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Abstract 
Companies as well as governments have in the latest years seen an expansion in the field of data-

driven decision making, spurring conversations around the use of data and especially the protection 

of individuals’ data privacy, among other things leading to the comprehensive General Data 

Protection Regulation, introduced to the EU in 2018. A growing sub-section of data-driven decision 

making is the field of Human Capital Analytics, a field in which companies use data to conduct 

analyses about their employees. Since this discipline is still rather new and developing, this thesis 

will explore the legal and ethical implications of conducting such analyses about employees.  

 The research is conducted in the context of the multinational corporation, as companies of this 

type operate across different institutional frameworks, and thus different legal and ethical structures. 

Specifically, the thesis investigates five Danish-based multinational corporations, namely Arla, 

Vestas, Ørsted, Carlsberg and Grundfos. Through a multi-case study, based on interview data from 

experts of the respective companies, the thesis explores how they think about and act upon the legal 

and ethical implications of their human capital analytics projects. This is done based on a theoretical 

framework, which outlines expectations for how projects of different maturity will approach the legal 

and ethical aspects, as well as the expected organisational responses to these aspects of the companies. 

 The thesis finds that the Danish multinational corporations think about and act upon both the 

legal and ethical implications, solidifying the need for further investigation into this area. It 

furthermore finds that out of the two aspects, the companies are generally more attentive towards the 

legal implications of the projects than the ethical. This also means that they are more resistant towards 

compliance with ethical pressures, whereas the consequences of non-compliance with the legal 

frameworks, such as the GDPR, mean that the imposed legislation is followed. Moreover, the thesis 

finds that the investigated companies generally do not think that their human capital analytics projects 

have a potential to harm their employees, wherefore the communication around the projects is based 

upon information rather than dialogue or education. The thesis suggests that further research is to be 

done within the field to explore the legal and ethical implications in a larger number of companies as 

well as exploring how employees experience the use of their data.  
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0 Introduction 
In October 2020, H&M became a record-holder for receiving one of the largest GDPR-related fines 

of €35m, for collecting, storing and analysing sensitive employee data. Data such as illnesses, 

religious beliefs and family problems was used to conduct analyses about employees’ performance 

and influence employment decisions (Moss, 2020).  

As illustrated in this example, data has taken the place as one of the world's most valuable 

commodities in the 21st century. Companies, governments and individuals benefit from the vast new 

possibilities of data-driven decision making, possibilities that have undoubtedly made our world more 

efficient. However, these benefits also give rise to new considerations, namely ethical and legal 

questions, protecting the individual’s right to privacy and what the collected data can be used for, as 

the H&M case is an extreme example of. Therefore, governments worldwide are starting to develop 

measures to protect individuals’ personal data from the unfair exploitation of organisations. With this, 

the question arises of whether there is a difference between what data can be used from a legal 

standpoint and what data should be used from an ethical standpoint. 

These considerations surrounding ethical and legal matters are especially relevant in 

Multinational Corporations (MNCs). Not only do MNCs have the potential to be the biggest winners 

of data-driven decision making, but they also operate across borders, institutions, cultures and legal 

frameworks. These factors place the MNCs within a unique playing field, in which they have the 

opportunity to yield large gains and can be argued to have a greater responsibility towards their 

employees and surrounding societies. 

To investigate this further, an interesting case is found in the intersection of data-driven 

decision making and people, namely ‘Human Capital Analytics’, a relatively novel and growing sub-

section of data-driven decision making, which concerns the workforce. Whereas the academic 

literature on data-driven decision making has grappled with questions of legal and ethical implications 

for years counting discussions such as Zarsky (2016), Lepri, et al. (2018) and Lee (2018), the field of 

Human Capital Analytics seems yet to mature into a stage where such discussions are at the forefront. 

Instead, the literature seems concerned with how to build Human Capital Analytics projects 

(Minbaeva, 2017), where to situate analytics teams (Andersen, 2017) and discussions of why Human 

Capital Analytics has yet to develop more broadly (Boudreau & Cascio, 2017). Such a lack of legal 

and ethical scrutiny is highly problematic, as the field deals with vast amounts of personal data and 

can lead to what some scholars have called ‘an unfair transfer of utility’ (Zarsky, 2016), as well as 
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outrage by employees who feel immorally treated (Deloitte, 2018). The lack of attention to these 

aspects in the literature becomes even more urgent when cases such as the H&M example arise. 

This thesis aims to fill the gap by extending the ethical and legal debate from the field of data-

driven decision making into the field of Human Capital Analytics. To develop this extension, the 

paper attempts to understand how Danish MNCs think about and act upon the legal and ethical 

implications in their Human Capital Analytics ventures. To gain this understanding, the paper has as 

its research question: 

How do Danish MNCs think about and act upon the legal and ethical implications of their Human 

Capital Analytics projects? 

To guide the research of this question, a theoretical framework will be made based on an extensive 

literature review, which will outline expectations of how organisations on different levels of maturity 

of their Human Capital Analytics projects will respond to the institutional pressures of respectively 

legal and ethical aspects, based upon the theory of Oliver (1991). Furthermore, the framework will 

make predictions of how these organisations will act operationally on the different levels of projects. 

The research question will be investigated by exploring how this theoretical framework is 

consistent with reality. This will be done through a multi-case study, in which qualitative data will be 

collected from five Danish MNCs; Arla, Vestas, Ørsted, Carlsberg and Grundfos, who all have 

Human Capital Analytics projects on different maturity levels. Through in-depth interviews with 

experts in the respective companies, the thesis will uncover how they individually think about and 

act upon their projects’ legal and ethical considerations. These interviews will form the basis of 

analysing the companies’ organisational response and answering the research question. 

The thesis proceeds as follows: first, an extensive literature review will be made of the fields 

of Human Resource Management, Data-Driven Decision Making, Human Capital Analytics, Legal 

studies and Ethical studies. These fields will thereafter be fused into a theoretical framework, which 

will be used to investigate the research question. Hereafter, the methods used will be introduced, 

presenting the research methods and the reliability of these. In the next section, the case companies 

will be introduced, and hereafter the analysis will be made based on the theoretical framework. After 

the analysis, there will be a discussion of the theory used, the methodological limitations and the 

findings. Lastly, the thesis will be concluded, along with outlining implications as well as suggestions 

for further research. 
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1 Literature Review 
1.1 Introduction and Delimitation  
The literature review aims to develop a conceptual framework, which will guide the investigation of 

the research question. This framework is developed through the process shown in figure 1. As shown, 

the literature review will define and situate the concept of ‘Human Capital Analytics’ (henceforth 

HCA), which is argued to be driven by the pressures in the fields of Human Resource Management 

and Data-Driven Decision Making (henceforth DDDM). Then, this will be put into the context of the 

Multinational Corporation, and lastly, the legal and ethical considerations in connection to the use of 

Human Capital Analytics projects will be investigated.  

 

Figure 1: Visualisation of Theoretical Process 

When examining the context of the MNC, it is pertinent to discuss the cultural aspects of different 

countries, as the MNC can be argued to be culturally complex. In this thesis, however, we delimit 

ourselves to the two aspects of legal and ethical implications. This is due to the fact that we expect 

that the cultural aspects will reveal themselves in the discussion of different countries’ perceptions of 

the legal and ethical facets. Thus, a concrete cultural analysis will not be made, as we argue that the 

legal and ethical aspects are a large enough part of national culture, wherefore exploring these aspects 

will reveal the culture.  
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1.2 The Historical Context of Human Resource Management 
The following section will introduce the concept of ‘Human Resource Management’ (henceforth 

HRM) to situate HCA as an extension to the traditional HRM field. The section will start by providing 

a historical context to the HRM field. Thereafter, it will argue that HCA is a way to align HRM with 

the modern conception of business, which is largely data-driven. 

