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Abstract

In this paper we share our experience and 

examine some myths that exist among 

personnel (HR) professionals. In order to 

get an overview how deep is the gap be-

tween academic knowledge and everyday 

truths regarding personnel management 

we carried out the study in two phases. In 

the first phase we interviewed outstand-

ing Estonian personnel managers as an 

expert group, and the second phase inter-

viewed personnel professionals and non-

HR professionals from different occupa-

tions (engineers, bookkeepers, lawyers, 

civil servants, and teachers). We explored 

issues of knowledge in the field by look-

ing at the levels of agreement regarding 

the quality of research evidence in Work 

and Organizational Psychology (WOP). 

The study revealed that the work done 

in many personnel management fields is 

based on similar myths that exist among 

non-personnel professionals.

Background

The past decade has seen a divide de-

velop between academic knowledge and 

everyday truths regarding personnel man-

agement, and as a result differences have 

developed in the practical everyday work 

of human resource (HR) employees. Well-

known publications of human resource 

management (HRM, such as Human Re-

source Management and Human Re-

source Magazine) act as a bridge between 

knowledge and practice. These journals 

attempt to intermediate, reflect, and re-

phrase major academic positions, based 

on empirical studies and scientific fact, for 

those working in the personnel field. Un-

fortunately, these efforts sometimes end 

up looking like a fun-house mirror rather 

than a true reflection of the evidence that 

they are trying to represent. The afore-

mentioned publications and personnel 

management training textbooks and 

handbooks fail to address some of the ac-

ademic knowledge that is vital to HR work. 

Analysing the content of articles published 

over five years, researchers in the USA 
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(Rynes, Giluk, & Brown, 2007) reached 

the conclusion that topics addressed in 

publications and books that were geared 

towards practitioners addressed far less 

academic studies and literature. The au-

thors’ describe that most of the material 

concerned rotating topics du jour (such 

as emotional and social intelligence, 360° 

feedback) while knowledge necessary 

to personnel work (such as  employees’ 

mental abilities, personalities, and setting 

goals;  topics that are directly tied to and 

influence work and productivity) were ad-

dressed remarkably little. For example, the 

role of personality in choosing employees 

was addressed by three articles (0.4% of 

all articles published) in Human Resource 

Magazine and by two articles (1.2%) in 

Human Resource Management. Another 

negative trend affecting practices in HR is 

the quality of supporting evidence in arti-

cles and books geared towards practition-

ers. Many articles are based on individual 

experiences of practitioners; which leads 

to generalisations being made based on 

limited evidence.  As a result of this trend, 

divergent and incompatible knowledge is 

widespread among personnel managers 

resulting in decisions being made based 

on poor quality, or unproven knowledge.

 

Current research

In order to get an overview of the evi-

dence-base used in WOP in European 

countries, the European Network of Work 

and Organizational Psychology Professors 

(ENOP) carried out a study among the top 

specialists in WOP in 14 countries (Guest 

& Zijlstra, 2012). This study explored lev-

els of agreement on the quality of the 

research evidence base using a pan-

European sample of 75 senior academic 

WOP psychologists. In Estonia this study 

was broadened by adding 15 of most out-

standing Estonian personnel managers to 

the expert group. This work was the first 

phase of the study that we describe in this 

article.

In the second part of our study we exam-

ined two samples: a group of HR profes-

sionals and a control group of profession-

als from a variety of different occupations. 

We interviewed 63 HR professionals (58 

females, five males, with an average age 

32.4 years). The control group consists of 

64 non-HR professionals from different oc-

cupations such as engineers, book-keep-

ers, lawyers, civil servants, and teachers 

(56 females, eight males, with an average 

age 31.9 years). We proposed the same 

eight statements to both samples asking if 

they agreed or disagreed with each state-

ment (e.g., “Money does not motivate an 

employee to boost their productivity”). 

These statements were taken from the 

misunderstandings of research evidence 

(“myths”) that had vividly occurred in the 

first part of interview study. Both parts of 

Estonian study were carried out by the 

Department of Industrial Psychology at 

Tallinn University of Technology. 

Results

Our study shows there were few differ-

ences between the appreciations of re-

search evidence between the two sam-

ples. That is that both groups were likely 

to make judgements based on a general 

understanding of WOP than a specific 

knowledge-based known to their profes-

sion. With reference to Table 1 below it 

is apparent that in accepting or rejecting 

proposed statements HR professionals 

did not use or did not have the profes-

sional knowledge in their own field.
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Table 1 shows that there are a number of 

embedded attitudes (myths) that are not 

evidence-based. Four statements were 

judged, by the majority in both samples, 

adequately:

1. Money does not motivate an em-

ployee to boost productivity (66.6% 

disagree HR; 85% disagree non-HR);

6. Charismatic leaders are not as good 

(94.4% disagree HR; 100% disagree 

non-HR);

7. Labour unions conduct negotiations 

about wages instead of employees 

(86.1% disagree HR; 85% disagree non-

HR);

8. It is not possible to account and to 

prove the profitability of personnel se-

lection (66.7% HR disagree; 65% disa-

gree non-HR).

