
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

‘In God We Trust. All Others Must Bring Data’: Unpacking the Influence of
Human Resource Analytics on the Strategic Recognition of Human Resource
Management

Diefenhardt, Felix; Rapp, Marco L.; Bader, Verena; Mayrhofer, Wolfgang
DOI
10.1111/1748-8583.12583
Publication date
2025
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Human Resource Management Journal
License
CC BY-NC

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Diefenhardt, F., Rapp, M. L., Bader, V., & Mayrhofer, W. (2025). ‘In God We Trust. All Others
Must Bring Data’: Unpacking the Influence of Human Resource Analytics on the Strategic
Recognition of Human Resource Management. Human Resource Management Journal,
35(3), 597-612. https://doi.org/10.1111/1748-8583.12583

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:05 Sept 2026

https://doi.org/10.1111/1748-8583.12583
https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/in-god-we-trust-all-others-must-bring-data-unpacking-the-influence-of-human-resource-analytics-on-the-strategic-recognition-of-human-resource-management(197f8f0e-722d-45aa-8cd8-c51cd1543fe2).html
https://doi.org/10.1111/1748-8583.12583


Human Resource Management Journal

- RESEARCH ARTICLE OPEN ACCESS

‘In God We Trust. All Others Must Bring Data’: Unpacking
the Influence of Human Resource Analytics on the
Strategic Recognition of Human Resource Management
Felix Diefenhardt1 | Marco L. Rapp2,3 | Verena Bader1 | Wolfgang Mayrhofer1

1WU Vienna, Vienna, Austria | 2Amsterdam Business School, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands | 3Aalto University, Espoo, Finland

Correspondence: Marco L. Rapp (m.l.rapp@uva.nl)

Received: 4 December 2023 | Revised: 4 November 2024 | Accepted: 14 November 2024

Keywords: HR analytics | practice theory | role of HRM | strategic HRM | strategic recognition

ABSTRACT
Existing literature underscores the potential of human resource analytics (HRA) to enhance the strategic recognition of human
resource management (HRM) within organisations. However, there has been limited focus on how HRA practitioners attempt
to realise this potential. Our study investigates how HRA practitioners use HRA in their daily work to enhance their strategic
recognition. Drawing on practice theory and a range of qualitative data, including expert interviews and observations, our
analysis not only shows that implementing HRA offers opportunities for improved strategic recognition but also reveals that
HRM practitioners showcase the strategic relevance of their analytics capabilities through four forms of tactical manoeuvring:
capturing contextual challenges, using guerilla tactics, busting myths and running stealth projects. Our findings contribute to
the literature on HRA and the broader discourse on HRM's role and its strategic recognition.

1 | Introduction

I am not doing this [adopting HR analytics] in a profit‐
oriented organisation as an end in itself but to support
a corporate purpose, a corporate goal, and this
connection is sharpening and can only sharpen.
There's a nice saying in English: ‘In God We Trust. All
Others Must Bring Data.’ And that's something where
this area [HR] hasn't covered itself in glory in the past.

(Interview 25, HR professional, Germany)

In recent years, human resource management (HRM) in orga-
nisations has increasingly incorporated visual, statistical and
algorithmic data analytics, often discussed under the umbrella
term human resource analytics (HRA; e.g., Edwards et al. 2022;

Marler and Boudreau 2017). This constitutes an important
development in the field (Margherita 2022). Both academic and
popular science contributions present HRA as an opportunity to
remedy the long‐lamented issue of HRM's lack of strategic
recognition (Minbaeva 2021). The digital technologies and
analytical practices labelled as HRA are supposed to supply
HRM practitioners with sound and quantifiable evidence (for a
recent overview, see e.g., Belizón, Majarín, and Aguado 2024).
This support could bolster their relevance, make central yet
intangible issues such as talent acquisition or workforce plan-
ning more tangible and empirically ground their decision
making (Cayrat and Boxall 2023; Stone et al. 2015; Ulrich and
Dulebohn 2015). Indeed, much of the HRA discourse is driven
by the promise of better HRM performance and, ultimately,
greater strategic recognition of HRM practitioners (McCartney
and Fu 2022). At the same time, empirical studies show that
HRM's strategic recognition is an important factor influencing
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how much organisations invest in novel HR‐related technolo-
gies (Belizón and Kieran 2022; Marler and Parry 2016). This
points to an apparent conundrum where HRM's strategic
recognition in organisations simultaneously results from and
also facilitates the implementation and development of HRA.

The acknowledgement of this is evident in both the academic
and practitioner discourses on HRA. Concerning the former, a
growing body of mostly qualitative research veers away from
deterministic positions that seek to identify prerequisites and
outcomes of technological innovation in HRM (Marler and
Parry 2016). Instead, it focuses on the iterative processes through
which new technologies are enacted to achieve organisational
outcomes (Belizón and Kieran 2022; Ellmer and Reichel 2021;
Myllymäki 2021). In so doing, these studies emphasise the
importance of practitioners' concrete practices, in particular,
the material work involved in legitimising HRA technologies
(Belizón and Kieran 2022; Coolen et al. 2023; Loscher and Bader
2022) and the rhetorical work involved in conveying the results
of analyses (Fu, Keegan, and McCartney 2022; Loscher and
Bader 2022; McCartney and Fu 2024). Similarly, the practitioner
discourse captured through the interviews with HRA practi-
tioners and observations of HRA workshops analysed in this
paper highlights the struggle of practitioners who are not only
striving to implement HRA in a meaningful and impactful way
(Rasmussen, Ulrich, and Ulrich 2023) but are also, through these
efforts, trying to establish themselves as 'strategic partners' to
key stakeholders (Arora et al. 2024, 433).

We focus on these efforts and examine how practitioners
leverage their engagement with HRA to increase their strategic

recognition within organisations. Drawing on the rich empirical
and theoretical literature on HRA that has greatly enhanced our
understanding of its enactment in organisations (Belizón and
Kieran 2022; Cayrat and Boxall 2023; Ellmer and Reichel 2021;
Greasley and Thomas 2020), our paper goes one step further by
linking this enactment to the key promise of the HRA discourse:
the enhanced strategic recognition of HRM. Using practice
theory, we show that the practical enactment of HRA not only
creates opportunities for greater strategic recognition but also
demarcates this enactment as a site of tactical manoeuvring
where practitioners adapt their practices to achieve such
recognition.

We begin with a practice theory‐based framework that un-
derpins our central notions of the interplay between, on the one
hand, practice and praxis, and on the other hand, the role of
material arrangements and normative evaluations for this rela-
tionship. Analysing a rich array of qualitative data, including
interviews with HR professionals and participant observations
at practitioner conferences and HRA meet‐ups, we show how
implementing HRA opens up certain opportunities for
enhanced strategic recognition, particularly by facilitating cen-
tralised oversight, simplifying communication with top man-
agement and reducing administrative work. By capitalising on
these opportunities, practitioners tactically enact HRA practices
to demonstrate their strategic relevance to key stakeholders,
thereby advancing their strategic recognition. These enactments
include four forms of tactical manoeuvring: framing contextual
challenges as opportunities to invest in and leverage HRA,
conducting stealth projects that undertake analyses without the
knowledge or mandate of relevant stakeholders before pre-
senting them with novel insights to incentivise further engage-
ment, using guerilla tactics through grassroots campaigns to
demonstrate the potential uses of HRA to stakeholders, and
busting myths to shatter established organisational conceptions
by providing counterintuitive results.