Cappelli (2015) argues that the Human Resources function has relevance dating back to the 

early 1900s, after the third industrial revolution. The discipline has, however, evolved greatly since 

then, which this section will outline. The first theoretical contributions to the field of Human Resource 

Management were Taylor’s principles of Scientific Management in 1911 (Taylor, 1911) closely 

followed by the Hawthorne studies conducted in the 1920s (Mayo, 1949). Due to the thriving 

economy in the ‘roaring 20’s’, HR had a central role in ensuring the retention of employees, who 

were hard to come by at this point (Cappelli, 2015). In the Great Depression of the 1930s, the world 

economy took a hit, causing trade barriers to be erected and international trade to plummet (Pucik, et 

al., 2017). These developments affected HR, as employees clung on to their jobs, rendering the 

retention function less important (Cappelli, 2015). After the second world war, the economy and the 

area of HR began to flourish once more. There was a move towards the modern multinational 

company as we know them today, coupled with a big technology boom (Pucik, et al., 2017). In HR, 

the post-war period gave rise to modern HR practices such as coaching, succession plans, talent 

tracking and increased focus on employee development. In this period, HR was considered a powerful 

function (Cappelli, 2015).  

Around the same time, there was a development within academia regarding HR towards a 

more holistic view of the employee. Douglas McGregor put forth the theory of ‘Homo Actualis’, 

arguing that employee motivation stems from a desire to self-actualise and that increased productivity 

would arise from a focus on the higher-order needs of the employees (McGregor, 1960). Around this 

point in time, Frederick Herzberg introduced his theory of hygiene and motivator factors, which 

changed the way job satisfaction was understood (Herzberg, 1959). However, in the 1970s, 

companies began to undo the programmes that were initiated in the post-war period and in the 

following decade, many traditional HR tasks, such as recruitment, were taken over by managers 

(Cappelli, 2015). Around the 2000s and up to the financial crisis of 2008, HR has still been struggling 

to find influence (Cappelli, 2015), despite a general tendency in the global economy of increased 

globalisation and lower trade barriers, both factors that arguably make finding the right human 

resources more critical (Pucik, et al., 2017). However, initiatives regarding corporate culture, 
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following Edgar Schein’s theoretical contributions in 2004, leadership development programmes and 

performance management have arguably kept HR relevant.  

In modern-day, however, Cappelli argues that HR needs to reinvent itself to stay relevant, by 

supporting business strategy (Cappelli, 2015). This is more important now than ever, as global 

competition for talent and the shift towards a knowledge economy has made people one of a business’ 

most valuable assets (Schiemann, et al., 2018). The many years of development in HRM have thus 

created a situation where HR needed to reinvent itself. Coupled with the pressures of data-driven 

decision making, which will be elaborated below, the growing implementation of Human Capital 

Analytics has arisen. 

1.3 Data-Driven Decision Making (DDDM) 
The following section will introduce the concept of ‘Data-Driven Decision Making’ to argue that 

HCA is, broadly speaking, the integration of DDDM into HRM practices. The field of DDDM covers 

a substantial academic field with several concepts attached to it. This section will first situate DDDM 

in a historical context. Second, it will outline key concepts and provide a definition to be used in the 

thesis. Finally, it will argue for advantages and disadvantages to the use of data in general, to carry it 

over into the discussion of specific people-related data use.  

1.3.1 Historical Walkthrough 

Data-Driven Decision Making had its early formations in the 1960s with the development of 

minicomputers, timeshare operating systems and distributed computing. Gorry and Scott Morton 

pioneered the field when they introduced the terms of structured (e.g. relational database), 

unstructured (e.g. text files) and semi-structured (e.g. XML data on the web) data and decision making 

(Shim, et al., 2002). They went on to argue that the role of decision support systems (DSS) was a 

computer system which dealt with a problem where at least some stage was semi-structured or 

unstructured, meaning that the underlying data had either no or limited identifiable structure (Shim, 

et al., 2002). Throughout the 1970s, additional research led to various DSS models in fields such as 

marketing, portfolio management and production planning. In the 1980s, DSS began moving from 

the universities into real-world applications which emphasised the manipulation of quantitative 

models, accessing and analysing large databases and supporting group decision making (Power, 

2008). 

 In the 1990s data warehousing and online analytical processing (OLAP) materialised on the 

back of the proliferation of the “World Wide Web” (WWW). The implementation of the WWW led 
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to an explosive growth of data as it introduced new collaborative support systems, allowing computers 

to interact across vast distances and making the use of large amounts of data practical. In turn, the 

web led to the use of OLAP tools referring to the use of data mining, which is performed on the large 

datasets to give managers recommendations on data-driven courses of actions (Power, 2008). Early 

uses included Walmart’s data warehouse, which provided them with the competitive advantage that 

made them the world's largest retailer. With these advancements, data-driven decision making was 

poised to take an even larger place in the business landscape.  

 Throughout the 2000s, the role of data increased significantly with advances in computing 

power and data availability leading the way for the big data revolution of business and society 

(Ogrean, 2018). The big data concept can be defined as: “the Information asset characterized by such 

a High Volume, Velocity and Variety to require specific Technology and Analytical Methods for its 

transformation into Value” (De Mauro, et al., 2016, p. 131). The high volume, velocity and variety 

of data came largely due to the spread of the world wide web and the early implementations of cloud-

based data streams and to some extent storage. As a result of these increased data streams, DDDM 

found new use and has been implemented in a multiplicity of operations “ranging from optimum 

value chain [...] efficient utilisation of labour and superior customer relationship” (Gupta, et al., 

2019, p. 1). Moreover, the availability of data meant that data-driven decision making was no longer 

reserved for the largest corporations, who could effectively build up the infrastructure. It now became 

increasingly available and practical for medium-sized organisations.  

Throughout the 2010s decades of research in machine learning (ML) and artificial intelligence 

(AI) made its grand entrance into the everyday lives of decision-makers and individuals alike. 

Although first dreamt of in the 1950s it would take AI and ML more than half a century to become 

viable in everyday business applications, which in large part has happened due to the big data 

revolution of the 2000s. Towards the end of the 2010s, AI has become an integral part of our daily 

lives, but AI does not just drive our digital assistants, cars and searches online; AI is starting to 

proliferate across all business areas. Thus, “AI will not only impact our personal lives but also 

fundamentally transform how firms take decisions and interact with their external stakeholders (e.g. 

employees and customers)“ (Haenlein & Kaplan, 2019, p. 9). The question is which role it will play. 

All of these technological developments have pushed the digital and data-driven agenda, 

which is one of the pressures that has driven the implementation of HCA. 
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1.3.2 Defining DDDM 

To dive deeper into the discussion of DDDM, a definition of the term is needed. This section will 

introduce a range of widely used terms and thereafter condense them into a definition to be used in 

this thesis. 

As a broad term, Evidence-Based Decision Making or Evidence-Based Management is a 

practice in which managers focus on evidence, data and facts, rather than ‘trusting the gut’ and old 

managerial practices. Denise Rousseau defines it as “(...) translating principles based on best 

evidence into organizational practices” (Rousseau, 2006, p. 256). 

Decision Support Systems or Computer-Assisted Decision-Making concerns the more 

practical aspect of making decisions based on data. Shim defines it accordingly: “Decision support 

systems (DSS) are computer technology solutions that can be used to support complex decision 

making and problem-solving” (Shim, et al., 2002, p. 111). Power (2008) further divides Decision 

Support Systems into five categories: communications-driven, data-driven, document-driven, 

knowledge-driven and model-driven decision support systems. In this thesis, the focus will be on 

data-driven decision support systems, which Power defines as “emphasize access to and manipulation 

of a time series of internal company data and sometimes external and real-time data” (Power, 2008, 

p. 127).  

Algorithmic Decision Making combines the terms of Evidence-Based Decision Making and 

Decision Support Systems, incorporating artificial intelligence. According to Shrestha, “AI - and, in 

particular, machine learning algorithms - enables the creation of new information and predictions 

from data” (Shrestha, et al., 2019, p. 67). The new information that is created from existing data can 

then be used to make decisions with, following Lee’s definition of Algorithmic Decision Making: “a 

computational formula that autonomously makes decisions based on statistical models or decision 

rules without explicit human intervention” (Lee, 2018, p. 3). This thesis acknowledges that there are 

vast technical differences between artificial intelligence and automation but argues that they are 

comparable conceptually and in respect to the implications they have for this thesis. Thus, the term 

algorithmic decision making will be part of how the thesis defines DDDM. 

The above concepts are combined to derive the following definition of Data-Driven Decision 

Making, which will be used as an umbrella term throughout this thesis: “An automated process in 

which company data is used to create new information, that is used to support decisions that are 

translated into organisational practices”. 
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1.3.3 Benefits and Critiques 

The following section will highlight some benefits and critiques of data-driven decision making. 

