
1 INTRODUCTION

in modern organizations, such as most international organisations (subsidiaries of mNC’s) present in Albania,
Hrm is seen as an important management topic and Hr practices are implemented, according to the guidelines of
the foreign head office. in smaller Albanian companies Hrm is often limited to basic personnel administration; the
company’s director takes the responsibility for personnel matters (hiring, firing, rewarding - the term Hrm would
be an overstatement), and many of these directors have a far from professional attitude towards Hrm. important
basic questions on Hrm cannot be answered as yet, such as: - how much and what kind of Hrm is practiced in
companies in Western Balkan countries?; - how much Hrm would companies need to have the right people on
board and achieve an optimal performance?; - which arrangements of Hrm investments and practices are likely to
give the best returns?

e number of studies on Hrm in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) is still limited. An extensive study on Hr
in the CEE region, including an overview of references and other research work done, has been carried out by Poór
et al. (2015). eir study concludes, amongst many other things, that Hrm in organisations of the Visegrad region
is more developed than in organisations in countries of the Balkan region. in a study of Czech Hr systems, Šikýř
(2013) states that organizational performance and competitiveness are determined by employee performance, and
therefor this subject should figure high on the list of management objectives. He also concludes that the Hr function
should be further developed. Jawor-Joniewicz and Sienkiewicz (2016) conclude in their work on Hrm and
competitiveness in Poland, that Polish organizations lag quite far behind European and American ones, and that
this distance can be reduced, e.g. by the popularization of tools for measuring human resources in Polish enterprises.
Pološki Vokić (2015) studied the situation in Croatia and concludes that on average Hrm practices of Croatian
organizations cannot be labelled competitive, and Croatian organizations on average are not attractive places for
competitive, results oriented employees. Constantin et al. (2006) give a picture of the Hrm situation in romania and
conclude that Hrm still faces important challenges: “Hrm does not seem to be one of the priorities of the managers
included in the present study. most of them have never solicited Hrm consulting and do not intend to do so in the
near future, nor have they hired an Hrm specialist” (2006, 764). in an empirical study in Kosovo, Qehaja and
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Kutllovci (2015, 47) come to the conclusion “.. that wholesale distribution firms of food and non-food products in
Kosovo do not consider human resources significant resources in providing competitive advantage. erefore, they
do not possess a standard strategy for human resource development. Another assumption was that most of these
firms have human resource departments, but in practice these departments mainly deal with administrative work.”

from the Hrm literature in CEE countries and from discussions with many management managers and
professionals, it looks as if in Balkan countries overall levels of economic development and competitive environments
positively correlate with the development of the Hrm function. in a study on Hrm in Bulgaria, fYr of macedonia,
romania and Serbia, Psychogios et al. (2016) found that Hrm in small and medium enterprises is related to the
degree of internationalisation, the particular sector and the organisational size. ese three factors positively affect
the level of Hrm development.

in Albania, the situation looks comparable to what has been described in the studies of Qehaja and Kutllovci
(2015) on Kosovo and Pološki Vokić (2015) on Croatia. in Albania, there are very few thoughtful studies on the
subject of Hrm. Cania (2014) asked to 30 organizations whether they are familiar with the concept of strategic
Hrm, and a majority confirmed that they were, and expected a positive impact from strategic Hr on the results. e
study was limited to asking the single question to managers, not checking how the actual situation in the
organisations was. Berberi & Ceni’s (2015) work is mainly a literature review. in the Albanian public sector Hrm has
received some attention, due to international programs from EU and UN, in view of accountability and quality of staff
(Kraja & radonshiqi, 2015).

is reflection on Hrm in CEE and in particular in Albania sets the context for our study on to what extent
modern Hrm is applied in Albanian companies. We have first done a literature search and interviews with a number
of professionals and managers in different companies. Next, a basic questionnaire was selected and tested. e
questionnaire asks for the use of high performing work practices (HPWP) (Boselie, 2014, 133). Since many
international companies have entered the Balkan, and they have imported more modern personnel management
systems, we also wanted to know whether these systems include HPWP, and to what extent national organisations
have adopted Hrm practices. Since the maturity of the Hrm function is expected to be quite modest and
publications on Hr in Albanian organisations are limited, this study focuses on stock taking, on making an inventory
of the current situation of Hrm practices.