In contrast there were three statements in 

which majority from both samples judged 

inadequately:

Sample1 HR group Sample2 Non-HR 
group

Statements Agree 
(%)

Disagree
(%)

Agree 
(%)

Disagree
(%)

Money does not motivate an employee to 
boost their productivity.

33.4 66.6 15* 85*

It’s not possible to use a test to gauge an 
employee’s integrity in order to help decide 
whether to hire him or not.

63.9 36.1 65 35

Work stress is the primary reason for em-
ployees falling ill.

47.2 52.8 75* 25*

Including employees in the decision-making 
process is vital to improving work produc-
tivity.

83.3 16.7 95 5

Satisfaction with one’s work guarantees 
greater productivity and more loyalty to an 
organisation.

94.4 5.6 85 15

Charismatic leaders are not as good. 5.6 94.4 0 100

Labour unions conduct negotiations about 
wages instead of employees.

13.9 86.1 15 85

It is not possible to account and to prove 
the profitability of personnel selection.

33.3 66.7 35 65

Table 1. Personnel professionals’ and non-personnel professionals’ judgements

*Statistically different from the HR group (Sample 1) at p<0.05
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2. It’s not possible to use a test to 

gauge an employee’s integrity in order 

to help decide whether to hire him or 

not (36.1% disagree HR: 35% disagree 

non-HR);

4. Including employees in the decision-

making process is vital to improving 

work productivity (16.7% disagree HR; 

5% disagree non-HR);

5. Satisfaction with one’s work guaran-

tees greater productivity and more loy-

alty to an organisation (5.6% disagree 

HR; 15% disagree non-HR).  

One statement did show a significant dif-

ference (p<0.05) between the judgments 

of HR and non-HR samples:

3. Work stress is the primary reason for 

employees falling ill; (47.2% HR; 75% 

agree non-HR).

The prevailing view among non-person-

nel professionals was (incorrect) that work 

stress was the primary reason for employ-

ees falling ill.

Discussion

The results of ENOP WO Psychologists’ 

study shows that there were only seven 

of the 24 core findings on which over 75% 

of the participants agreed that there was 

good-quality evidence (Guest & Zijlstra, 

2012). It is concluded, in agreement with 

Briner and Rousseau (2011), that there is 

some way to go before WO Psycholo-

gists can begin to feel confident about the 

quality of much of their research evidence 

(Guest & Zijlstra, 2012). 

Based on results of the current study, four 

statements were judged in both samples 

adequately, and there were three state-

ments in which both samples judged inad-

equately. One statement did show a sig-

nificant difference (p<0.05) between the 

judgments of HR and non-HR samples i.e. 

“Work stress is the primary reason for em-

ployees falling ill”. We have to conclude 

that personnel professionals’ knowledge 

has not progressed far as 37.5% of judg-

ments made by personnel specialists 

were not supported by evidence. Most in-

triguing was the finding that there was not 

much difference between HR and non-HR 

samples by their level of knowledge.

Next we will examine, in turn, each of the 

statements we used in the study.

Myth 1 – Money does not motivate an 

employee to boost their productivity. 

This statement can be found in just about 

every HR management handbook or man-

agement training course. Empirical stud-

ies done in countries with a high standard 

of living confirm this statement. But, stud-

ies that have been carried out in countries 

that do not have such a high standard 

of living and quality of life (for example 

Eastern European countries) reveal that 

money is actually a very strong motiva-

tor. It seems that money loses its power 

as a motivator when the standard of living 

and quality of life are about equal to the 

employee’s expectations. As long as that 

balance does not exist, money is an im-

portant motivator in improving work pro-

ductivity. Even in the USA, studies reveal 

contradictions in employees’ statements 

regarding money as a motivator and their 

actual behaviour – employees talk about 

money as the least important motivator 

but their actual decisions and choices tell 
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a different story (Rynes, Gerhart, & Parks, 

2005; Rynes, Schwab, & Heneman, 1983).

Myth 2 – It’s not possible to use a test to 

gauge an employee’s integrity in order to 

help decide whether to hire him or not. 

Integrity tests are a type of personality test 

and can successfully predict whether a 

person will start stealing, or missing work 

on false pretexts (Ones, Viswesvaran, & 

Schmidt, 1993; Ones, Viswesvaran, & Re-

iss, 1996). In terms of their ability to predict 

work productivity, integrity tests are only 

slightly less effective than tests of work-

specific knowledge and trial assignments. 

To predict potential work motivators and 

work behaviours, organisations don’t nec-

essarily need to work out their own organ-

isation-specific integrity tests. Even gen-

eral integrity tests can reveal whether an 

employee will behave in accordance with 

an organisation’s standards and interests. 