These discussions relate to the bias of human and automated decision making, as well as the concepts 

of augmentation vs automation. The discussion around the drawbacks of DDDM will be further 

elaborated upon from an ethical perspective in section 1.7 of this chapter.  

The use of DDDM is a contentious topic. One of the major advantages is put forth by Pfeffer 

and Sutton (2006): “(...) when managers act on better logic and evidence, their companies will trump 

the competition” (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006, p. 2). The argument is that management can be done more 

effectively if it is guided by logic and knowledge, and that evidence is required every time a new 

change or initiative is proposed. This advantage is echoed by Rousseau who argues: “[DDDM] 

promises more consistent attainment of organisational goals, including those affecting employees, 

stockholders and the public in general” (Rousseau, 2006, p. 256). However, relying on evidence can 

also have certain disadvantages, pertaining to both the quality and amount of data, how it is interpreted 

and what it is used for (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006). In DDDM, a significant challenge is whether the 

data is biased and in which way, wherefore the ethical implications will be elaborated on later in this 

chapter. 

In the works of Rousseau and Pfeffer & Sutton, DDDM can be viewed as a process in which 

data is given to a manager, who makes a decision on the background of that data. However, as Pfeffer 

and Sutton claim, the involvement of a human can sometimes bias the decision, as managers have a 

tendency to trust their gut feeling. Thus, one can argue that there might be other, more beneficial, 

DDDM processes. Raisch and Krakowski (2020) dive into the discussion between automation and 

augmentation, which they outline as two other DDDM processes. If a company chooses to automate, 

tasks are given to machines with no involvement from humans to ensure more efficiency. Another 

approach is augmentation, in which the capabilities of both humans and machines are utilised in 

collaboration (Raisch & Krakowski, 2020). They argue that machines have some inherent limitations, 

like not being able to have a sense of purpose, only being able to provide options that relax 

assumptions about reality, being limited to the task for which it has been trained and not having 

human senses, emotions and social skills. Therefore, a balance between augmentation and automation 

should be found, depending on e.g. the organisational context (Raisch & Krakowski, 2020). 

Raisch and Krakowski furthermore argue that automation and augmentation are paradoxical, 

which gives rise to two different management strategies: a complete focus on either automation or 

augmentation, which they argue leads to a vicious cycle. Alternatively, an iterative process between 
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the two, which they argue leads to a virtuous cycle. In a vicious cycle, one often finds that automation 

has been prioritised due to short-term cost efficiency, which leads to the redundancy and loss of 

human experts and the organisation becoming entrenched in the automation. Conversely, 

organisations can choose to focus solely on augmentation, which necessitates human involvement. 

Due to the inherent biases and emotions in humans, augmentation is highly complex and thus often 

ends up either very difficult to replicate or, as it happens in most cases, ends up failing. In a virtuous 

cycle, however, it is necessary to accept that one cannot choose between automation and 

augmentation, but that they are interlinked and have different benefits (Raisch & Krakowski, 2020).  

An example of this is JP Morgan Chase, whose AI approach to assessing candidates went 

through a virtuous cycle. Their HCA project aimed at eliminating biases and sourcing better 

candidates. It took a year to complete the software, at which point it was automated with significant 

results. However, the underlying needs of JP Morgan candidates will change in the future and when 

they do, the HCA team must, at least temporarily, return to augmentation, as these changes might not 

be represented in the underlying data. Therefore, the different approaches should be put to use 

separately but simultaneously (Raisch & Krakowski, 2020). 

This section has situated DDDM in its historical context, where many new technologies and 

initiatives have shaped the term DDDM as we know it today and has argued that this development 

has been vital in the push for implementation of HCA. Furthermore, it has provided a broad definition 

for the term, which encompasses most aspects of the area, from evidence-based management to 

algorithmic decision making. Lastly, the major advantages and disadvantages of using DDDM have 

been highlighted. 

1.4 Human Capital Analytics (HCA) 
The following section will present and define the concept of “Human Capital Analytics”, a concept 

that we argue has been pushed by the developments in the fields of HRM and DDDM. The section 

presents various use cases aimed at showing the breadth of use. Hereafter, the section will present 

various considerations from scholars around practising HCA, to provide insight into the proliferation, 

or lack thereof, of HCA. 

1.4.1 Conceptualising HCA 

As argued in section 1.3.1, the 21st century has seen the value of data increase across business 

functions. However, HR departments seem to have been lacking behind in adopting such practices 

(Deloitte, 2015). This has made some scholars argue that HR departments are no longer creating a 
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return on investment (DiBernardino, 2014) and that their focus often lies on “individual performance 

data derived indirectly from after-the-fact and often subjective appraisal ratings by supervisors” 

(Hamilton & Sodeman, 2019, p. 2). Such criticisms have led to observations of HR managers being 

left out of the strategic decision making at the executive level (Green, 2017). The concept of ‘Human 

Capital Analytics’ can be seen as a response to such accusations, by attempting to incorporate the use 

of data into the HR field, stemming from the pressures of the developments in HRM and DDDM, 

described in previous sections. However, using data to manage people can be seen as unethical, 

making it an interesting case for studying ethics in the modern corporation. 

 Human Capital Analytics is a concept which integrates data into the field of HR had its 

formative period in the early 2000s (Ben-Gal, 2019) and has since then been described by a variety 

of names. The concept was arguably popularised by the 2008 Google-developed ‘Project Oxygen’, a 

project which aimed at using HR data to understand why managers were useful (Garvin, 2013). Since 

then, the phenomenon has received increasing attention as leading companies have found growing 

success with the use of data in their HR departments.  

Schiemann (2018) argues that HCA has been popularised by at least three changes to the 

global business environment. First is a reduced cost of information, which has primarily been driven 

by the proliferation of the internet (Clement, 2019). This reduction has made data more valuable and 

available, which has driven innovations within data analysis, e.g. the development of more easily 

used tools, which Schiemann highlights as the second change. The above mechanisms have, in part, 

led to the popularisation of DDDM in general. However, the popularisation of HCA lies specifically 

in the third change, which is the development of workforce supply and demand (Schiemann, et al., 

2018). According to the World Bank, the third wave of globalisation developed out of an environment 

with falling transport costs and the integration of national economies (World Bank, 2002). These 

developments increased competition, which now happened on an increasingly global scale. Thus, 

companies competing for specific qualifications found these competencies harder to find (Deloitte, 

2017). Those developments are evident in current unemployment rates, which are the lowest in recent 

history, especially among highly skilled labour (International Labour Organization, 2019). 

Furthermore, the shift into a knowledge economy, means that the companies who can attain and retain 

the best talent arguably can forge a competitive advantage (Grant, 1996), all of which has driven the 

demand for highly skilled talent. In sum, the importance of human capital for the competitive 

advantage of the firm and the relatively low supply of talent has made HCA desirable, where the 

proliferation of data and ease of analytics has made it practical. 
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1.4.2 Defining HCA 

By academics and practitioners alike, a wide variety of terms are used to describe HCA. Terms such 

as ‘HR analytics’ (van der Togt & Rasmussen, 2017), ‘workforce analytics’ (Heuvel & Bondarouk, 

2017) and ‘people analytics’ (Green, 2017) coexist, however with subtle differences. As an example, 

‘HR analytics’ suggests that the analytics function must lie within the HR department, which is not 

always the case (Andersen, 2017). The term workforce analytics is effectively detached from the HR 

department but can be argued to have an exploitative connotation (Heuvel & Bondarouk, 2017). 

People Analytics and Human Capital Analytics seem to be the most value-neutral terms. However, 

organisations such as Google have started using people operations as a synonym for the HR 

department, which seems to have caught on in some sense (Garvin, 2013). Therefore, we adopt the 

term Human Capital Analytics as a value and organisationally neutral term. 