Our paper makes three significant contributions to the discourse
on HRA and its impact on the practice and recognition of HRM
practitioners. First, regarding the debate about the role of HRM
and its strategic importance, it unpacks how HR professionals
use HRA as a potential lever to enhance their strategic recog-
nition within the organisation, specifically by identifying
emerging opportunities for strategic recognition and practices of
tactical manoeuvring. Second, by discussing these tactical ma-
noeuvres, we respond to criticism of both strategy and HRM
that ‘research seems to have paid insufficient consideration to
the role of organisational […] influence tactics’ (Björkman
et al. 2014, 129; see also Mackay and Zundel 2017) in setting
strategically relevant issues and influencing practitioners' stra-
tegic impact. In doing so we contribute to the broader discussion
of HRM’s strategic role and involvement, or the lack thereof
(Reichel and Lazarova 2013). Third, we not only link these
manoeuvres to the material arrangements that support, enable
and transmit practices but also show how they are informed by
a normative dimension that undergirds the recognition of stra-
tegic relevance. Thus, we introduce a central practice‐
theoretical argument into the discourse on HRM and HRA
that helps to better understand the normative foundations of the
behaviour of and in organisations (Rouse 2007).

Summary

� What is currently known?
◦ HR analytics is increasingly important for both HRM
practitioners and scholars.

◦ The existing body of literature acknowledges HRM's
long‐term struggle to secure strategic recognition
within organisations.

◦ Previous studies have emphasised the potential of HR
analytics to elevate the strategic recognition of HRM.

� What this paper adds?
◦ Merely adopting HR analytics does not automatically
enhance strategic recognition.

◦ This paper highlights the opportunities that arise
with the introduction of HR analytics and underlines
the importance of their recognition and evaluation by
key organisational stakeholders, such as the top
management team.

◦ It details the tactics employed by HRM practitioners
to amplify their strategic recognition.

� What are the implications for practitioners?
◦ Purposeful implementation of HR analytics can
potentially increase HRM's strategic recognition
within organisations.

◦ Securing managerial buy‐in is crucial for the effective
deployment of HR analytics.

◦ Tactical manoeuvring is essential and illustrates a
way to promote HR analytics within organisations.
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2 | Theoretical Background

In examining the promise that the adoption of HRA tools and
practices might enhance the strategic recognition of HRM prac-
titioners, we situate our research within a broader and long‐
running discourse on the strategic relevance of HR issues and
practitioners. This discourse has linked several technological and
organisational innovations to the promise of HRM ‘achieving
managerial ascendancy’ (Armstrong 1985, 145) through the
recognition of HR‐related skills, issues and knowledge as strate-
gically relevant. For example, discussions on E‐HRM suggest that
such technological innovations would provide ‘HR professionals
with an opportunity to enhance their contributions to the stra-
tegic direction of the firm’ (Grant and Newell 2013, 188). Broadly
speaking, two organisational processes have been identified
wherein certain management practitioners may realise such
enhancement (Armstrong 1985), with technological change
potentially playing an important facilitating role in both
(Barley 1986). First, practitioners can develop distinct and
immutable skill sets that equip them for managerial re-
sponsibility (Cayrat and Boxall 2023; Wright et al. 1998). Second,
practitioners can develop and employ techniques of counting,
measuring and quantifying their practice and its organisational
impact tomake a case for their relevance (Cayrat and Boxall 2023;
Legge 1978; Loscher and Bader 2023). However, as process‐ and
practice‐oriented approaches to strategy formation and imple-
mentation have long argued, the ambiguous, emergent and po-
litical nature of these processes means that influencing them
requires the tactically skilful wielding and framing of such skills,
issues and knowledge (Mintzberg 1978; Pettigrew 1972). This
points to the level of everyday HRM practice and how practi-
tioners seek strategic recognition within it (Björkman et al. 2014).
Therefore, we lay out a practice‐theoretical framework, that
reconceptualises the above notions of technology, skills and
recognition in the practice‐theoretical terms of practice, capac-
ities, material arrangements and normative backgrounds.

Such practice‐theoretical approaches tend to build on the triad
of practices, practitioners and praxis (Björkman et al. 2014;
Cayrat and Boxall 2022; Espegren and Hugosson 2023). The
term practice denotes intelligible and ‘socially recognized forms
of activity’ (Barnes 2000, 27), such as conducting conference
calls or analysing HR data. Crucially, these practices do not
transcend but are enacted through their actual performance,
referred to as praxis (Schatzki 2002, 54 ff). Their existence is
immanent to the intricate tapestry of the ongoing doings and
sayings of practitioners. Practice‐theoretical approaches to HRM
tend to visualise these terms as overlapping circles, which is
problematic insofar as it implies that there are instances where
these terms are immanent to each other (in the intersections)
and others in which they are more independent (outside the
intersections) (Björkman et al. 2014; Espegren and Hugos-
son 2023). In Figure 1, which visualises our theoretical frame-
work, we address the dilemma of depicting immanence by
focusing on the enactment of practices.

Furthermore, the ability of practitioners to enact certain prac-
tices is shaped by what Schatzki (2005) refers to as material
arrangements: ensembles of material artefacts that, following
the triadic distinction introduced by Morton, Amrollahi, and
Wilson (2022), can enable, support or transmit practices.

Technical artefacts, such as software tools, can enable analytical
practices by providing means for data visualisations. Similarly,
data infrastructures like data lakes can support these analytical
practices, while technical objects such as dashboards can
transmit the outcomes of analytical practices and help gain
crucial recognition from stakeholders. In Figure 1, we visualise
how the enabling, supporting and transmitting capacities in-
fluence the enactment of certain practices, since they allow
practitioners to engage in specific doings and sayings.

Lastly, although rarely discussed in practice‐theoretical HRM
research, practice theorists emphasise the importance of
normative evaluation in informing praxis and rendering prac-
tices recognisable as such (Butler 2004; Schatzki 2005). Because
practices do not transcend praxis but are immanent to it, social
recognition is necessary to identify certain doings and sayings as
performances of a practice. Often, this happens through a
normative evaluation because what demarcates a practice
within an ongoing muddle of doings and sayings is that they are
‘capable of being done well or badly’ (Barnes 2000, 27). Ac-
cording to Rouse, we speak of a practice only when a certain
performance is held accountable as a ‘correct or incorrect per-
formance of that practice’ (Rouse 2007, 48). Correctness and
incorrectness here need to be understood not as transcendent
categories but as immanent to everyday praxis, as practitioners
respond to others' performances in ways that imply normative
judgements (e.g., by ignoring, correcting, challenging them etc.)
(Kuhn and Jens 2016; Rouse 2007). For HRM, this implies that
to achieve its strategic recognition, HRA practices need to be
aligned with certain normative evaluations of what is or is not
considered strategic, and we may thus expect that this important
‘normative background’ (Loscher, Splitter, and Seidl 2019, 118)
informs the actual enactment of HRA practice. In Figure 1,
normative evaluations influence the enactment of practices in

FIGURE 1 | Practice‐theoretical framework.
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two ways. First, it is through normative evaluations that certain
ongoing doings and sayings are recognised as the enactment of a
specific practice. Second, this important normative background
informs how practitioners go about enacting a practice as they
strive for positive social recognition.

This theoretical framework embodies certain underlying dis-
positions that are also exhibited in current empirical research on
HRA. First, it focuses on the actual enactments of HRA, a
perspective taken up by several qualitative studies in the field
(Cayrat and Boxall 2022; Ellmer and Reichel 2021; Fu, Keegan,
and McCartney 2022).