Myth 3 – Work stress is the primary rea-

son for employees falling ill. Statistics on 

employee illnesses do not support this 

statement in any European country. Work 

stress is directly related to an employee’s 

productivity with companies likely to loose 

5-10% of their profit due to work stress 

(European Commission, 1999; Cooper, 

2011). Therefore, reducing work stress 

can mean more productive work is being 

done; with fewer errors or sub-standard 

products being produced, and friendlier 

customer service. The indirect role played 

by work stress in psychosomatic illnesses 

in employees has been proven, but it is 

quite certain that work stress is not the pri-

mary reason employees get sick. People 

can fall ill even when they feel no stress at 

all with common colds and ailments, and 

musculo-skeletal injuries.

Myth 4 – Including employees in the de-

cision-making process is vital to improv-

ing work productivity. Setting work-relat-

ed goals and giving employees’ feedback 

on their productivity are more necessary 

and effective methods to improve produc-

tivity than including them in the decision-

making process (Locke, Feren, McCaleb, 

Shaw, & Denny, 1980; Locke & Latham, 

1990; Wagner, 1994). Work productivity is 

boosted by specific goals (with set dead-

lines) that are meaningful and challenging 

(Latham, 2006). However, instructions to 

“work better” are actually more likely to 

decrease motivation and productivity.  

Myth 5 – Satisfaction with one’s work 

guarantees greater productivity and 

more loyalty to an organisation. Sat-

isfaction with one’s work does have a 

positive (but weak) correlation with pro-

ductivity, but it is not the major factor that 

affects performance. Work productivity 

indicators are actually more closely tied 

to the relationship the employee has with 

their direct supervisor (Gerstner & Day, 

1997). When employees sense that they 

are being treated fairly and relationships 

are positive and supportive, much better 

work results are seen (Greenberg, 1990). 

Myth 6 – Charismatic leaders are not as 

good. There are clearly different views 

on charisma, mainly due to the fact that 

charisma possesses a different meaning 

for practitioners than it does in academic 

literature. Practitioners relate charisma 

with charm and mystery and attribute all-

powerful, superhero characteristics to 

charismatic people. Academic literature 

views charisma more broadly and gen-

erally sees such people as transforming 

leaders. The academic literature also dif-
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ferentiates two types of charismatic lead-

ers: those who are self-centred or those 

who are more socially oriented. The for-

mer are described as manipulative lead-

ers who are trying to achieve their own 

personal goals and who, in the long run, 

could be dangerous to an organisation 

(Howell & Shamir, 2005). Socially orient-

ed leaders direct their efforts towards 

achieving common goals and towards 

protecting the interests of the organisa-

tion (and its employees) (Judge & Piccolo, 

2005). 

Myth 7 – Labour unions conduct nego-

tiations about wages instead of employ-

ees. According to the Estonian Statistical 

Office (2009) 6% of all organizations are 

unionised and13.3% of organizations have 

Works Councils elected by employees. 

Trade Union members make up only 7.7% 

of the whole Estonian workforce in 2010 

(Source: OECD Statistics). Therefore, it is 

usual for employees to represent them-

selves without an intermediary; undertak-

ing individual negotiations and entering 

into private agreements. Personal and 

sometime informal arrangements (so-

called I-deals, Rousseau, 1995) are based 

on the employee’s personal “value” for 

the organization and ideally, satisfy the 

needs of both parties in the employee-

employer relationship. Therefore, wages 

and working conditions may vary from 

other colleagues who are performing the 

same job. With the help of I-deals em-

ployees have significantly greater oppor-

tunity to determine their own wage and 

working conditions. 

Myth 8 – It is not possible to account and 

to prove the profitability of personnel se-

lection. Already decades ago there was 

strong scientific evidence to prove that a 

profit of personnel selection is account-

able and can be related to organizational 

performance (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998).

In conclusion, the martyr syndrome is ram-

pant among Estonian HR specialists; al-

though it is hard to pinpoint the cause and 

the effect here. HR textbooks, handbooks, 

and periodicals say that a personnel em-

ployee’s ideal role within an organisation 

should be that of a business partner. In re-

ality this ambition is rarely met, and there-

fore personnel professionals feel that they 

are poor victims (“we are so small and the 

bosses are so big; they don’t listen, they 

hurt our feelings”). Therefore, HR profes-

sional feel the need to prove their worth 

within organizations. However, it would 

never occur to non-HR professionals (such 

as book-keepers, lawyers, and marketing 

specialists) to try to prove their added 

value in the company and be seen as a 

business partner. If it does become neces-

sary to prove to management what kind 

of added value human resources brings, it 

would be quite easy to reach a conclusion 

based on evidence from facts, studies, 

and other knowledge. Our study in Esto-

nia revealed that the work done in many 

HR roles is based on similar myths that 

exist among non-personnel professionals. 

Our results reveal that the knowledge of 

HR in Estonia was marked by confusion 

and in majority cases were not based on 

scientific evidence. 
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