2 HRM AND PERFORMANCE
Working with a model of HPWP, asks for some explanation. e relationship between Hrm and performance

has been extensively discussed in theory and studied in practice. Amongst others, Buller and mcEvoy (2012) and
Ayalew melesse (2016) give an overview of the discussion. Studies on the return on investment in Hr show some
positive results (Armstrong, 2014; Aguta and Balcioglu, 2015), but Hrm academicians also use the notion of the
black box – there is no clear relation between investment in Hr, and the financial and production results of the
company. investing in Hr practices means an indirect relationship with company performance (Armstrong, 2014;
Buller and mcEvoy, 2012). Guest (2011) cautions researchers: basic questions on measurement of Hr systems and
practices, specific conditions, implementation of Hr systems, etc., and their effect on performance are far from clear
and difficult to operationalize. e relationship between Hr and performance is also questioned, amongst others,
by White and Bryson (2011; 2013). ey conclude that is unclear how exactly the relation between application of Hr
instruments and performance works, how much Hr is needed, and how much Hr investment leads to positive
results. indeed, it is difficult to establish a direct relationship between Hr and productivity in a complex
organisational environment in which many interwoven factors influence productivity. interesting is the work of
Kathou (2014), who studies the reverse causality and suggests that his study supports the view that although Hrm
policies do not directly lead to high organizational performance, it is high-performing firms that can directly afford
Hrm policies. in short, the academic discussion on the relationship between Hrm and performance is far from
conclusive.

Hrm does not only work for higher productivity and better financial performance – it also has a task to
safeguard the application of legislation, contribute to a company’s attractiveness, etc. As Boselie (2014) suggests,
Hrm has to serve various goals. instead of performance as a criterion, francis et al. (2012) prefer the broader concept
organisational effectiveness, pointing at the multiple goals to which Hrm contributes. ey suggest that Hrm
conducts an important role to enhance the productive capacity of the people, and to achieve other goals such as
flexibility of the organisation, corporate social responsibility and innovation.

Despite these questions on the exact relationship between Hrm and performance, there is broad agreement
among academicians on the significance of Hrm’s contribution to the effectiveness or performance of companies.
e basic logic is simple: motivated people perform better and a chief task of Hrm is ensure that the right, and
motivated people are selected, that they transform motivation into production and that they are given opportunities
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to develop. Already some time ago, Delery and Shaw (2001) have drawn the following conclusions from the literature
that still stand today: 1) human capital can be a source of competitive advantage, 2) Hr practices have the most
direct influence on human capital, and; 3) Hr systems can influence the inimitability of the organisation and make
sure that performance structures and results cannot easily be copied by others. e development of effective practices
for managing the organization’s human resources for improved performance has been extensively discussed in
literature (Boxall and macky, 2007; Boxall and macky, 2009; Boselie, 2014).

ere is academic debate about the so-called ‘best practice’ approach: whether a number of best Hr practices
can be identified that are universally relevant (Boselie, 2014). e study of Šikýř (2013) on companies in Czech
republic opts for a best practices approach, and Šikýř suggests that “Any organization seeking to achieve excellent
performance and sustained competitiveness should therefore systematically compare its actual performance and
competitiveness with the performance and competitiveness of the best organizations in a specific sector or region
to apply appropriate best practices in human resource management.” (2013, 44) His study shows that his respondents
are not very convinced that in human resource management, there are universally applicable best practices that
positively influence organizational performance and competitiveness. in contrast to the ‘best practice’ approach,
the ‘best fit’ approach suggests that context matters a lot, and that the internal context (the organization’s history and
administrative heritage, its cultural DNA) and external fit (institutional mechanisms and market conditions) are
significant factors to be considered (Boselie, 2014). Our stance is the best fit approach, and in a later section of this
article, we will contextualize our findings to enhance the understanding of Hrm in Albanian companies.

for this study, it was opted for the notion of HPWP / HPWS (high performance work practice, high performance
work system). A HPWS is a bundle or cluster of Hrm practices that increases company performance; for example
in terms of labour productivity, service quality and flexibility (cf. Boxall and macky, 2009). important is an internal
fit between individual Hr practices; coherent and consistent Hr is needed for an impact on performance. if for
example workforce selection policies and practices of a company are good, but no Hr systems are in place for general
training or performance evaluation, then the return on the investment in selective recruitment will be suboptimal.

A basic HPWP approach, in rather plain and recognizable fashion, fits the current stage of development of Hrm
in the Western Balkan better than more comprehensive HWPS models. investigating a HPWP like talent
management would not be very appropriate in the Balkan because first, the concept is still widely discussed in
literature (exclusive or inclusive approaches of talent management) and second, many managers in the Balkan do not
know this term. Also topics like diversity, competency based Hrm and engagement are new terms for many
managers, and do not fit (as yet) in the Western Balkan regional context.

e system of HPWP selected in our study is therefore a ‘starter’s kit’. it follows the list of 15 HPWP’s of Boselie
(2014), who selects the AmO model as a basis for identifying HPWP’s. is model has been elaborated by Appelbaum
et al. (2000). e AmO model stands for abilities, motivation, and opportunity for employee participation. e
model states that people perform well when: - they are Able to do so; - they have motivation to do so: and -
Opportunities and support are provided in the work environment for people to perform.