Second, in line with another crucial disposition of practice
theory, such studies also underline the role of tacit, practical
understanding and know‐how (Gherardi 2000). These go
beyond mere abilities to analyse data, highlighting, for example,
the importance of storytelling skills or the ability to align ana-
lytics processes with key stakeholders (Ellmer and Reichel 2021;
McCartney and Fu 2024). This becomes particularly apparent in
studies that investigate the disconnect between HR practitioners
(as subject matter experts) and data scientists (Van Den Broek,
Sergeeva, and Huysman 2021).

Third, practice theory appreciates the important yet indetermi-
nate role played by material arrangements in the constitution of
social and organisational reality (Orlikowski and Scott 2008).
On the one hand, extant research has explored how digital tools
and automated assessment might shape practitioners' behaviour
(Cayrat and Boxall 2022). On the other hand, qualitative
research has documented the rhetorical and material work
invested in establishing, adapting and shaping material ar-
rangements and their effects on an organisation (Belizón and
Kieran 2022; Loscher and Bader 2022). To summarise, a sub-
stantial amount of prior work on HRA resonates with the
practice‐theoretical background outlined above. However, as
pointed out, such studies have yet to explicitly address the
promise of increasing strategic recognition through HRA. In
addressing this issue, our study highlights the role of ‘influence
tactics’ (Björkman et al. 2014, 129) as practitioners use HRA
practices, material arrangements and their tacit knowledge of
organisational issues to increase their recognition among key
stakeholders. Our perspective takes a more integrative view that
encompasses all three theoretical dispositions—namely, a focus
on enactment, a sensibility for tactical knowledge and an
appreciation of the indeterminate role of material arrangements
—simultaneously, instead of prioritising materiality over know‐
how (Belizón and Kieran 2022) or vice versa (Fu, Keegan, and
McCartney 2022). Lastly, it focuses on the normative dimension
of practices, as any tactical manoeuvring for influence and
recognition must consider the normative evaluations of others.
Thus, we introduce a crucial dimension of practice theory that
has previously been overlooked.

3 | Materials and Methods

Given the emerging nature of HRA (Edwards et al. 2022) and our
interest in its enactment within organisations, we opted for a
qualitative research design (Edmondson and Mcmanus 2007).

This approach aligns with the majority of similar studies (for a
overview of methodological approaches in the field, see Coolen
et al. 2023). To address our research question in line with our
theoretical framework, we analysed a rich corpus of qualitative
data, including 35 interviews with practitioners in the burgeon-
ing field of HRA, observational field notes and documents. The
interviews constituted themain body of our data. Consistent with
our practice theoretical approach, we adopted a broad definition
of practitioners as ‘actors who are involved and engaged in the
construction of professional practice’ (Björkman et al. 2014, 124).
Thus, our interviewees included not only HR professionals but
also consultants and works council members, all of whom were
either directly or indirectly involved in implementing HRA tools
and practices in organisations or advising HR practitioners or
works councils in the process. In the following, we will outline
our data collection and analysis methods following recent rec-
ommendations (Budhwar et al. 2024, 849f).

3.1 | Participant Profile and Data Collection

Owing to the specific nature of our research question and our
interest in capturing a diverse set of practitioners involved in the
implementation and application of HRA, we used a purposive
sampling strategy (Robinson 2014; Suri 2011). We identified and
approached organisations that use HRA or are involved in the
implementation process by screening practitioner articles and
professional platforms (e.g., LinkedIn) and by attending prac-
titioner conferences and industry meet‐ups. In addition, we
tried to cover similar industries, roles and seniority levels across
three country contexts. Our data collection is situated in the
German‐speaking DACH region, comprising Germany, Austria
and Switzerland, where organisations apply HRA to a similar,
albeit limited, extent (Bechter, Brandl, and Lehr 2022). As HRA
is relatively new yet gaining prominence in the DACH region,
the practitioners in our sample have recent or concurrent
experience with implementing HRA tools and practices, thus
championing their use (Belizón and Kieran 2022; Coolen
et al. 2023). As a positive side effect, this sample from a
culturally and institutionally homogenous area (e.g., Krebs
et al. 2021) allowed us to conduct the majority of interviews in
German, the native language of most respondents. This enabled
them to articulate their insights in a nuanced manner (Cortazzi,
Pilcher, and Jin 2011) while also reducing language‐based
interpretation errors on our part. After familiarising ourselves
with the topic of HRA, the first two authors conducted and
transcribed 35 semi‐structured interviews from May 2022 to
April 2023. While most were conducted virtually, one took place
on the premise of the respective organisation and two were held
at university facilities. Starting with a narrative question about
the evolution of HRA in the respondents' respective organisa-
tion, our interview questions explored the key enablers and
barriers to HRA and how HRA practitioners are trying to
overcome them. The interviews averaged 48 min in length
(SD = 9.07), and participants gave their written informed con-
sent prior to the interviews. Our interviewees spanned a range
of industries (e.g., manufacturing, banking, retail) and seniority
levels (e.g., junior HRM business partner to head of HRM), of-
fering diverse perspectives on HRA. Table S1 details our in-
terviewees' key characteristics.
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In keeping with our practice‐theoretical framework (Björkman
et al. 2014), which recognises professional practices and norms as
transcending organisational boundaries, we supplemented our
interview data with observational data from settings like practi-
tioner conferences, HRA meet‐ups and webinars by software
providers.

Observations at these cross‐boundary events yielded more than
23 h of field notes as well as PowerPoint presentations, where
organisations shared their HRA‐related best practices, recent
advancements in their application of HRA and the challenges
faced during implementation. Although some events required a
participation fee, they were generally public and took place be-
tween June 2022 and December 2023. The materials and pre-
sentations were subsequently shared with the respective
audiences. The observations not only helped to understand the
context and practitioners' engagement with HRA but also
informed our sampling strategy and interview questions. More-
over, theyhelpedusbecomeacquaintedwith the emergingfield of
HRA, including relevant tools, abbreviations andKPIs targeted by
practitioners and the various professions and stakeholders
involved in implementing HRA. Although our analysis primarily
centres on the interviews, we used observations and field notes to
validate our findings (by drawing on a broader number of HRA
practitioners), identify key organisations in the field and recruit
additional interviewees.

Finally, we collected documents, including industry guidelines,
trade union recommendations and materials shared by our in-
terviewees (e.g., ethics guidelines they used). Table 1 provides
more detail on the qualitative materials used in the study.