 The definition of Human Capital Analytics is similarly varied between various scholars. As 

argued above, HCA takes its starting point in the DDDM literature, which we have defined as “an 

automated process in which company data is used to create new information, that is used to support 

decisions that are translated into organisational practices”. When moving into HCA, these processes 

are specifically related to the people aspect of the organisation. A definition made by Ben-Gal (2019) 

informs us that HCA can use both “quantitative and qualitative data and information management” 

(Ben-Gal, 2019, p. 1430). Such types of data include, but is not limited to, the following four data 

types: First is traditional HR data, such as length of employment, performance data, etc. Second is 

data within the company, but outside traditional HR departments, such as sales, finance and marketing 

data. Third is data that lies outside the company, which, as an example, could be social media data, 

particularly from LinkedIn (Deloitte, 2015). Fourth is biometric and online activity data, which is 

finding increasing use within some companies. Biometric data includes scanners, sensors and other 

IoT devices that track employees’ activities in the physical world (Hamilton & Sodeman, 2019). 

Online activity data includes software packages that track employees’ movement in their digital world 

(CNBC, 2020). Often the combination of these types of data provides the most potent insights.  

More recently, Heuvel and Bondarouk (2017) place focus on the processual element of HCA, 

arguing that it is “not simply a tool that produces valuable insights at the push of a button” (Heuvel 

& Bondarouk, 2017, p. 160) but a mental framework to be adopted. Moreover, they introduce the 

concept of people-drivers to the definition of HCA and places focus on the business outcomes of the 

analytics. The resulting definition from Heuvel & Bondarouk is "The systematic identification and 

quantification of the people-drivers of business outcomes, with the purpose of making better 



 15 / 106 

decisions" (Heuvel & Bondarouk, 2017, p. 160). This definition focuses on identifying and 

quantifying data, which could be interpreted to leave out some higher levels of analytics, such as 

prediction, which some companies are starting to use in their HCA projects. Thus, we turn to Ben-

Gal (2017) who provides further clarification by defining HCA by using business analytics explicitly 

in the definition as “the application of sophisticated data mining and business analytics techniques 

to the field of HR” (Ben-Gal, 2019, p. 1429). 

From these perspectives, we develop our own definition by combining the latter two 

definitions into the following: “Human Capital Analytics is the systematic identification, 

quantification and business analysis of the people-drivers of business outcomes, with the purpose of 

making better decisions”. Such a definition provides a broad scope to the concept of HCA, as it allows 

for all types of data to be identified, quantified and analysed, as long it relates to people-drives in 

some sense and affects business outcomes. To this definition, we add the work of Bersin (2014) who 

presents a framework that assists in classifying various levels of HCA projects. As shown in figure 

2, the framework moves in four levels in which the fourth level, ‘Predictive Analytics’ is the highest 

level of HCA projects. Few companies have reached this level of sophistication, in which predictive 

models are used for strategic planning. The third level of ‘Strategic Analytics’ describes HCA projects 

which aim at understanding the cause and delivery of actionable solutions. The second level, 

‘Proactive Advanced Reporting’, aims at operational reporting using dashboards and some 

multidimensional analysis. The first level, ‘Reactive Operational Reporting’, is when HCA projects 

are used reactively and in isolation about ad hoc measures. The model is used to classify companies 

in relation to how sophisticated their current HCA projects are. Moreover, the model can be used to 

understand when various legal and ethical concerns become critical to HCA projects, which will 

become part of the conceptual development later in the thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Levels of Human Capital Analytics (Bersin, 2014) 
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1.4.3 Practising HCA 

With the definition of HCA in mind, the following section will introduce several use cases in which 

HCA has been used to, among other things, screen for and find better candidates, use employee 

engagement to predict success and tackle the challenge of employee turnover. 

 As mentioned above, Google is among the leading companies using HCA across a wide range 

of projects. Davenport et al. (2010) describe how Google and AT&T use HCA to screen for and find 

better candidates. These companies have found innovative ways to characterise the qualities of their 

top performers sorted by their specific function. Hereafter, they have understood why this specific 

quality is predicting success in the given position and finally, they have learnt how to screen new 

candidates for the specific traits which predict for success in the given role (Davenport, et al., 2010). 

Such data-driven hiring practices allow the companies to match great employees with the position, 

which fits them best in ways which have not previously been possible, allowing for better 

performance.  

In a similar example, Shell has through longitudinal HCA studies found that the single biggest 

driver of individual performance at Shell is ‘employee engagement’ (van der Togt & Rasmussen, 

2017). For Shell, the most important output measure is safety, a measure which is traditionally outside 

HR. However, the HR commissioned HCA study proved that employee engagement and safety were 

related and that a 1% increase in employee engagement led to an approximate drop of recordable case 

frequency (an industry-standard) of 4%. With this knowledge, the team could attach direct bottom-

line implications to the improvement of employee engagement of 1%. From here, the team wished to 

understand what drove increases in employee engagement and found that organisational and team 

leadership was the largest contributor, which provided them with clear steps to achieving these 

improvements, leading to a more efficient organisation (van der Togt & Rasmussen, 2017).  

 At Jack in the Box, an American fast-food chain, HCA was employed to tackle an issue of 

employee turnover (Schiemann, et al., 2018). Jack in the Box developed an internal HCA project 

named the ‘People Equity Model’ to understand why some restaurants performed better than others 

on key measures. The model allowed Jack in the Box to quantify through employee surveys, mystery 

shoppers and other methods, which measures individual restaurants were performing poorly at. The 

next step was to understand the root causes of these poor measures at the individual restaurant. 

Finally, the work began to find ways to overcome the individual challenges at individual locations. 

Each part of this process was driven by various data points both in and outside the traditional HR 

field. With this methodology, Jack in the Box achieved a 21 % lower employee turnover and as a 
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result 10 % higher productivity across restaurants, ultimately leading to higher profits and competitive 

advantage (Schiemann, et al., 2018). 

 The sample of projects above is used to show a broad base of effective HCA projects, with 

more examples available (cf. CBS HCA Group 2020, Hamilton & Sodeman 2019, Phillips 2015, van 

der Togt & Rasmussen 2017, Vardi & Minbaeva 2018). Although the cases vary in most aspects, they 

have some commonalities. First, all projects describe an engaged top-management who have pushed 

HCA strategies and built data management systems, which can store and analyse vast amounts of 

people data. Moreover, the cases present their HCA efforts as being a help to their employees: to find 

the right position, become more engaged, or become safer. In other words, it seems the projects have 

taken into consideration that their employees are a valuable asset. However, although several 

companies have found ways to implement HCA projects successfully, many still have not yet 

succeeded in these efforts. The annual ‘Global Human Capital Trends’ paper by Deloitte (2015) found 

that ‘people analytics’ was the second-largest HR gap, with 75% of surveyed companies answering 

that using people analytics is “important” while only 8% believed their organisation was “strong” in 

the area (Deloitte, 2015). For this reason, much of the literature in the HCA field discusses the reasons 

for why analytics is not more widespread (cf. Boudreau & Cascio, 2017, Minbaeva, 2017, Levenson 

& Fink, 2017, Andersen, 2017). Moreover, certain scholars have argued that HCA starts to look more 

like a management fad than an actual improvement of business drivers (Rasmussen & Ulrich, 2015).  

To argue against HCA being a management fad, several scholars have discussed various ways 

to implement HCA projects in more effective ways. One discussion relates to the position of the HCA 

projects within or outside HR. Some scholars argue that HR departments often do not have the skills 

to develop effective HCA projects (Rasmussen & Ulrich, 2015). Meanwhile, others argue that HCA 

must be situated in HR to avoid forgetting the human aspect (Green, 2017). Andersen (2017) adds to 

the conversation by pointing out the six skills of a world-class analytics team, which are further 

developed by Green (2017) as having good data, being good at storytelling, having business acumen, 

mastering techniques of data visualisation, having strong psychology skills, mastering numbers and 

statistics and having expertise in change management (Green, 2017). With this in mind, one can argue 

that whether HCA teams are placed in HR or not, possessing these skills is of critical importance. An 

eighth critical skill is, according to Hamilton (2019), the role of legal knowledge. This thesis follows 

this argument due to the importance of ensuring that biases and privacy are critically regarded 

throughout the project. This discussion will be elaborated upon in section 1.6.  
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Minbaeva (2017) provides further assistance for practitioners by arguing for HCA as being 

‘organisational capability’, which is defined as “a firm’s ability to perform repeatedly a productive 

task which relate[s] either directly or indirectly to a firm’s capacity for creating value through 

affecting the transformation of inputs into outputs.” (Minbaeva, 2017, p. 5). With this view, HCA 

projects are built through the organisation as a whole. Specifically, three micro foundational origins: 

people, process and structures. These are divided into three dimensions, which are data quality, 

analytics capabilities and the strategic ability to act. Put together, these create a matrix which contains 

several guidelines for practitioners to develop their projects (see figure 3). Minbaeva’s framework, 

as well as most of the other literature in the HCA field, is developed to be context-free and therefore 

cannot include considerations of legal and ethical concerns, which this thesis argues are critical 

elements of HCA projects. Moreover, the framework is free from organisational context, wherefore 

this thesis sets out to investigate the area of HCA in the context of the multinational corporation.  