- Ability practices include selective recruitment and selection and training and development (of skills,
knowledge and abilities)

- motivation practices include fair pay, evaluation and feedback, coaching and mentoring, internal promotion
opportunities, etc.

- Opportunity practices include autonomy for employees, involvement, job rotation, participating in team
work and in decision making.

Hr practices are built around this logic.

3 METHODOLOGY
is study explores the current situation of Hrm practices in Albania. After the literature search and a round

of informal interviews with company directors and Hr managers, the empirical work consisted of a questionnaire
a survey asking for basic information on the organization and then reactions to statements HPWP’s, to what extent
they are used in the company. e questionnaire is based on Boselie’s interpretation (2014) of the well-known AmO
model, as discussed. ere are many HPWP, and their importance varies according to the context. Boselie (2014, 143)
has constructed a basic list consisting of 15 Hrm practices or HPWP, together forming a HPWS. After the
15 statements in the questionnaire, measured with a 5 point Likert scale, a 16th open ended question asked the
respondents’ view of possible improvements of the Hrm function in their company. e questionnaire was filled out
by middle / higher management or professional specialists of a company. Questionnaires have not been sent out via
e-mail, but purposive homogeneous sampling was applied, as follows. After a briefing of the objective and the
implementation of the study, questionnaire forms were given to post-graduate students studying in Polis University’s
executive mBA. ey were asked to do the questionnaire for their own company, and to visit three other companies,



have the questionnaires filled out and get an answer on the 16th open ended question (that also functioned as a
check on the answers given). Post graduate students are typically in the age category of 28 to 40 years, have positions
with responsibilities, have enjoyed an academic study before and now aim at a next step in their career and opt for
a mBA, broadening their knowledge and study.

The survey sample is not representative for the country as a whole. most of the interviewers (mBA students)
live in the Tirana – Durres region, which is the prime economic region of Albania. They have approached
respondents from companies in this region, and therefore the survey conducted has a bias towards more modern
companies, towards larger companies and towards international companies. This implies that, in comparison to
Albania as a whole, the data are likely to give a more positive picture of Hrm. We do not know exactly how
significant this bias is.

e survey excluded the government sector because government is not performance based but rule based with
centralised guidelines for personnel administration and Hr. Also excluded were small enterprises (10 people or
less), where Hr is expected to be informally organized and based on personal relationships. in total 77 valid
questionnaires were processed, and this number should give an adequate insight into Hrm practices. in the tables
below in paragraph 4, plain results are presented in tables; statistical analysis has been limited because the plain
figures speak for themselves, and in categories the numbers are getting small. in the discussion we also submit
remarks on interpreting the scores.

After the questionnaire survey, we conducted interviews with 14 managers and Hr staff of the participating
private sector companies (not necessarily the persons who filled in the questionnaires, and selected on basis of
convenience sampling). We discussed two items: - how they react to the ourcomes of the survey results, and – their
perspective on Hrm in their company and in Albania’s private sector in general.

4 RESULTS
e companies approached include almost all major companies in the Durres – Tirana regions; banks and

insurance companies, service industries and manufacturers. Of all companies approached, 36.4% was subsidiary of
a mNC, and 63.6% was Albanian. Sometimes the distinction is not really clear (like a company selling cars – Albania
based with Albanian management, but with strict guideless from the supplier). Our criterion was the nature of
ownership and management – meaning that for example Opel Cars Albania is an Albanian company, and
raifeissenbank is foreign. Table 1 shows the sizes of the companies.

Table 1: Company size

Source: own research.

Compared to the overall 2015 figures given by the Albanian statistical office iNSTAT (2016), the company sizes
are much larger. in the table ‘Basic indicators, income statement and investments for all market producers of goods
and services, by enterprise size class and economic activity 2015’, iNSTAT shows that only a few percent of Albanian
companies employ more than 50 persons. Our sample thus represents a group of companies that is larger. it is also
more international. it is reasonable to expect that this group of companies has the most modern Hrm that can be
found in the country.