3.2 | Data Coding and Analysis

In line with similarly situated work (e.g., Fu, Keegan, and
McCartney 2022; McCartney and Fu 2024), we employed re-
flexive thematic analysis for data analysis, as outlined by Braun
and Clarke (2013, 2021). This flexible methodological approach
allowed us to ‘identify and make sense of patterns of meaning
across a dataset’ (Braun and Clarke 2021, 331). First, the two
lead authors separately familiarised themselves with the inter-
view data and coded it semantically using NVivo 20.6, gener-
ating a preliminary set of codes. Reflexive thematic analysis
treats these codes as single aspects or observations related to the
phenomenon of interest. As we were interested in the enact-
ment of HRA, these codes entail instances where this occurred

(e.g., see the illustrative quotations in Table 2). Second, these
initial codes were abstracted into themes (i.e., patterns of shared
meaning, united by a central concept or idea, Braun and
Clarke 2013) and sub‐themes (i.e., facets of these shared
meaning patterns). For instance, we abstracted the in‐vivo‐code
‘[T]here is a great opportunity to make the value contribution
very clear in the way business works, namely by counting,
measuring and weighing’, into the sub‐theme of ‘enhancing
connectivity to dominant language game’. Third, the first two
authors discussed the codes, sub‐themes and themes to reach a
consensus on a unified set and appropriate labels. We used this
coding structure for a second round of coding. To align our
research with the academic discourse, we presented preliminary
versions of our findings at key conferences. The feedback
received was instrumental in refining our focus, prompting a
shift from examining contextual boundary conditions of HRA to
delving deeper into practitioners' actual doings and sayings, that
is, their enactment of HRA. Fourth, the thematic map was
reviewed by the entire author team, leading to a more refined
and parsimonious version that was also presented at relevant
conferences. At this stage, we identified two overarching
themes: opportunities for strategic recognition and tactical
manoeuvring. The first theme centres on the opportunities
arising from the advent of HRA, while the second focuses on
their actual enactment. The theme of opportunities for strategic
recognition entails potentialities that arise from implementing
HRA. Based on differences in material arrangements, we
distinguished three sub‐themes that are outlined in our find-
ings. On a more nuanced level, for tactical manoeuvring as the
enactment of HRA, we identified four tactics that differ in their
organisational orientation (bottom‐up vs. top‐down) and stra-
tegic focus (on users vs. on topics). Our themes and sub‐themes
were then organised into a provisional thematic map, that is a
visual representation of themes, sub‐themes and their potential
relationships. Fifth, in a final round of refinement, we trian-
gulated our thematic map with our observational notes and
documents (e.g., presentations from practitioner conferences).
While this triangulation did not uncover new themes or sub‐
themes, it provided broader insights, including additional in-
stances where HRA practitioners employed the identified tac-
tics. For example, in the case of the ‘stealth projects’ tactic, we
discovered that it is not only utilised by a wider range of HRA
practitioners but also targeted at other organisational stake-
holders, such as employees and works councils. Furthermore,
they pointed us to the increasing relevance of HRA practitioners
promoting their added value to their organisation. This step
reinforced the validity and relevance of our findings, which

TABLE 1 | Overview of the qualitative material and its purpose for the respective study.

Data source Type of data Use in the analysis
Interviews A total of 35 semi‐structured interviews with various

actors involved in HRA implementation and use
These interviews are central to our analysis and inform

our coding and the initial thematic map

Observations Observations from practitioners' conferences focused on
HRM datafication. Conducted by three of the authors,
the 4‐day conference included 23 h of participant
observations, supplemented by 23 slide decks

We used the observations, notes and presentations to
refine our coding scheme, validate findings from the

interviews and recruit additional interviewees

Documents Industry guidelines (2), trade union materials (5), ethical
guidelines (2) and advertisements from consultancies (3)

and tool developers (3)

These documents helped us to identify relevant HRA
practitioner groups, familiarise ourselves with HRA

practices and inform our interviews
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TABLE 2 | Data structure.

Themes Sub‐themes Representative quotations
Opportunities for strategic
recognition

Assuming a central position After we had done some analyses, we realised that, OK,
we have an unbelievable amount of work to collect the
data over and over again. And that's what finally triggered
the issue. And that was four years ago. We needed a data
strategy for our personnel data that wasn't just oriented
towards the operational use of the data but also towards
the strategic analytical use of the data. At that point, the
decision was finally made. OK, we had to put the topic on
a more solid footing and not run off every time with a use
case orientation and do everything from scratch, but we
actually have to start with the groundwork. […] And that
was ultimately the starting signal for what we have now:
Namely, a central database where we can store personnel
data on an individual level in anonymised form for

reporting and analysis purposes for 10 years. Therefore,
we can carry out analyses with much less upfront effort in

data collection and processing

Enhancing connectivity to dominant
language game

[T]here is a great opportunity to make the value
contribution very clear in the way business works, namely

by counting, measuring and weighing

Reducing administrative work And through digitisation, we expect that we will no longer
have to collect these figures manually to such an extent,
but that they will simply be started automatically through
a workflow and not from a personnel request to a filling. If
this entire process is digitised, it will be easier for us to
measure throughput times and other times like time to fill,
time to hire and applicant acceptance rate after a process
because everything is digitised and mapped in a workflow

The bigger the company, the more you need to establish
yourself. And the more you expand as a company, the
more you need tools. Because the more a company pushes
in a corporate direction, the more impossible it becomes
for you to trade all your data, eventually. You just can't.
So, you save manpower by using tools and automating
things. And I mean, we know that this is not rocket

science, that automation saves resources. You can do excel
spreadsheets in a company with 10 employees; I'm sure it
will work great there. But now we have 400 employees,

and that's not possible

Tactical manoeuvring Capturing contextual challenges I believe this really emerged from the crisis. I believe that,
without the crisis, we could still have seen that we need to
become more efficient and get more data. But that really
gave the whole thing an extreme push. And a legal
framework, where we're obligated to do something, of
course, really helps us. Then I don’t need to argue whether
or not this makes sense. I Just say, ‘it has to be done’. For

example, the EU directive that is coming and the
NaDiVeG [Austria's national implementation of the EU
directive on the reporting of non‐financial and diversity

information]. So, legal frameworks help us in
implementation, for sure

(Continues)
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eventually included the two themes and seven sub‐themes
detailed in the findings section. Sixth and finally, we inte-
grated the thematic map of our findings with existing literature
and our theoretical background (see Figure 1), leading to the
inclusion of material arrangements and the normative back-
ground. This integration culminated in our framework
(Figure 2) and the more general conclusions presented in the
discussion section.

4 | Findings

In this section, we present two interlocking and overarching
themes identified in our qualitative data. First, our results
indicate that practitioners see an opportunity to enhance their
strategic influence through the reconfiguration of material ar-
rangements that support, enable and transmit the collection and
analysis of digital data. We explicate the opportunities for
furthering HRM's strategic recognition arising from the imple-
mentation of and investment in HRA tools. However, while

reflecting on their implementation processes, many in-
terviewees recounted struggles to enact HRA practices in ways
that lead other stakeholders to recognise the strategic relevance
of their practices and results. Thus, our second theme encom-
passes concrete tactics through which practitioners seek to
demonstrate their strategic relevance to have an impact on key
stakeholders.

4.1 | Opportunities for Strategic Recognition

Our data repeatedly associates HRA with opportunities for
greater strategic recognition, suggesting that there are oppor-
tunities for gaining strategic recognition resulting from the
implementation of HRA. One HR practitioner describes how
their department developed analytical and reporting capabilities
through HRA implementation, enabling strategic workflow
planning. Enabling strategic workforce planning practices
highlighted HRM's value as a strategic business partner for
organisational value creation:

TABLE 2 | (Continued)

Themes Sub‐themes Representative quotations
Running stealth projects She [the CHRO] funnels down the information to us so

that we can start working on it […]. And so, when the
opportunity arises, we're ready to engage in the

conversation and say, ‘Yes, you have a real issue with
people cost there […]’. so it's not as straightforward as the
head of HR comes to us for whichever region and comes
to us and says, ‘Yes, guys I have an issue’. Today it's not
the case. It's more there is this issue floating. And you try

to grab it and put an analytical lens onto it

Using guerilla tactics Because we said, OK, if we can't do this centrally, then we
will do it through guerrilla tactics and train people in the
organisation so that they can build their own use cases
and then at some point knock on the door of the head
office and say, ‘We can't support this on our own anymore;
can you help us?’ this way, we create a need within the
organisation. […] then, at the head office, we'd say,

