sug-
gested that this relationship 
was through a process such 
as the commitment eliciting 
discretionary behavior. 
Then a reviewer asks “why 
didn’t you measure discre-
tionary behavior.  Of course 
if you had measured discre-
tionary behavior they would 
either complain that you 
had no theory of how com-
mitment impacted discre-
tionary behavior, or if you 
did have such theory, they’d 
ask why you didn’t measure 
whatever variable you sug-
gested mediated that rela-
t ionship. While the 
“missing variable” problem 
is an easy one, it is not the 
only one. Reviewers will 
often ask why you didn’t 
use a larger sample (even 
though your results are sig-
nificant) or why you didn’t 
use a different sample (that 

might be more generaliz-
able) or why you didn’t tem-
porally separate your IV 
measure from your DV 
measure. In every case, they 
all might be good ideas, but 
they are ideas that would 
have been better suggested 
before you collected your 
data, but are not very help-
ful now that your data is 
collected and analyzed. 
Again, as a reviewer, you 
have to constantly ask your-
self, even though the study 
would be even better if it 
had done X, does it still tell 
the field something without 
X? 

There has never been the 
perfect study. All research is 
about trade-offs. Because of 
the inherent nature of this 
dilemma, any study can be 
rejected if one disagrees 
with the tradeoffs the re-
search made. But if reject-
ing papers begins to gain 
priority over building the 
knowledge base, we may 
soon find very little of our 
research in the top journals. 
I don’t want to imply that 
we should be like the MBA 
directors who tell the MBA 
students just before they fill 
out some MBA program 
evaluation form to remem-
ber, if they rate the program 
low, its ranking will go 
down, thus making their 
own degree less valuable. 
The goal is not to fill up as 
much journal space as possi-
ble with low quality strate-
gic human capital research 

“Gatekeepers do not 

have the job of 
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just to say the field is in-
creasing in importance. 
However, I remember talk-
ing to an editor of AMJ 20 
years ago when the journal 
we being criticized for not 
accepting enough micro-
OB research. His response 
was something like “But 
the micro reviewers hold 
such unattainably high 
standards that they keep 
rejecting everything that 
comes in.  I can’t accept 
papers that the reviewers 
all reject!” I suspect that 
the same process may be at 
an early stage in strategic 
human capital research, 
and fear that it may soon 
begin holding the field 
back.   ◊  



Macroeconomic research on human capital - the stock of human capabilities and knowl-
edge - has been extensively published but to date the literature has lacked a comprehen-
sive analysis of human capital within the organization. The Oxford Handbook of Human 
Capital has been designed to fill that gap, providing an authoritative, inter-disciplinary, 
and up to date survey of relevant concepts, research areas, and applications. Specially 
commissioned contributions from over 40 authors reveal the importance of human capi-
tal for contemporary organizations, exploring its conceptual underpinnings, relevance to 
theories of the firm, implications for organizational effectiveness, interdependencies with other resources, and role in 
the future economy. Unlike neoclassical macroeconomic concepts of human capital, human capital in organizations is 
shown to be dynamic and heterogeneous, requiring new theories and management frameworks. The systemic role of 
human capital is explored, revealing it as the lynchpin of social, structural and other forms of intangible and tangible 
capital. Connections between human capital and organizational performance are investigated from HR management, 
procurement, alignment, value appropriation, and accounting perspectives. Links between micro and macro perspec-
tives are provided through analyses of inter firm human capital mobility, national and regional human capital forma-
tion regimes and industry employment relations practices. This Handbook is designed for scholars and graduate stu-

dents of organization and management theory, strategy, entrepreneurship, knowledge and 
intellectual capital, accounting, IT, HR, IR, economic sociology and cultural studies. For 
policy makers and practitioners it should provide an up to date guide to the nature and 
role of human capital in contemporary organizations and the roles that government, indus-
try and other extra firm institutions can play in facilitating its development. 

Do you think of your company's talent as an investment to be managed like a portfolio? You should, according to 
authors Becker, Huselid, and Beatty, if you're interested in strategy execution. Many compa-
nies fall into the trap of spending too much time and money on low performers, while high 
performers aren't getting the necessary resources, development opportunities, or rewards. In 
The Differentiated Workforce, the authors expand on their previous books, The HR Score-
card and The Workforce Scorecard, and recommend that you manage your workforce like a 
portfolio - with disproportionate investments in the jobs that create the most wealth. You'll 
learn to: Rise above talent management "best practice" and instead create a differentiated 
workforce that can't be easily copied by competitors Differentiate those capabilities in your 
company that are truly strategic Identify your wealth-creating "A" positions Create a new 
relationship between HR and line managers, and articulate the role each plays in a differen-
tiated workforce strategy Develop the right measures for your organization Based on two 
decades of academic research and experience working with hundreds of executives, The Dif-
ferentiated Workforce gives you the tools to translate your talent into strategic impact. 