Table 2 shows the overall results of the survey.
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Table 2: Overall results

Source: own research. Explanation: 1 = very little; 2 = little; 3 = neutral; 4 = intensive; 5 = very intensive.
e % refers to the number of times a score to an answer has been given. 100% refers to N=77.

With a range from 1 – 5, the average is 3, and per questionnaire the total scores can vary from a minimum of
15 to a maximum of 75. in the above table, questions Q1-Q5 refer to Abilities, questions Q6-Q10 to motivation and
questions Q11-Q15 to Opportunities. e minimum per factor (Abilities, motivation, Opportunities) can therefor
range from 5-25. e average scores on this Likert scale for these AmO factors are as follows.

e overall score means an average total score of 48,4 points (or 3.3 on a Likert scale). Boselie (2014, 143)
suggests that scores below 50 might indicate a mediocre Hr system.

interesting is that the scores between national and international companies do not show much variation. e
results suggest that the group of Albanian companies have adopted Hrm practices that are present in foreign
companies too. it should be noted that the responses of foreign companies were quite divers. international banks for
example score well above average, but on the other hand, a large foreign owned call centre with 500+ employees, had
a score that was among the lowest in the whole sample.

We expected that large companies would do better than smaller companies. But, as table 4 shows, this is not the
case. Differences between small, medium and larger companies are not very significant.
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Table 3: AmO scores – averages

Source: own research.

Table 4: shows averages of companies of different sizes (n=77)

Source: own research.

e answers on the 16th open ended question regarding the opinion of the respondents about Hrm
improvements resulted in quite diverse answers, without a clear set of priorities. Low salaries were mentioned
frequently, and also opportunities to grow in the company. e picture that appears from the answers goes in the
direction of improving motivation; less priority is given to the categories abilities and opportunities. An explanation
for this is, as far as we could get, that respondents are quite concerned with basics (including their own salary and
opportunities) and found it difficult to take a companywide perspective. Top management could be expected to have
such perspective, but, as mentioned, our experience with interviewing top managers is not very positive.

After the survey, we conducted interviews with 14 managers and Hr staff of private sector companies. from
these interviews, it was confirmed that most subsidiaries of mNC’s import their Hr policies and systems from the
head office. Not all; we mentioned the case of the large call centre which has a pretty mediocre Hrm system. Other
forerunners in the Hrm field could be found in organisations with specialised, highly educated people who are in
direct contact with customers, or run projects, do consultancy assignments, etc. Compared to general managers, Hr
professionals (with international education or experience) have a broader understanding of what Hrm can
contribute to the performance of a company. ey stress that constructive relationships will benefit both employees
and the company. ey also comment on the work ethos of Albanian workers that is different from Western European
workers, a culture that originates from socialist times. most managers need to supervise their employees, otherwise
their output is low. Hr has to help management to find a right balance between supervision and giving more
responsibility and autonomy to employees. Hr people also often mention managerial mind-sets as a factor hindering
Hr development, with managers contributing to low trust working environments. from our interviews with
managers we conclude that they do see the importance of having good people in their company, but ‘good’ is often
seen in terms of diligent, hardworking, and obedient – not in terms of creative and entrepreneurial. in general,
managers don’t give a high priority to investing in people, guiding and rewarding them. most managers are not
familiar with topics such as engagement, corporate entrepreneurship and talent management. in contrast to Cania
(2014), we came across very few managers only who understand the concept of strategic Hr. from the interviews,
we conclude that raising consciousness about Hrm, along the themes of for example the AmO model is a first
requirement to improve the currently low Hrm maturity.

5 CONTEXTUALIZATION
in the previous paragraph, data were presented that lead to the conclusion that development of Hrm in Albania

is at a rather early stage. for a better understanding of Hrm in Albania, it is important to comprehend the national
context. Elsewhere, we have tried to contextualize the lack of innovative capacity of Albanian companies (Nientied
and Karafili, 2016). ree pointers regarding this lack of innovation capacity can fittingly be applied to the modest
maturity of Hrm.

i Albania is a formerly isolated country, still catching up.
Hrm started in CEE only in the 1990’s (Zientara, 2014). more developed former socialist countries like Hungary,

Poland, Czech republic, the Baltic States, Slovakia and Slovenia, experienced an inflow of international companies,
modernized their higher education, became member of the European Union and received EU support. As noted
earlier, Jawor-Joniewicz and Sienkiewicz (2016) show that despite these favourable developments, Polish
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organizations still lag quite far behind their European counterparts. Poór et al. (2015) have explained that developing
Hrm maturity in Visegrad countries takes time. in the Western Balkan countries it will take more time. in Albania
the nature of inflow of international companies has been different from the inflow in the countries mentioned:
mNC’s were market seeking, be present in the Albanian market with products (all sorts of consumer and producer
goods) and services (such as banking or supermarkets). Only few companies have come to Albania to take advantage
of low labour costs or specific resources. in other words, Albania, and the Western Balkan countries in general, have
befitted less from economic modernization. is has had an impact on the development of Hrm practices.