‘There's a need in the organisation, and we have to serve
it. We have to produce the centralised thing now’. so, I
would say you need to accomplish two things: Show the
potential and then support people who work on this topic
in the organisation so that it spreads like a wildfire

Busting myths It was also interesting to be able to somehow refute
prejudices or hypotheses from the HR world or business in
general. For example, one statement was like this: ‘Yes, I
have such a high sickness rate because all the employees
are so old’. […] And then, the production plant said: ‘Yes,
we can’t do anything about our sickness rate; we have
older employees’. And then we can just go into the data
and say: ‘No, it’s not just due to age. It's also due, for

example, to how employees distribute their vacation time.
Or it's also due to how ergonomic the workplaces are. Or
it's also down to how the commuting distance is’. so, it
was good to refute statements like ‘it's always been like

this’
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[F]acts are friendly. […] If you can prove something
based on data, then it’s harder to come along and say,
‘Oh, the little HR people, they have no idea what we’re
actually doing here’, and ignore it. This has changed
dramatically in the six years that we’ve been doing
this. […] There’s a lot of strategic workflow planning
involved. […] There’s a lot of strategic influence based
on analysis and reporting results, and that could
intensify even more.

(Interview 24, HR professional, Germany)

As indicated in the quotation above, the increasing data focus
facilitated byHRAoften relates to a changing recognition ofHRM
practitioners and their strategic relevance; they are no longer seen
as ‘little HR people’. Our data identifies three central sub‐themes
that capture how HR practitioners perceive the implementation
of HRA as creating opportunities for strategic recognition.

4.1.1 | Facilitating Centralised Oversight

By collecting and abstracting data in centralised infrastructures,
such as data lakes, HR practitioners gain an overview of
different organisational datasets and streams and, in some cases,
consolidate them. The desire for such a position of central
oversight was one of the driving factors in the HRA projects of
our interlocutors. As one practitioner recalls:

As a company, you don't really have an overview of
what people can actually do in the organisation. That
was the starting point, and we then tackled the issue
with this big data in HR idea.

(Interview 24, HR professional, Germany)

This position is often associated with an opportunity for
advancing strategic recognition. Another practitioner argues
that collecting and abstracting data in a centralised way enables
him to ‘offer a service (…) what we do here is primarily to
provide guidance on major issues, i.e., strategic issues that affect
the entire group’. This position is likened, by another practi-
tioner, to a cockpit: ‘I have a functional HR strategy at the top,
and I need a control cockpit there, just as I have one at the value
driver level in the finance area’. This comparison between the
roles of finance and HRM, expressed through the metaphor of a
cockpit, relates to another central theme: enhancing connec-
tivity to dominant language games.

4.1.2 | Enhancing Connectivity to Dominant Language
Game

In abstracting and collecting data through centralised in-
frastructures, HRA implementation can lead to an increased
quantification and commensurability of HR's domain knowl-
edge. For HR practitioners, this results in novel opportunities to
enhance their connectivity to dominant language game, aligning
the form and content of their communication with the eco-
nomic rationale central to top management's strategic decision

making. This is often directly linked to complaints about a
prevailing lack of recognition by top management.

HR, if you'll forgive me, has been a bit trapped in a
therapy circle for years, where people have always felt
sorry for each other about the lack of appreciation, and
there's a great opportunity to make the value contri-
bution very clear in the way business works, namely
by counting, measuring and weighing.

(Interview 25, Consultant, DACH region)

The quotation above suggests an argument for a more numbers‐
driven, scientific managerial practice as a step towards strategic
recognition. However, this re‐orientation around analytical and
quantifying practices also brings challenges. Some HR practi-
tioners express concerns about losing their ability to make good
subjective decisions. As one interviewee puts it, ‘The ability to
make good personnel selections in a company—in other words,
good matching, good assessments and, in the end, subjective
evaluation. If I hand this ability over to algorithms, I lose abil-
ities similar to core competencies’. Thus, practitioners navigate
a tension in which processes that may develop the potential to
connect to dominant language games can also diminish sub-
jective, embodied know‐how by reducing the need to engage in
certain practices. This automation of certain practices is, in
some instances, also seen as an opportunity because it reduces
administrative work.

4.1.3 | Reducing Administrative Work

In some instances, the automation of rather administrative
routines can result in the development of novel capabilities
because it allows HR practitioners to focus on engaging with
strategic considerations of what ‘really matters’. For instance,
one practitioner notes that once staff planning is digitised, he
can spend more time analysing and improving it ‘because, at the
moment, it's very, very, very tedious and time‐consuming to
handle this administrative process’.

Thus, our interlocutors argue that having formalised procedures
or automated systems that take over these tasks could free up
resources for HR practitioners, allowing them to elevate their
strategic recognition more effectively. This potential was clearly
expressed in practitioner presentations as well as the following
quote:

I believe that the focus that you mentioned earlier will
generally be much more on […] strategically oriented
topics, and then culture development, than opera-
tional processes, contracts and so on were many years
ago. These are topics that will take a back seat. Why?
Because we can automate muchmore. Because we can
operationalise things and focus much more on other
topics. […] Accordingly, the requirements will in-
crease, and as a company, you have to think about
where you put your resources, and accordingly, you
put your HR resources into strategic, developing,
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conceptual […] rather than pure processes, oper-
ationalisation, service, legal concerns or anything else.

(Interview 21, Head of HR, Switzerland)

4.2 | Tactical Manoeuvring

Our findings show that the introduction of HRA was welcomed
as creating new opportunities to make the case for HRM's
strategic recognition. However, these potential benefits do not
necessarily translate into strategic recognition of HR practi-
tioners. This is exemplified by some organisations in our sample
that required support from consultancies because they had
difficulties linking their data analysis to strategic issues. More-
over, reducing administrative tasks does not guarantee that
spare time will be strategically utilised instead of being allocated
to other administrative work. This is illustrated by complaints
about the tedious work of cleaning and consolidating data
points, which results in practitioners not having enough time
for ‘actually analysing the data’. Thus, a central issue for our
interlocutors was the question of how one might enact HRA in a
way that demonstrates their strategic relevance to key stake-
holders. Our findings suggest that this concern drives certain
tactical manoeuvres aimed at influencing and participating in
strategic decision making, potentially prompting further in-
vestments in staff or IT systems supporting HRA, as one prac-
titioner outlines:

So, for example, we recently worked with a client that
was a very keen enthusiast and HR reporting lead who
wanted to move into the people analytics area. How-
ever, he was one of those people struggling to
convince his bosses to get started. At one point, he got
a little bit of a budget, so we could help him build a
first use case. We also helped him to pick the right
topic strategically so that with this use case, he could
create an impact during an internal road show among
the stakeholders.

(Interview 22, HRA consultant, Switzerland)

In the following, we present four tactical manoeuvres employed
by practitioners in our study.

4.2.1 | Capturing Contextual Challenges as
Opportunities

First, practitioners tactically select central business challenges
as opportunities to invest in and leverage HRA. By capturing
contextual challenges as opportunities, they frame larger pres-
sures on their organisations—such as the skilled labour
shortage in the IT sector—as necessitating a strategic response
from HRM through its data‐analytical capabilities.