(Continued on page 12) 

       Burton-Jones, A. and Spender, J.C. (Editors). The Oxford Handbook of Human 
Capital (Oxford Handbooks in Business and Management).   Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press, 2011 (expected hardcover publication).  ISBN-13: 978-0199532162 

Becker, B., Huselid, M., and Beatty, D. (2009) Differentiated Workforce: 
Transforming Talent into Strategic Impact.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
Business School Press, 272 pages.  446X-HBK-ENG (HBSP Product Number) 
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It is with great ex-

citement that we see human 
capital issues find a home as 
a separate interest group 
within the Strategic Man-
agement Society. In making 
a case for human capital’s 
impact on firm perform-
ance with our colleagues 
who work with other flavors 
of strategy, it is important 
to inform our arguments 
with the unique combina-
tion of strategic attributes 
shared by the human beings 
who embody human capi-
tal. This allows us to draw 
clear distinctions between 
the strategic management of 
human capital and the man-
agement of other classes of 
firm assets, such as physical 
capital, reputational capital, 
organizational capital, finan-
cial assets, and technologi-
cal assets.  

Some of human 
beings’ strategic characteris-
tics include inherent 
uniqueness, non-depletion 
with use, and adaptability. 
Firm level human capital 
heterogeneity is rooted, in 
part, in human beings’ in-
herent uniqueness. How-
ever, for human beings’ 
uniqueness to be strategi-
cally valuable, it must aug-
ment firm level heterogene-
ity that drives economic 
rents. Just being different 
isn’t sufficient; to lead to 
competitive advantage, hu-
man capital must strategi-

cally differentiate the firm. 
This is, of course, also true 
of all the other classes of 
firm assets. Human capital 
also tends to be improved 
rather than depleted when 
used by firms to create rents 
(a characteristic that human 
capital shares with some 
intangible assets such as 
reputational capital). Addi-
tionally, human beings tend 
to be more adaptable than 
the other classes of strategic 
assets, giving human capital, 
particularly portable human 
capital, a distinct advantage 
in its ability to be rede-
ployed by the firm as cir-
cumstances warrant. Yet 
this is an advantage of de-
gree rather than of type: 
Other classes of assets are 
adaptable, as well.  
 With an eye to-
wards competitive advan-
tage, however, I’d like to 
focus on two strategic attrib-
utes that are more unique 
to human beings, knowl-
edge and free will. Although 
firm knowledge is pre-
served, exploited, and per-
petuated in organizational 
routines, cultures, data-
bases, organization of work, 
mental maps, and other 
forms of shared organiza-
tional knowledge, all new 
firm knowledge originates 
in human beings. The abil-
ity to originate new forms of 
knowledge is unique to hu-
man beings, though other 
kinds of assets such as or-

ganizational designs and 
social capital can certainly 
help the process along (e.g., 
Kang, Morris, & Snell, 
2007). Robust arguments 
from a number of scholars 
suggest that knowledge 
management may be the 
ultimate source of sustain-
able competitive advantage, 
first, because new knowl-
edge allows a firm to renew 
its current advantages and 
to create new advantages, 
and second, because firms 
can vary greatly in their 
abilities manage their hu-
man capital with respect to 
knowledge. Thus, greater 
understanding of the com-
plex processes by which hu-
man beings generate knowl-
edge at is a key firm com-
petitiveness issue. 

Free will affects 
both the kinds of strategic 
value that organizations 
derive from human beings 
and the consistency with 
which such value is ob-
tained (Wright, Dunford, & 
Snell, 2001). As Wright et 
al. (2001) argue, free will 
has both cognitive and emo-
tional components. How 
people think and feel about 
their working conditions 
and their relationships to 
their firms can profoundly 
influence their behavior, 
even when different groups 
of workers are subjected to 
what are ostensibly equiva-
lent human resource man-
agement (HRM) practices. 
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For example, depending 
on such contextual factors 
as labor-management rela-
tions and individual work-
ers’ personalities and rela-
tionships with the firm, 
the introduction of self-
managed teams may be 
interpreted quite differ-
ently. To some workers, 
self-managed teams may 
be seen as desirable grants 
of autonomy. To other 
workers, self-managed 
teams may be no more 
than the work practice du 
jour, to be endured until it 
passes. To still other work-
ers, self-managed teams 
may be seen as complicat-
ing tasks that can be better 
handled individually or as 
a management “speed up” 
scheme. Same practice, 
but three very different 
interpretations that greatly 
shape the outcomes that 
the practice creates for 
firms. This is not an issue 
that firms need to manage 
for any other class of as-
sets. Firms don’t have to 

(Continued on page 10) 



human capital uniquely 
problematic because human 
beings can leave the firm of 
their own volition (Coff 
1997). 