Figure 3: HCA as an organisational capability (Minbaeva, 2017, p. 2) 

A final consideration, which is of relevance to this paper, is the unfortunate consequences that 

HCA projects can have if they are not appropriately used, deliberately or not. In the use cases 

described above, the business benefits of using HR data are clear. However, there is also a possibility 

for biased decisions; an example could be the traits Google identified to succeed in a specific role. 

What if the analysis had shown that you had to be male, or white, in order to succeed? Considerations 

of this nature are what we argue makes HCA an interesting case study to understand the role of legal 

and ethical factors in relation to DDDM. However, before diving deeper into this subject, it is 

important to first situate the unique situation of multinational corporations in these considerations, 

which will be done in the next section. 

The above section has defined HCA as “the systematic identification, quantification and 

business analysis of the people-drivers of business outcomes, with the purpose of making better 

decisions”. With this definition, the section has presented four levels of HCA and several use cases. 
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Finally, the section has provided an overview of the literature concerning how to implement HCA 

effectively and argued that current literature lacks a contextual element. 

1.5 The Context of the Multinational Corporation 
The HCA literature, as introduced above, is primarily developed free of context. However, the legal 

and ethical considerations an organisation has to have are arguably defined by the context in which it 

operates. Therefore, the following section will introduce key considerations for organisations in a 

multinational context. The section will start by investigating the concept of the multinational 

corporation (henceforth MNC), discussing what sets it apart, based mainly on the literature collection 

edited by Ghoshal and Westney (2005). Thereafter, it will explore the MNC from an institutional 

point of view. 

There is much discussion among scholars regarding the uniqueness of the MNC. The 

following section describes the main characteristics of the MNC, compared to domestic firms, as 

agreed upon by a variety of scholars. The discussion pertaining to whether these characteristics only 

apply to MNCs and the debate of whether they can vary in degree or kind is outside the scope of this 

thesis, which accepts the three below characteristics as a definition for the multinational corporation. 

This includes Doz and Prahalad’s (2005) term the ‘Diversified Multinational Corporation’ (DMNC), 

as we argue the two terms are conceptually similar, although they have slightly different names. The 

characteristics are used to explain different nuances of the ethical and legal implications of conducting 

an HCA project in an MNC and are defined as follows: 

An MNC has activities that span national boundaries. This characteristic has certain practical 

implications, such as the possibility of several time zones and languages spoken in the organisation, 

which can impact coordination and communication. Furthermore, it means that e.g. cash flows are in 

different currencies, which can influence the denomination on the value of the firm (Ghoshal & 

Westney 2005, Pucik, et al., 2017, Kostava, et al., 2008). 

An MNC has a wider variety of stakeholders and operates in highly different social 

organisations, cultures, norms and within different institutional frameworks. This characteristic can 

have an impact on the ability to coordinate in the firm on a practical level, concerning the different 

legal and institutional frameworks. Moreover, it can have an impact on the human side, as there needs 

to be paid close attention to the cultural differences within the employee group and various 

stakeholders (Ghoshal & Westney, 2005). For the case of HCA, this is of key importance, as 

organisations need to consider several different legal frameworks along with various cultures’ 
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approaches to the ethical side of data privacy. The direct aspect of culture will not be investigated in 

this thesis, as we argue that these aspects will flag themselves in the legal and ethical analysis. 

In the MNC, there is a trade-off between global integration and local responsiveness. 

Essentially, this is a discussion of the local managers’ wish for autonomy versus the Headquarters’ 

wish for control, coming down to either cultural or political issues. The argument for more local 

responsiveness is cultural, as it can be argued that the organisational processes and structures have to 

allow the local culture to influence them. The argument for more global integration is political, as 

Headquarters can have a tendency to favour standardisation in order to ensure equality and 

transparency across the organisation (Westney, 2005). For HCA projects, the company, therefore, 

needs to decide whether they want the same analytics for all their subunits for the results to be 

comparable, or if they should be tailored to the local organisation in order to explain that specific 

branch better. This trade-off becomes important as the differences in legal frameworks and ethical 

norms in the business units may pull towards local integration. However, there are more possibilities 

for more nuanced DDDM when using larger datasets, which could speak in favour of global 

integration. 

1.5.1 The Institutional View of the MNC 

To investigate the MNC, this thesis will employ the institutional view, based on the arguments of 

Doz and Prahalad (2005). They argue that only some organisational theories can encompass all the 

aspects that are specific to an MNC, which led them to investigate which major organisational 

theoretical frameworks are most beneficial to investigate MNCs from. Based on seven criteria, they 

found that Institutional Theory, Power Relationships & Adaptation and Organisational Learning are 

able to explain the DMNC well (Doz & Prahalad, 2005). However, they argue that out of these, 

Institutional Theory is the only one that has been able to operationalise the theory into a model or 

framework and that it works on a level of analysis that concerns strategic groups, institutional fields 

and populations (Doz & Prahalad, 2005), which is the unit of analysis needed for this thesis. 

Furthermore, they argue that “Institutional theory is most useful for DMNC research in considering 

subunit adaptations to differentiated local environments and to corporate management systems” (Doz 

& Prahalad, 2005, p. 29). Thus, the institutional view allows for analysing HCA as a corporate 

management system, while providing clarification for the legal and ethical implications that the 

varying environments that MNCs operate in. 

To investigate the case of HCA from the institutional view, the concepts of institutional 

isomorphism and institutional fields are introduced in the following paragraphs, along with different 
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critiques of the theory. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) were the ones to introduce the conversation 

around institutional isomorphism, where they coined the term ‘institutional field’, along with 

coercive, mimetic and normative isomorphism. The organisational field is defined as “organizations 

that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, 

p. 43) and can be used as a unit of analysis that is broader than merely looking at either competitors 

or collaborators of a specific firm. They argue that there is a homogenisation process within these 

organisational fields caused by isomorphic pressures, which can be divided into three categories: 

coercive, mimetic and normative. Coercive isomorphism pertains to formal and informal pressures 

from other organisations along with cultural expectations in the society the organisation operates in. 

This includes formal legal requirements as made by the state. In HCA, coercive isomorphism 

arguably happens when laws such as GDPR are imposed, meaning that companies have to adhere to 

at least a certain level of data protection. Mimetic isomorphism occurs when there is organisational 

uncertainty, which, according to DiMaggio and Powell, leads to organisations imitating each other. 

This concept plays into the discussion of HCA as a management fad (Rasmussen & Ulrich, 2015). 

Lastly, normative isomorphism regards the employees of the organisation. DiMaggio and Powell 

argue that due to formal education and the growth of professional networks, the employees across an 

organisational field have a tendency to become homogeneous (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Thus, the 

employees within the same organisational fields arguably have the same attitude towards the ethical 

debate regarding the use of HCA. 

DiMaggio and Powell’s theory was however developed as context-free, wherefore other 

researchers have since applied the theory to the context of the MNC. On the more critical side, 

Kostova, Roth and Dacin (2008) argue that the complexity of the institutional framework of the MNC 

makes the concepts of respectively the organisational field and institutional isomorphism non-

applicable in the MNC context. When it comes to the organisational field, they argue that the MNC 

faces “multiple, fragmented, nested or often conflicting institutional environments” (Kostova, et al., 

2008, p. 998), which entails that field formation is unattainable. For this reason, they argue that MNCs 

have formed their own organisational class that adhere to their own rules, logics and values that can 

result in consequences in case they are broken (Kostova, et al., 2008). An example of this is social 

responsibility, which most larger companies focus on and where they can lose competitive advantage 

if they do not live up to certain standards. This view plays into the importance of the legal and ethical 

factors of HCA, as data privacy and protection of the individual arguably is part of the logics and 

values that MNCs adhere to. Since they argue that organisational fields do not exist, Kostava et al. 
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also maintain that isomorphism is limited in MNCs, since isomorphism ordinarily happens within 

organisational fields (Kostova, et al., 2008).  