When COVID hit two or three years ago, we all of a
sudden got many requests, and suddenly the sceptical
board or the people who may be not so keen on
discovering the power of people analytics wanted to
get steering information, mainly descriptive at first:

How productive are my people? How many sick days
are there? Will the business continue to perform well?
Because there was so much uncertainty, they were
desperately looking for numbers.

(Interview 18, Head of HR, Austria)

This theme is also evident in our observations, where HR prac-
titioners highlight, for instance, how the HRA team's analyses
inform their organisation's post‐COVID remote work strategy.
Thus, by selecting use cases for data collection and analysis that
address crucial challenges or by framing recent crises like the
invasion of Ukraine as ‘people challenges’, practitioners under-
score the need to enhance HR's analytical capabilities, thereby
encouraging further investment in these areas.

Moreover, interview partners mentioned increasing regulatory
pressures for more detailed and extensive reporting. Using these
external pressures as starting points for data collection and
analysis practice, practitioners can conveniently point to regu-
latory bodies to argue for investments in HRA. This is exem-
plified by an HR practitioner in Austria, who explains how
recently passed laws facilitate such an investment:

And a legal framework, where we’re obligated to do
something, of course, really helps us. Then I don’t
need to argue whether or not this makes sense. I just
say, ‘It has to be done.’ For example, the EU directive
that is coming and the NaDiVeG [Austria’s national
implementation of the EU directive on the reporting
of non‐financial and diversity information]. So, legal
frameworks help us in implementation, for sure.
Otherwise, I would have to talk until I was blue in the
face about why this [implementation] makes sense.

(Interview 23, HR professional, Austria)

As indicated by our interviewee, having a regulatory tailwind,
often tied to directives imposing penalties on top executives for
non‐compliance (e.g., ESG reporting), is a major factor in
framing contextual challenges as opportunities for HRA
investment.

4.2.2 | Running Stealth Projects

Thus, capturing contextual challenges as opportunities entails
tactically selecting strategically relevant themes as occasions for
HR data analysis. Moreover, the way in which issues are
selected for concrete analysis also emerges in our interviews as
an opportunity for tactical manoeuvring. One example of this is
what one interviewee referred to as carrying out analyses in
stealth mode. This involves conducting analyses without the
knowledge of the stakeholders who would find the results
relevant. Once they have satisfying results, the HRA team pre-
sents these insights to the stakeholders to incentivise further
engagements. In stealth mode projects, the target audience (e.g.,
managers) remains unaware, thus eliminating the need for
them to explicitly request an analysis. The success of stealth
projects depends on HRA practitioners' ability to identify a
‘floating issue’ and prepare an initial analysis.
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It’s more that there’s this issue floating. And you try to
[…] grab it, put an analytical lens onto it and make
your voice heard. […] It’s a bit in stealth mode. She
[the CHRO] funnels down the information to us so
that we can start working on it […]. And so, when the
opportunity arises, we’re ready to engage in the con-
versation and say, ‘Yes, you have a real issue with
people cost there […].’ So it’s not as straightforward as
the head of HR coming to us for whichever region and
saying, ‘Yes, guys I have an issue.’ Today, it’s not the
case. It’s more that there’s this issue floating. And you
try to grab it and put an analytical lens onto it.

(Interview 27, HRA manager, Switzerland)

Thus, the topics for stealth projects are chosen tactically by
someone familiar with the floating issues at the top manage-
ment level. By focusing on key decision makers who might not
be aware of or even sceptical of the potential of HRA, practi-
tioners can demonstrate their strategic added value to these
stakeholders, aiming for follow‐up projects.

4.2.3 | Using Guerrilla Tactics

Another tactical manoeuvre to increase the impact and rele-
vance of analytical practices identified in our data is what one
interviewee referred to as guerilla tactics. These involve con-
ducting grassroots campaigns to demonstrate to stakeholders
the potential uses of HRA. Similar to the running of stealth
projects, this tactic is seen as enabling actionability in the
absence of direct central support. This is done, for example, by
encouraging diverse stakeholders in the organisation to build
their own dashboards, thereby creating a decentralised user
community. As one interviewee explains: ‘We said, OK, if we
can't do this centrally, then we will use guerrilla tactics and
train people in the organisation so that they can build their own
use cases’. If successful, this tactic cultivates a growing user
community that leverages the available data, which can then be
used as an argument for more investment in a more centralised
(and more expensive) HRA team and software solutions.

Then at some point, there’s a knock on the door of the
head office, and someone says, ‘We can’t support this
on our own anymore; can you help us?’ This way, we
create a need within the organisation. […] Then, at the
head office, we’d say, ‘There’s a need in the organi-
sation, and we have to serve it. We have to produce the
centralised thing now.’ So, I would say you need to
accomplish two things: Show the potential and then
support people who work on this topic in the organi-
sation so that it spreads like wildfire.

(Interview 24, HR professional, Germany)

Although this approach is more bottom‐up than previous tactics,
it serves the same objective: demonstrating the relevance of
HRM's capabilities to key decision‐makers in hopes of increasing
investment in the supporting infrastructures.

4.2.4 | Busting Myths

The final tactic of rendering HRA practices relevant and im-
pactful involves conducting analyses that yield counterintuitive
results, thereby challenging ‘old truths’ or ‘myths’ within the
organisation.

You want to address areas where you can make an
impact, ideally. Where do you believe, without being
certain, that there are myths about an organisation?

(Interview 22, HRA consultant, Switzerland)

For example, challenging stereotypical assumptions such as
‘higher average age of employees leads to higher sickness rates’.
This myth‐busting approach enhances the potential impact of
the analyses and, thus, demonstrates their value.

It was also interesting to be able to somehow refute
prejudices or hypotheses from the HR world or busi-
ness in general. For example, one statement was like
this: ‘Yes, I have such a high sickness rate because all
the employees are so old.’ […] And then, the produc-
tion plant said, ‘We can’t do anything about our
sickness rate; we have older employees.’ Then we can
just go into the data and say: ‘No, it’s not just due to
age. It’s also due, for example, to how employees
distribute their vacation time. […] Or it’s also down to
the commuting distance.’ So, it was good to refute
statements like ‘it’s always been like this'.

(Interview 15, HR professional, Germany)

By challenging longstanding assumptions, practitioners can,
firstly, draw attention to people‐related issues, and secondly,
demonstrate the need to approach these issues through data
analysis by showing that common perceptions and heuristics
are incorrect. To decision‐makers, such examples underscore
the need for more analyses and analytical capabilities to better
understand complex problems.

5 | Discussion

HRA has been heralded as a novel opportunity to enhance the
strategic recognition of HRM (Marler and Parry 2016; Min-
baeva 2021), a lack of which has been lamented and discussed
since the institutionalisation of HRM as a managerial and ac-
ademic field (Jacques 1999; Legge 1995). Our findings demon-
strate concrete ways in which practitioners expect novel
opportunities for strategic recognition to arise from the imple-
mentation of HRA. They also point to significant difficulties in
actually seizing these opportunities for strategic recognition.
This opens up a space for tactical manoeuvring in which
practitioners enact their newly acquired capabilities in ways
that demonstrate their strategic relevance to key stakeholders.
Our practice‐theoretical framework allows us to analyse both
the emergence of opportunities for strategic influence and the
tactical manoeuvring for strategic recognition. We focus on the
nexus between the actual doings and sayings of practitioners,
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the way they enact particular practices and how that enactment
is influenced by material arrangements and normative evalua-
tions. Figure 2 gives an overview.