Given the complex-
ity of human beings’ strate-
gic characteristics, ineffec-
tive HRM is likely to be 
relatively common and can 
damage a firm’s efficiency as 
well as its ability to secure 
competitive advantage. In-
deed, results from the initial 
rounds of SHRM empirical 
studies in the 1990s, a num-
ber of which associate fairly 
generalized HRM systems 
with firm performance 
across broad samples of 
firms, suggest that firms 

vary widely in basic HRM 
proficiency. Hence, firm-
level heterogeneity in stocks 
of human capital and in 
HRM effectiveness may be 
widespread and can give rise 
to competitive advantage. 
Unraveling how this rela-
tionship works, however, 
begins in considering hu-
man capital’s unique set of 
strategically relevant charac-
teristics. If we can demon-
strate that the strategic man-
agement of human beings is 
a different game for firms 
than it is for other classes of 
strategic assets, we can 
strengthen the case for 
studying human capital of 
its own accord.  ◊ 
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The Wharton School, Philadelphia, PA                                   October 8th & 9th, 2010 
 

CALL FOR PAPERS 
 

     Prior conferences brought attention to organization-level research on topics associated 
with work and employment, a tradition we continue this year.  Representative papers in-
cluded studies explaining workplace practices, examining organization-level outcomes or the 
effects of practices and structures on individuals.  Last year, many papers used 
human capital issues to consider outcomes associated with strategy.  A common theme in 
presentations has been a concern for the context of relationships.  
      We are interested in papers based on work in progress: Please do not submit studies 
that have been published or will appear in 2010. We also have a special interest in studies 
that relate to new developments in issues around work and employment.  Submissions from 
all fields and disciplines are welcome. 
     If you are interested in presenting a paper, please submit an abstract of 800 words or less 
by August 1st 2010.   Submit to Peter Cappelli – Cappelli@wharton.upenn.edu.  The orga-
nizing committee will select papers and discussants with the goal of producing an engaging 
discussion 
     Conference organizing committee: Matthew Bidwell, The Wharton School; Diane Bur-
ton, Cornell University; Peter Cappelli, The Wharton School; Tim Gardner, Vanderbilt 
University; and Peter Sherer, University of Calgary   

3rd Annual People and Organizations Conference 

worry about what their oil 
derricks or brand names 
think about their CEO’s 
compensation package, for 
example. 

Human beings’ 
distinct combination of 
strategic characteristics 
gives human capital great 
potential to generate eco-
nomic rents. For instance, 
since no other class of 
firm assets has free will, 
activity and coordination 
within organizational sys-
tems ultimately begins in 
human beings, making 
human capital a unique 
source of strategic lever-
age. On the other hand, 
the complexity of accom-
modating these character-
istics makes managing a 
firm’s human beings for 
competitive advantage 
extremely difficult. Coff 
has suggested, for exam-
ple, that free will makes 
appropriating rents from 

(Continued from page 9) 
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Do You See What I See? Bridging Disciplinary Divides in Human Capital Scholarship 
Saturday, Aug 7 2010 1:00PM - 4:30PM at Le Centre Sheraton in Drummond center 