D. Eleanor Westney, however, is less critical towards the use of institutional theory in MNCs, 

going as far as saying “The study of the MNC should be particularly fertile ground for developing 

institutional theory: [since] the MNC operates in many institutional environments” (Westney, 2005, 

p. 52). She highlights Scott and Meyer’s theory, which based on among others DiMaggio and Powell, 

describes two processes of institutional theory. Both of them are based on the fact that in institutional 

theory, the surrounding environment is not external; it enters the organisation. The first process is 

when external institutional agencies from the surrounding environment try to shape the organisation. 

This is e.g. through legislation, where politicians shape the organisation. The second one is the 

process in which organisations internalise externally validated organisational structures, taking them 

for granted or valuing them as ends in themselves (Westney, 2005). An example of this is cultural 

norms and best practices, which influences the organisation. Westney further discusses the concept 

of the organisational field. She argues that identifying the boundaries of the organisational field is 

important, yet still challenging. For MNCs particularly, she posits that they are able to straddle 

organisational fields, due to their activities across borders and industries. This, in turn, also means 

that organisational fields can cross borders (Westney, 2005). 

1.5.2 Organisational Responsiveness 

To the institutional theory of the firm, we add the work of Oliver (1991) on responses to institutional 

processes. In her article, Oliver outlines five different strategic responses that organisations use in 

different institutional settings, namely acquiescence, compromise, avoidance, defiance and 

manipulation (Oliver, 1991). Acquiescence means that the organisation accepts the institutional 

pressures, either through habit, imitation of institutional models or compliance to values, norms and 

rules. Compromise ensues when an organisation is met with conflicting institutional pressures and 

can take the form of attempts to balance, pacify or bargain. This means that the organisation either 

attempts to accommodate different pressures, tries to partially conform, or to negotiate a compromise. 

Avoidance means that the organisation excludes itself from having to conform to institutional 

pressures, either through concealment, buffering or escaping. Concealment means that the 

organisations try to disguise their disobedience by showing obedience. Buffering is to avoid being 

inspected by externals, and escaping is to, quite drastically, exit the institutional domain or change 

aspects of the organisation in order to avoid conforming. Defiance is more active resistance through 

dismissing, challenging or attacking. By dismissing, the organisation ignores the rules, primarily if 
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there is low external enforcement of the rules. Challenging and attacking entail departing actively 

from the rules by going in the offence, attacking being the more aggressive of the two. Lastly, 

manipulation is the most actively resistant response, which seeks to change the expectations of the 

institutional framework or the framework itself. This can be done either through co-opting the source 

of the pressure, influencing what is believed to be acceptable expectations or attempting to control 

the external constituents that are exerting pressure on the organisation (Oliver, 1991). In order to 

predict the response, Oliver introduces five ‘institutional antecedents’, which are cause, constituents, 

content, control and context. How these five antecedents relate to the different strategic responses, is 

summarised in table 1 below: 

Table 1: Predictive Factors for Strategic Responses (Oliver, 1991, p. 160) 

These five responses to institutional pressures can be applied to how organisations think and act in 

regard to the ethical and legal implications of HCA, wherefore they will be added to the theoretical 

framework in chapter 2. 

Thus, this thesis argues that the most optimal way to investigate the introduction of HCA 

projects in MNCs is through the lens of institutional theory. In this theory, institutional isomorphism, 

along with the notion of the organisational field, can help explain the reasons behind why MNCs 

make the choices they do in relation to HCA. This is manifested through the five strategic responses 

to institutional processes. 
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1.6 Legal Aspects 
Having elaborated upon the context on which this thesis investigates HCA projects, we now turn to 

a discussion of the legal and ethical implications these kinds of projects can have. In this section, the 

literature on data privacy legislation will be laid out, followed by a walkthrough of the data protection 

measures around the world, which leads into elaborating extensively on the General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR) which will be the focus of this thesis’ legal aspect. 

To understand how legal regulations affect the case of HCA, one must look to the fields of 

data protection and data privacy. According to Determann (2020), the difference between the fields 

is that data protection focuses on the protection of personal data, thereby protecting the data subjects 

from the effects that automated data processing can have. Oppositely, data privacy law aims to protect 

the data subjects from intrusion and interception of confidential data (Determann, 2020). Although 

there are differences between the terms, this thesis will, in accordance with common language, use 

the term ‘data privacy’ broadly and following the definition Dove & Phillips (2015) propose: [data 

privacy is] “a state of affairs whereby data relating to a person are either in a state of non-access, or 

in a state of managed access such that the person is able to decide whether and how they may be used 

and shared, and to know how those data are actually used and shared” (Dove & Phillips, 2015, p. 

643). 

Although the importance of privacy rights for people can be dated back to the late 19th century 

(Trzaskowski & Sørensen, 2019), data privacy legislation did not emerge before the 1970s in both 

Europe and the US. The first one of its kind stems from the German region of Hessen in 1970, which 

inspired other countries in Europe to follow suit. In the US, the first federal law was the Privacy Act, 

which was put into force in 1974. The development of national legislation has happened concurrently 

with the development of general guidelines in international organisations; thus these legislations have, 

to some extent, influenced each other. In 1980, the OECD developed eight privacy principles that, 

despite not being directly enforceable, influenced the member countries to the extent that only two 

OECD countries do not have the principles incorporated in some way (Dove & Phillips, 2015). The 

year after, the EU introduced ‘The Council of Europe Convention 108’, which was the first legally 

binding data protection instrument. After that followed The European Union Data Protection 

Directive in 1995, which is arguably the most influential of its time when it comes to processing 

personal data and free movement of that data (Dove & Phillips, 2015). This directive was legally 

binding in the EEA. Hereafter, personal data protection was made a fundamental right with the Treaty 

of Lisbon in 2009 (Dove & Phillips, 2015). All of these developments in supra-national legislation 
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have undoubtedly influenced the conceptions of data privacy measures around the world, which will 

be elaborated upon below. 

1.6.1 Data Privacy Around the World 

As of 2015, there were approximately 109 countries in the world with data privacy laws in force 

(Dove & Phillips, 2015). It is outside the scope of this paper to investigate them all, wherefore only 

the general tendencies of different geographical regions will be outlined. In regard to data privacy 

legislation, the world can arguably be divided into the following regions: The Americas (excluding 

the USA), Asia & Oceania, Africa & Middle East, the US and Europe.  

In the Americas, Canada has introduced quite extensive legislation, both in the public and 

private sector. The same goes for some larger countries in South America, like Brazil, Argentina and 

Mexico. Most of these countries’ legislation is in line with the European approach but were 

introduced quite late (Bygrave, 2014).  

In Asia & Oceania, there are major differences between the countries. Places like Australia, 

New Zealand, South Korea and Japan have relatively comprehensive legislation, whereas if you go 

to Malaysia and Singapore, they have legislation that covers private companies’ use of individual 

data, but none that covers the data that is processed by the government. In China and India, there is 

formal legislation regarding data privacy, but it has not been put effectively into operation (Bygrave, 

2014). 

The regions that are least developed in the area of data privacy, are Africa and the Middle 

East, where the first country to introduce data privacy legislation was Cape Verde in 2001. Since 

then, ten other African countries have followed, primarily to make their countries more attractive to 

FDI, but generally lack the infrastructure to implement it properly. Israel is the only country in the 

entire region that has met the EU Adequacy Standard (Bygrave, 2014).  

The American data privacy legislation is based on the same attitudes towards personal 

autonomy and integrity as the European but differs in the sense that the US legislation is generally 

less restrictive than the European approach and is not as far-reaching, which has been dubbed ‘The 

Transatlantic Data Privacy Divide’ (Bygrave, 2014). Concretely, the US does not have one 

overarching law but has several sectoral and/or state-level laws, whereof the HIPAA, which concerns 

the protection of medical data, is the most notable. Furthermore, the US generally emphasise self-

regulation when it comes to data privacy measures (Dove & Phillips, 2015).  