The opportunities arising from the implementation of HRA are
closely related to a reconfiguration of material arrangements
that support, transmit or enable HRA‐related practices (Morton,
Amrollahi, and Wilson 2022) and that practitioners can leverage
to gain strategic recognition. A few examples from our data can
illustrate this. Developed data infrastructures support analytical
practices that rely on the central collection of data. HR tools
such as dashboards transmit HR‐related issues in quantitative
and diagrammatical forms. This allows HR practitioners to in-
crease their connectivity to managerial language games and
participate in the ongoing managerial conversation. The auto-
mation of certain routines, such as data collection and cleaning,
enables HR practitioners to focus their energy on what they
construe as more strategic and analytical practices.

It is striking that in our data, the opportunities associated with
this reconfiguration of material arrangements are often dis-
cussed with emphatic self‐descriptions as ‘becoming strategic’.
Here, the normative side of our theoretical framework comes
into play, and Figure 2 shows the importance of normative
evaluations in recognising emerging opportunities. Insofar as
enactments of doings and sayings are recognised as belonging to
a certain practice, they are always subject to normative evalu-
ations. Thus, the recognition of an (opportunity for) action as
strategic is always normatively charged. Critical analyses of
common conceptions of strategy have identified their key
normative underpinnings, such as a privileging of positions of
detachment and transcendence, rational planning and a corre-
sponding devaluation of everydayness and routineness (Chia
and Holt 2006; Clegg, Carter, and Kornberger 2004). This is
especially pronounced in the context of strategy because the
recognition of strategic relevance connects practitioners to po-
sitions of authority within organisations (Knights and

Morgan 1991; Vaara and Whittington 2012). In describing the
opportunities arising from the reconfiguration of material ar-
rangements in HRA implementation, the study participants
explicitly address these normative dimensions. For example,
they argue that the centralised collection of data allows them a
detached and rational overview, enabling them to identify and
guide strategic issues or defining ‘what the real “problems” are
(…) and what are the parameters of the “real solution” to them’
(Knights and Morgan 1991, 260). They also emphasise how
HRA emphasises quantitative measurement, shaping the form
their issues can take (Denis, Langley, and Rouleau 2006).
Furthermore, in their insistence that automation may free up
time for what ‘really matters’, they imply a devaluation of
everyday operational practice ‘on the hoof’, which ‘is rooted in
non‐deliberate practical coping’ and does not carry ‘strategic
weight’ (Chia and Holt 2006, 643).

Normative evaluations also come to the fore when practices are
enacted through the doings and sayings of practitioners.
Figure 2 illustrates our conceptualisation of the enactments of
HRA as tactical manoeuvring, informed by the desire to gain
strategic recognition and, consequently, by the normative eval-
uations such recognition rests upon. Practitioners enacting
these manoeuvres follow the basic premise that those who can
identify issues and frame them as requiring a solution based on
their own expertise can also claim a strategic (i.e., authoritative)
position (Knights and Morgan 1991; Pettigrew 1977).

We can differentiate the four tactics identified in our findings
into those that indicate needs and those that set themes. In both
cases, HRA practitioners use tactical manoeuvring through the
purposeful identification and framing of issues to increase their
strategic recognition. The latter category includes ‘stealth pro-
jects’ and ‘myth busting’. Both enact analytical practices, but in
the enactment of these practices, they tactically select their
focus to increase their relevance. Thus, by mobilising tacit
knowledge about latent issues within the organisations, these

FIGURE 2 | Framework of the tactical manoeuvring of HRA to alter HRM's strategic recognition.

607 of 816

 17488583, 2025, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1748-8583.12583 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [04/12/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



tactics work to explicitly frame such issues as themes in
organisational discourse, thereby granting them impact. In the
case of stealth projects, this is done through a ‘skilled revelation’
(Backsell and Schwarzkopf 2023) of an analysis prepared ‘under
the radar’. In the case of myth busting, questioning commonly
held believes lends the result of the analytical practice a surprise
element, thus increasing its value and impact as novel infor-
mation and an important theme (Cooper 1987). In both in-
stances, a tactical consideration of the impact and the reaction
of the target audience informs the performance of the analytical
practice and tries to make a theme salient by labelling it as
‘strategic’ insofar as it ‘challenge[s] what had been previously
taken for granted’ (Freedman 2013, 610).

The discursive ‘capture of contextual challenges’ and the ‘gue-
rilla tactics’ do not rely as much on setting themes within an
organisation—although this partially plays a role—but seek to
indicate needs that can be met through investment in HRA.
Here, too, strategic relevance is demonstrated through the
tactical explication of issues purportedly pertaining to organ-
isational success. In the case of capturing external challenges,
this happens by pointing to certain environmental factors,
mostly grand challenges, which are fitting candidates for stra-
tegic issues. In the case of guerilla tactics, HR practitioners
create an internal demand for certain tools and infrastructures
that they then argue need to be met. For example, by trans-
mitting HR data to a large number of stakeholders through
dashboards, practitioners may create internal demand for more
HR data that can only be met through centralised and concerted
development of HRA capabilities. This leads to a reinforcement
of the changes in the material arrangements undergirding HRA
practices, from which novel opportunities for enhancing stra-
tegic recognition emerge.

Thus, Figure 2 depicts an ideal‐typical process through which
HR practitioners may seek to gain strategic recognition. Op-
portunities for strategic recognition arise from a reconfiguration
of material arrangements that can support, transmit and enable
novel analytical, communicative and other practices linked to
HRA. Their recognition as such is influenced by the normative
underpinnings of common notions of being or becoming stra-
tegic, including the valuation of detached oversight and the
devaluation of administrative practice. However, to enact these
novel opportunities tactical manoeuvres must be employed,
which means that practitioners' enactments align with implicit
tactical considerations for impact, influence and recognition.
These performances are, again, informed by normative un-
derstandings of what it might mean to be strategic, and they can
enhance strategic recognition by setting themes and indicating
needs. These tactical manoeuvres fulfil their purpose when they
can demonstrate practitioners' strategic relevance, which then
can trigger further investment in the material arrangements that
support, enable and transmit their analytical and increasingly
strategic practice.

Our analysis makes three contributions to the ongoing conver-
sations around HRM and HRA. First, we speak to empirical
studies on the local enactments ofHRA (Belizón andKieran 2022;
Ellmer and Reichel 2021; McCartney and Fu 2024) and connect it
to the promise of enhanced strategic recognition,which, although
hinted at in academic commentary on HRA, is rarely explicitly

addressed in the empirical literature (Minbaeva 2021; Rasmus-
sen, Ulrich, and Ulrich 2023; Ulrich and Dulebohn 2015). In line
with previous work (e.g., Kim, Wang, and Boon 2021; Loscher
and Bader 2022; Marler and Parry 2016), we argue that, far from
being solely a determining factor, technological change (in the
form of HRA) creates novel opportunities for strategic recogni-
tion. However, we go beyond that by shedding light on HR
practitioners' local interpretations and tactics that account for
how these opportunities are utilised. Specifically, our analysis
explicates that taking these opportunities comes down to HR
practitioners' skilful and tactical enactment of the affordances of
the material arrangements in practice. For example, our findings
suggest that some practitioners tactically choose to apply inno-
vative analyses enabled by HRA to topics that are only latent in
the organisation (e.g., reasons for variance in personnel costs or
commitment) and pursue them without a direct mandate by top
management. In doing so, they engage in a skilled revelation of
important issues. This recasts the sites of HRA's local enactment
(Schatzki 2005) as spaces for tactical manoeuvring and suggests
that such enactments are informed by and vary based on tactical
considerations. In line with practice‐theoretical approaches to
HR (Björkman et al. 2014) and strategic management, we argue
that studying tactics as ‘important units of organizational anal-
ysis’ (Mackay and Zundel 2017, 188) can substantially contribute
to the literature on local enactments of HRA by relating them to
an awareness of and struggle with practitioners' positions and
recognition within organisations (Kyriakides 2018; Vaara and
Whittington 2012).