ii e economy and competitive environment in Albania
Before 1991 Albania was a closed economy and after 1991 Albania has never entered really into international

competition (let alone global competition). e country has a somewhat outdated economy with limited exports
(Gabrich et al., 2016). for Prašnikar et al. (2012) the domestic nature of competition of Albanian firms is a key
feature; due to the lack of competition, one of the major innovation drivers has been non-existent. e same holds
for Hrm development. Given that most business is in the domestic market, the nature of competition is largely
determined by the characteristics of domestic competition. in other words, the reference of Hrm is national, not
international. at means that, rightly or wrongly, the perceived push to invest in Hrm has been limited.

in many sectors there is sufficient supply of people willing to work. e unemployment rate in Albania is high;
it averaged 15 percent from 1993 until 2016, reaching an all time high of 22.3 percent in the fourth quarter of 1993
and a record low of 12.1 percent in the fourth quarter of 1996. End 2016 it was 15.2%, according to
www.tradingeconomics.com. Till recently, it was rather easy to fire people. e situation of high unemployment and
easy hiring and firing, helps to explain why many firms focus on direct productivity of people, not on engagement
and human resource development. in international companies the situation is different. Banks for example do
experience (domestic) competition, they aim at increasing their share in the Albanian market and they invest in
Hrm and HPWP, like selective recruitment, general and more specific skills training and job security for staff
showing good performance. A number of organisations in specialized work environments (like iT and other
specialized technical or academic environments) experience a shortage of skilled labour. it is a push factor for better
Hrm. us, only in small specialized segments a (modest) ‘war for talent’ is going on. Short term contracts are
common, and for managers with a short term result focus, hiring and firing is more understandable than novel Hrm
practices that have an unknown positive contribution to the company’s result.

iii Lack of HRM champions
Business institutions, government and educational organisations have done very little to help companies increase

their awareness that better Hrm can pay off. Government has focused on labour regulations and administration, and
some experiments with employment initiatives for youth. Higher education institutes have paid little attention to
Hrm, and therefor mBA students have not learned about current developments in Hrm. e academic systems in
CEE carry a legacy from the past. is has been concisely and well described by Poór et al. (2015) and in more detail
by Zientara (2014). e limited attention to Hrm in higher education can be seen as part of this legacy.

6 CONCLUDING REMARKS
We have illustrated and explained that Hrm in Albania is in an early stage of development. Our expectation is

that some factors will push for a gradual change in the way companies now conceive Hrm. Among these factors are
the changing nature of work with more iT and services and less traditional production, changes in society and in the
labour force, increased global competition and the need for more innovation. ese and more factors have been
analysed by World Economic forum (WEf, 2016). ey also apply to the Western Balkan, albeit that the factors
need to be contextualised. Elsewhere we have argued that the nature of the Albanian economy is going to change
because Albania has to make a shift a focus from the domestic market to the international market (Nientied and
Karafili, 2016). is will have mixed implications for Hrm. Take for example the tourism sector, which is a sector
with positive growth prospects in Albania. On the one hand the sector can employ low skilled labour and this will
help reduce unemployment. managers will feel comfortable to handle the workforce in the conventional management
style. But on the other hand, modern day tourism development asks for skills to operate in the global tourism market,
and this requires skills in the fields of iT, commerce, innovation, collaboration, value chains and specific managerial
skills (Nientied et al., 2017). People with these skills, will not perform well in companies with oldfashioned Hrm
approaches. for successful tourism development, modern Hrm will have to be developed.

Although many managers and organizations recognize the importance of people management, it is remarkable
how many firms fail to implement effective human resource management. indeed, companies can gain a lot if they
answer the basic strategic Hrm question: how can the people of the company optimally contribute to the strategy
and innovation of the company and how should leadership facilitate people to give this optimal contribution. An
appropriate starting point for promoting attention to Hrm will be a focus on Hrm and better performance of the
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company – explaining that positive interventions regarding the AmO factors (abilities, motivation and opportunities)
are likely to pay off in the middle long run. return on investment and getting right staff, signifies language that
Albanian managers understand better than modern Hrm concepts. Higher education, business institutions and the
government should strengthen their role as Hrm champion, to raise awareness and support companies making the
modernization of Hrm.
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