Finally, Europe has the oldest and most comprehensive data privacy laws, both on sub-

national, national, and supra-national levels. Since it is the most comprehensive, some argue that the 
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GDPR has taken place as a global standard (Ryngaert & Taylor, 2020). This is exacerbated by the 

fact that the EU itself has the power to decide whether non-European countries’ data privacy laws are 

‘adequate’ compared to the GDPR, meaning that non-EU countries can exchange data on equal terms 

of EU-countries in the Intra-EU Transmission of Data (EU, 2018). As the GDPR arguably places 

some of the toughest restrictions and largest fines for non-compliance, this thesis will look to Europe 

as a starting point in the investigation of how MNCs think about and act upon legal implications of 

their HCA projects. By limiting the scope to the GDPR, this thesis can be criticised for being too 

simplistic. However, since the introduction of this field of research is relatively new to the field of 

HCA, a scoping is arguably needed. Such a scoping should, in our opinion, start from the most 

comprehensive laws, whereas future research can focus on applying the framework to other settings. 

Therefore, the section below will dive deeper into the GDPR legislation’s theoretical impact on HCA 

projects. 

1.6.2 The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 

The GDPR, which was adopted in 2018, is a comprehensive European piece of regulation providing 

citizens (data subjects) in the EU with fundamental rights concerning their personal data. The GDPR 

is unique in the ways it defines personal data and the processing of it. Moreover, it goes quite far in 

terms of setting consent-based guidelines for how to store and use personal data, as well as 

punishments if one is found to break the law. The following section will highlight certain elements 

of the legislation and place it in the context of HCA projects with the aim of providing a starting point 

for the analysis of the legal implications of such projects. 

The GDPR is to be seen in relation to the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 

Union (The Charter), and Article 16 of the Treaty of Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), 

which defines the protection of natural persons’ personal data as a fundamental right. However, the 

GDPR specifies that although data protection is a fundamental right, it is not an absolute right and 

should be “considered in relation to its function in society and be balanced against other fundamental 

rights” (GDPR, 2018 p. 2). 

 The GDPR relies on two central definitions, that of personal data and of how to process it. 

The GDPR defines in Article 4(1) personal data as “any information relating to an identified or 

identifiable natural person” (GDPR, 2018, p. 33). From this definition, it is clear that most, if not all, 

data which is typically used in HCA projects falls within the GDPR, of which examples could be the 

length of employment, performance metrics and geographic locations. With this data, companies must 

apply protective measures if they process it, which Article 4(2) defines as: “any operation or set of 
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operations which is performed on personal data or on sets of personal data, whether or not by 

automated means, such as collection, recording, organisation, structuring, storage [...]“ (GDPR, 

2018, p. 33). With this broad definition of processing, it can be argued that all useful HCA projects 

developed in Europe must comply with the GDPR legislation. Organisations who are found to be 

non-compliant are subject to punitive measures in the form of fines, which is stipulated in Article 83 

at a maximum of 20M EUR or 4% of total worldwide annual turnover, whichever is higher (GDPR, 

2018, p. 82). Moreover, the territorial scope of the GDPR, as stipulated in Article 3, considers all 

activities of processing within, or towards, EU citizens as being within the scope of GDPR 

“regardless of whether the processing takes place in the Union or not” (GDPR, 2018, p. 33) and 

regardless of whether the controller or processor is established in the EU. Thus, MNCs who operate 

in the influential EU market but are established outside it will also be subject to the GDPR and its 

punitive measures. 

 For data controllers to lawfully process personal data, the GDPR relies partly on a consent-

based approach to protect the data subject. In point (a) of Article 6(1), the GDPR states that processing 

shall be lawful when “the data subject has given consent to the processing of his or her personal data 

for one or more specific purposes” (GDPR, 2018, p. 36). There are however some other lawful bases 

which a processor can use, like compliance with legal obligations, to protect vital interests of the data 

subject and for tasks carried out in the public interest. In Article 7, the GDPR outlines conditions for 

consent, such as the consent being demonstrable, clearly distinguishable, easily accessible and in 

plain, understandable language, implying that if infringements are found to these criteria, the consent 

can be deemed non-binding (GDPR, 2018). Finally, Article 7 states that “It shall be as easy to 

withdraw as to give consent” (GDPR, 2018, p. 37), a declaration which provides data subjects with 

the right to withdraw previously given consent under most circumstances. Therefore, HCA 

practitioners have to consider the lawful base of using the data in question. If the data requires consent 

from the data subjects (employees), the practitioners are put under pressure to gain their willingness 

when building HCA projects. 

Moreover, the GDPR provides additional protection for data subjects, some of which relate 

specifically to HCA projects. First, are Articles 13-15 which provide the ‘right to explanation’ of 

how personal data is used and stored (GDPR, 2018, p. 40). Second, are Articles 16-18, which provide 

the ‘right to rectification” of inaccurate data and the ‘right to erasure’ of one’s personal data at any 

point, e.g. by withdrawing one’s previously given consent (GDPR, 2018, p. 44). Third, is the ‘right 

to restriction of processing’, which allows a data subject to object to data processing and thereby 
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restrict it (GDPR, 2018 p. 44). Finally, chapter four of the GDPR sets strict guidelines for the 

responsibility of the controller to safeguard, update and gain approved certification to protect data, as 

well as to hire a data protection officer (GDPR, 2018, p. 56). Above rights are a small excerpt of 

GDPR to show how HCA practitioners must take this law into consideration when conducting 

projects. Thus, HCA practitioners must be transparent and caring to comply with the legal 

requirements and, as we will argue below, the ethical aspects to gain approval from employees 

(Hamilton & Sodeman, 2019). 

A final concern of relevance for this thesis relating to GDPR is that of profiling and automated 

decision making. The GDPR defines profiling in point (4) of Article 4 as “any form of automated 

processing of personal data consisting of the use of personal data to evaluate certain personal 

aspects relating to a natural person, in particular to analyse or predict aspects concerning that 

natural person's performance at work, economic situation, health, personal preferences, interests, 

reliability, behaviour, location or movements“ (GDPR, 2018, p. 33). Profiling in this sense has further 

restrictions in Articles 22-23 which state “The data subject shall have the right not to be subject to a 

decision based solely on automated processing, including profiling, which produces legal effects” 

(GDPR, 2018, p. 46) unless it is necessary for entering into, or performance of, a contract or is based 

on the explicit consent of the data subject. Moreover, the articles state that the data subject shall have 

the right to object, at any time, to processing of personal data, including profiling. These provisions 

can, in many cases, prohibit the algorithms and profiling, which are sometimes inherent in HCA 

projects. Thus, additional care and suitable protective measures must be implemented to comply with 

these measures (Goodman & Flaxman, 2017). 

This section has argued that legal aspects are of central importance to DDDM and HCA 

projects. Moreover, it has argued that GDPR is the toughest and most comprehensive data protection 

legislation in the world today, which is why Europe has been taken as the starting point for the thesis. 

Finally, it has highlighted some of the most influential parts of GDPR in relation to how companies 

theoretically should consider legal aspects when building HCA projects. 

1.7 Ethical aspects 
Although legal requirements are mandatory for companies to follow, this thesis argues that the ethical 

aspects are likewise essential for DDDM to get right, if it is to be accepted by citizens across the 

world. Likewise, for HCA projects, the employees must accept the use of their data for the projects 

to be effective. The following section will investigate how MNCs should deal with the ethical 
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concerns when individuals across cultures and countries might have different norms and conceptions 

of justice. Moreover, the section will discuss how DDDM can remove or cause harmful effects. 

As mentioned above, the ethical aspect is particularly difficult for the MNC to get right, as 

individuals across cultures and countries might have different norms and conceptions of justice. 

Although DDDM can be argued to remove some of the human bias in a decision-making process, 

several scholars note that bias is not necessarily avoided by using DDDM, as it gives rise to among 

others discrimination, unfairness and lack of transparency (Lepri, et al., 2018, Zarsky 2016, Ananny 

& Crawford 2018, Zou & Schiebinger 2018). This thesis argues that these ethical concerns are 

essential for HCA projects. 

1.7.1 Situating the Ethical Discussion in the Literature 

In order to dive into these discussions, we turn to the more universal definitions of justice and fairness. 