Second, we add to the longstanding conversation on the role of
HRM in organisations and its striving for a place at the table of
strategically important actors (Dyer 1983; Golden and Ram-
anujam 1985). While there has been substantial debate on the
effects of structural factors such as the gender of HRM personnel
(Reichel, Brandl, and Mayrhofer 2013) or outsourcing and
development (Reichel and Lazarova 2013), our paper reconnects
this discussion with political and processual understandings of
strategy formation and positions (Hendry and Pettigrew 1990;
Legge 1995). This understanding is echoed by recent contribu-
tions in the field of HRM (Hermans and Ulrich 2021; Steffensen
et al. 2019). Steffensen Jr. and colleagues, for instance, call for a
stronger focus on HR managers, their actions and communica-
tions as ‘an important next step in fully understanding HRM, and
the role that managers play in it’ (2019, 2413). We partially
address this gap in HRA by examining the role of HRMmanagers
and the tactics they deploy. However, our results also offer
broader conclusions for the scientific debate on HRM's strategic
recognition by extending seminal work (e.g., Legge 1995) and
highlighting the critical role of influence tactics (Björkman
et al. 2014) and the normative background (Loscher, Splitter, and
Seidl 2019) against which these tactics are evaluated. This
emphasis on individuals, the tactics they deploy and the
normative dimensions enriches our understanding of how HRM
gains or is denied strategic legitimacy within organisations.

Lastly and more generally, by emphasising the important role of
the normative background, we highlight the central normative
dimension of practice theory (Loscher, Splitter, and Seidl 2019;
Rouse 2007; Schatzki 2005), which has often been overlooked in
practice‐theoretical discussions of HRM specifically (Björkman
et al. 2014; Cayrat and Boxall 2022; Ellmer and Reichel 2021)
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and organisation studies more broadly (cf. Chia and Holt 2006;
Gherardi 2000). We argue that having a stronger focus on the
normative dimensions is crucial for studying and theorising
practitioners' attempts to enhance their strategic recognition
and gain managerial ascendancy (Armstrong 1985). This is
because recognition as strategically relevant is essential for
practitioners ‘competing for resources within the managerial
hierarchy’ (Knights and Morgan 1990, 479). This recognition is
informed by historically specific normative understandings of
what it means to be strategic: rational, detached, integrating
means and ends etc (Clegg, Carter, and Kornberger 2004;
Knights and Morgan 1991). Such an insistence on the normative
underpinning of strategic practice could also serve as a correc-
tive to the de‐politicising tendency of some practice‐theoretical
approaches to strategy research criticised by Freedman (2013,
554 ff.). According to Freedman, depicting the formation of
organisational strategy as emerging from the ongoing praxis
within organisations and across hierarchical levels risks over-
looking the exclusive and political nature of this process: Put
simply, some groups of practitioners are seen as more strategi-
cally relevant than others and are, thus, more likely to be
included in strategic decision making and to draw attention to
certain issues (Pettigrew 1972, 1977). This unequal distribution
of strategic recognition places pressure on practitioners to
tactically manoeuvre their way into strategic influence, an effort
informed not only by the material arrangements supporting,
transmitting and enabling their practices but also by normative
evaluations of what is and is not considered emphatically
strategic.

Our study clearly has limitations. First, our sample partially
suffers from survivor bias, which can influence our data and
analysis. The study participants were, by and large, successful in
establishing HRA tools and practices in their organisation and
were more likely to share success stories than failures. There-
fore, we have data on a few cases where practitioners failed in
their attempts to implement HRA tools and practices and gain
strategic recognition from doing so. Two current strands of
literature point to interesting directions through which one
might account for the failures to adopt HRA and pocket its
benefits in terms of strategic recognition. First, recent ethno-
graphic case studies trace processes through which practitioners
engaged in data analytics can become captured by key stake-
holders from other practitioner groups (Jörden, Sage, and
Trusson 2022; Stice‐Lusvardi, Hinds, and Valentine 2023). As a
result, although these practitioners may have advanced analyt-
ical skills, they are unable to use them to leverage their position
because most of their professional practice is geared to the needs
of other stakeholders. One might thus imagine, for example,
members of top management teams imposing their own needs,
goals and standards on HRA practitioners, which would be to
the detriment of the latter's ability to gain managerial ascen-
dancy and strategic recognition. A second recent strand of
literature focuses on the level of individual adoption to account
for the specific antecedents of individual willingness to engage
with HRA (Bentvelzen, Boon, and Den Hartog 2024; Hülter,
Ertel, and Heidemann 2024). These studies identify technolog-
ical, individual and organisational‐cultural characteristics that
influence this willingness (for an overview, see e.g., Wang
et al. 2024). For theoretical and methodological reasons such as
the cross‐sectional sampling of interview partners and our

theoretical focus on what practitioners do rather than what and
how they are, our study does not account for differences among
individual practitioners and between the specific material ar-
rangements in use. The lessons from both recent strands of
literature lead us to posit that comparative qualitative case
studies (e.g., Belizón and Kieran 2022) are a fruitful avenue for
future empirical research. Such a comparative research design
could nuance the model proposed in Figure 2 by showing how
organisational processes, such as professional capture, and in-
dividual, organisational and technological characteristics influ-
ence the implementation and use of HRA in different contextual
settings.

In addition, our interviews and observations span a wide range
of organisations using HRA to varying degrees and at different
stages of sophistication. The cross‐sectional nature of our data
limits our ability to fully capture the long‐term effects of
different ways of dealing with HRA on HRM practitioners'
strategic recognition, such as which tactic is more or less
effective over time, and to identify boundary conditions, such as
under what circumstances (e.g., organisational size, develop-
mental stage, organisational culture etc.) these tactics prove
effective. More longitudinal approaches to data gathering and
analysis would more accurately capture the dynamics over time,
thus constituting a promising avenue for future research. Third,
we focus on organisations in the German‐speaking DACH re-
gion, which has received little attention in previous work on this
topic (Coolen et al. 2023). While this helped to reduce language‐
based interpretation issues, it also limits the scope of our con-
clusions since prior research has highlighted the importance of
the national context for the adoption of HRA (Bechter, Brandl,
and Lehr 2022) and HRM's professional status (Cayrat and
Boxall 2023). Future studies might want to examine whether
our findings apply to other national or regional contexts where
HRA practices are more or less common (Bechter, Brandl, and
Lehr 2022).

6 | Concluding Remarks

The discourse on HRA often characterises it as a potentially
disruptive technology capable of having a positive impact on the
strategic recognition of HRM by providing HR practitioners
with novel capabilities. In our study, we unpack this relation-
ship by showing that such an effect depends on the imple-
mentation and enactment of HRA. Specifically, it depends on
how HR practitioners utilise opportunities for strategic recog-
nition derived from the material arrangements of HRA in
alignment with their ongoing normative evaluations. In doing
so, they use tactical manoeuvres that help them to strategise
towards greater strategic recognition. Our insights invite further
studies in the area of implementing HRA and its influence on
the strategic role of HRM.
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