Academy of Management Annual Conference in Montreal, CA 
 

 This workshop is for those interested in the role of human capital or "people" in 
firm value creation. Within management, human capital is examined from a trinity of 
disciplinary perspectives (economics, psychology, sociology). Although not often discussed, 
each discipline has unique views about what human capital is, what theoretical assump-
tions hold, and what constitutes theoretical and methodological “excellence” for multi-
level scholarship. On the one hand, these differences provide untapped opportunities to 
improve the rigor of human capital scholarship. On the other hand, if unacknowledged, 
these differences can cause miscommunication during research and publication processes.  
 The purpose of this PDW is to build awareness about these disciplinary differ-
ences and gain the knowledge required to navigate these divides as researchers and review-
ers. The focus will be on acknowledging and potentially spanning disciplinary traditions to 
capture the insights that each discipline can offer. Respected scholars (Diane Burton, Cor-
nell Univ.; Steve Kozlowski, Michigan St. Univ.; Clint Chadwick, Univ. of Kansas) will 
walk participants through the theoretical, methodological, and epistemological traditions 
of their discipline relative to human capital. Then, we will dialogue with a panel of senior 
scholars about the challenges of conducting multidisciplinary human capital scholarship 
and seeing it through to publication. This panel includes John Delery, Univ. of Arkansas; 
Joseph Mahoney, Univ. of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign; Patrick Wright, Cornell Univ.; 
Jay Barney, Ohio St. Univ.; and Steve Kozlowski, Michigan St. Univ. 
 Registrations will be limited to 50 participants. There is no fee for this PDW. To 
register, complete this brief survey about your disciplinary background and research inter-
ests: http://itybityurl.com/9    

Conference 
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How Strategic Human Capital Creates Value 
Tuesday, Aug 10 2010 8:00AM - 9:30AM at Le Palais Des Congres in 523B 
Academy of Management Annual Conference in Montreal, CA 
 
In this caucus, we explore the role of human capital as a strategic factor that may create value for the firm and contrib-
ute to a firm’s competitive advantage. We focus on theorizing the mechanisms by which the top management team 
may effectively link human capital to performance-related firm outcomes. Our objective is to advance theory on how 
"strategic human capital" for a diversified firm is different from traditional notions of "human capital." Our core argu-
ment is that strategic human capital is strategic because it includes intellectual and social capital as well as the human 
capital that creates the most value to the firm. We develop this argument as well as suggestions for future research to 
examine the role of strategic human capital in value creation. 
 

Developing an argument that human capital in diversified firms is strategic is based on assumptions that members of 
the top management team bring highly valued relationships with them and this social capital is critical to the success 
of the firm. In this conceptualization, we envision at least three varieties of social capital related to top managers: so-
cial capital within divisions; social capital across divisions; and social capital outside the firm.  Our intent in this cau-
cus is to provide a forum to discuss the implications of these issues and related topics to draw some research implica-
tions for future work and suggest some empirical approaches for future research on these issues. 
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Call for Information 

Strategic Human Capital Interest Group Officers 

Chairperson:    Russ Coff, University of Wisconsin-Madison (RCoff@bus.wisc.edu) 
 
Program Chair:  Dave Lepak, Rutgers University (lepak@smlr.rutgers.edu) 
 
Associate Program Chair: Bill Hesterly, University of Utah (bill.hesterly@business.utah.edu) 
 
Newsletter Editors:  Mark Shanley, University of Illinois at Chicago (mshanley@uic.edu) 

    James Downing, University of Illinois at Chicago (Jdowni2@uic.edu) 

The Strategic Human Capital Interest Group is for you.  We are seeking to create a 
group that will provide a forum for the exchange of ideas on the topic of strategic human 
capital.  Please send us your ideas, comments, suggestions and feedback regarding the 
Interest Group to the Chairperson, Russ Coff.   

Goldin, C. and Katz, L.F. (2010) The Race Between Education and Technology. Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 496 pages. (Paperback) ISBN-13: 978-0674035300 

(Continued from page 8) 

Recently Published Noteworthy Books of Potential Interest  

While this volume has been available in hardback since 2008, it recently has been re-
leased in paperback and is proving to be a very influential volume on general issues of 
educational attainment, employment structures, innovation, and other issues of interest 
to strategic human capital research. 
 
This book provides a careful historical analysis of the co-evolution of educational attain-
ment and the wage structure in the United States through the twentieth century. The au-
thors propose that the twentieth century was not only the American Century but also the 
Human Capital Century. The American educational system is what made America the 
richest nation in the world. Its educational system had always been less elite than that of 
most European nations. By 1900 the U.S. had begun to educate its masses at the secon-
dary level, not just in the primary schools that had remarkable success in the nineteenth 
century. The book argues that technological change, education, and inequality have been 
involved in a kind of race. During the first eight decades of the twentieth century, the 
increase of educated workers was higher than the demand for them. This had the effect of 
boosting income for most people and lowering inequality. However, the reverse has been 
true since about 1980. This educational slow-down was accompanied by rising inequality. 
The authors discuss the reasons for this, and what might be done to ameliorate it.  

 

Please send us news and topics you think will be of interest the readers of this newsletter 

(e.g., conferences, calls for papers, books, etc.). 