For such a definition, this thesis will turn, quite briefly, to the theories of justice put forward by 

Aristotle, Thomas Hobbes, John Stuart Mill and John Rawls. The aim of such a discussion is not to 

give a thorough account of the theories of justice or to argue which theory is correct. Instead, the aim 

is to end up with a theoretical starting point which can be used to argue for whether the use of HCA 

is just and to which degree. Such a starting point is found by contrasting John Rawls “A Theory of 

Justice” (1971) and Mill’s “Utilitarianism” (1863). 

Theories of justice, morality and desert have interested individuals for centuries and have 

developed in various forms across the world. In a Western context, the arguably most influential 

starting point for the theory of justice comes from the writings of Plato and Aristotle more than 300 

years B.C. For these scholars, justice is teleological, meaning that to allocate rights, we must figure 

out the purpose or the end of the social practice in question. In other words, justice is a matter of 

fitting a person's virtues with an appropriate role. In this view, what is fair is considered as what best 

serves the end of the practice (Sandel, 2009). With such a view, DDDM and HCA will be fair and 

ethical in as far as it serves the end of the practice in question. However, such a view can be, and was, 

used by Aristotle to defend slavery, on the grounds of it being necessary and of slavery being the best 

‘fit’ for some people. Moreover, this teleological view leaves very little room for personal freedom. 

Such critiques lead us to more recent theories of justice.  

 More recently, Thomas Hobbes argues for a more ‘psychological and ethical egoism’ view, 

by pointing to a ‘state of nature’, a state in which there is a constant war of every man against every 

man (Hobbes, 1651;1996). To escape from this state, Hobbes argues that it is in each man's self-

interest to behave by certain principles, such as agreeing to give up our right to harm others (Hobbes, 
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1651;1996). Such an agreement is referred to as a social contract and is arguably the starting point 

for the contractual view of justice, which Rawls builds on (Rawls, 1971;1999). However, the view of 

Hobbes seems to be missing a sense of natural justice; for him, it seems that all moral values are 

relative to our desires. A weakness of this conception is that without an all-knowing power to enforce 

the contract, it would be hard to imagine that self-interested individuals would stick with the 

previously agreed to contract if breaking it would be too likely to pay off. A notable solution to this 

problem is seen in John Locke’s writings (Locke, 1689;1997), where a state of nature governed by 

God’s law is described. 

 From here we turn away from the ‘contraction’ view of justice, to John Stuart Mill’s utilitarian 

conceptions. In this view, justice is to be found in the principle of utility. The principle of utility can 

be described in the basis of action. If an action generates an excess of pleasure over pain that 

contributes to human happiness, then that action is considered right. Oppositely, if an action generates 

an excess of pain over pleasure that contributes to human unhappiness, that action is wrong (Mill, 

1863;2000). An element of critique of this theory is that we cannot ever account for whether more or 

less pleasure has followed an action. First, individuals might experience these feelings in different 

ways and second, tallying up and quantifying people’s experiences is impossible. Moreover, one 

could from the utilitarian principle argue for various actions which by many are considered 

categorically wrong, e.g. slavery, which can be argued to cause a lot of pain to the few, but also a lot 

of pleasure to the many and thereby be just in the utilitarian view. In the conversation regarding HCA, 

the utilitarian view would arguably tell us that all uses of HCA are fair, as long as they in general 

cause more pleasure than pain. 

 Finally, we come to the objections made to the utilitarian doctrine, which are most clearly 

formulated in ‘A Theory of Justice’ (Rawls, 1971;1999). With Rawls, we return to the contraction 

conception of justice, but here the contract is not derived by the state of nature. Instead, Rawls 

develops a thought experiment known as ‘The Original Position’ to arrive at his principles of justice. 

Rawls imagines individuals deliberating about the most just principles to live by, from a position 

behind a ‘veil of ignorance’ which hides from them all information about who they are in the world, 

Rawls writes: “The principles of justice are chosen behind a veil of ignorance. This ensures that no 

one is advantaged or disadvantaged in the choice of principles [...]. Since all are similarly situated 

and no one is able to design principles to favor his particular condition, the principles of justice are 

the result of a fair agreement or bargain” (Rawls, 1971;1999, p. 11). 
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From the original position behind the veil of ignorance, Rawls argues that rational people will 

choose two main fair principles to live by. The first principle is the ‘greatest equal liberty principle’ 

and the second is the ‘difference principle’. The first principle reads “Each person is to have an equal 

right to the most extensive total system of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system of 

liberty for all” (Rawls, 1971;1999, p. 266). With this, Rawls argues that there are some basic liberties, 

which individuals would agree to no matter what, as these individuals would not be willing to take 

the chance of having infringements of these happen to them.  

The second principle reads “Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they 

are both (a) the greatest expected benefit of the least advantaged, consistent with the just saving 

principle, and (b) attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of 

opportunity” (Rawls, 1971;1999, p. 72). With this definition, Rawls argues that behind the veil of 

ignorance, people would, at least in some sense, be egalitarian. However, an important consequence 

of Rawls’ second principle is that inequalities can be just, as long as they are to the benefit of the least 

well off. This position rests on the claim of principle 2b that morally arbitrary factors, such as the 

socio-economic status of the family one is born into, shall not determine one’s opportunities in life. 

To Rawls the ‘fair equality of opportunity’ goes further than traditional ‘equality of opportunity’, to 

state that equal opportunity requires not only that offices and positions are to be distributed on the 

basis of merit, but that all individuals shall have a reasonable opportunity to acquire the skills which 

merit is assessed by. This is to be true even if one does not have the necessary material resources, 

which can arise as a result of the inequality of the difference principle (Rawls, 1971;1999). For Rawls 

these principles are lexically ordered, meaning that the first principle must be fulfilled before moving 

to the second, within the second principle the stipulation in 2(b) is lexically prior to 2(a). 

Rawls and Mill take place in this thesis for two reasons; first is to define fairness from 

conceptions of justice and utility and to use these concepts to figure out when DDDM and HCA are 

just and unjust. Secondly, these considerations about justice and fairness arguably lack from the 

DDDM, and by extension, HCA literature. Below, the major ethical considerations regarding the use 

of DDDM are highlighted. 

1.7.2 Intrinsic Ethical Issues in DDDM 

There are some problems embedded in the core of the use of DDDM, namely the efficiency, fairness 

and discrimination discussions. There are several ways to define fairness in a technical context, 

generally divided into ‘group fairness’ and ‘individual fairness’ (Lepri, et al., 2018). A form of group 

fairness is statistical parity, which entails that an equal part of all groups should get each possible 
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outcome. Contrarily, individual fairness entails that comparable individuals should receive 

comparable treatment, which follows Rawls’ ‘fair equality of opportunity’, as described above (Lepri, 

et al., 2018). 

The discussion of ethical considerations in DDDM, however, starts on a different level, 

namely whether or not DDDM has efficiency gains, as discussed by Zarsky (2016), where the 

(in)efficiency argument is presented as two-fold. Firstly, Zarsky argues that if the underlying data is 

flawed, the outcome will be flawed too. Secondly, he argues that human conduct is unpredictable, 

meaning that even if the analyses are made right, they cannot predict anything (Zarsky 2016). This 

has implications for all DDDM projects and therefore also HCA, as the efficiency argument questions 

the very core of whether it should be used. Thus, the efficiency argument plays into a larger 

epistemological discussion of the concept of DDDM about whether this method can achieve reliable 

knowledge. 

The other argument Zarsky describes is the fairness argument, which is threefold. The first 

aspect is the unfair transfer of wealth, which is exemplified by “when the social and psychological 

insights gained by the automated analysis of personal data are abused” (Zarsky, 2016, p. 123), in the 

case of HCA companies can take advantage of the analyses of their employees. An example of this 

is that some companies can now predict when an employee is likely to quit, based on their SoMe data 

from platforms such as LinkedIn (Deloitte, 2015). The second aspect is that some people will be 

treated differently than others, despite them overall being similar. This is due to the nature of DDDM, 

as it is an automated process that will put individuals into groups based on certain specific 

characteristics and not a holistic view of the person, meaning that a person may end up in a “wrong” 

group due to one specific attribute that an algorithm is trained to recognise. Lastly, Zarsky argues that 

DDDM can harm an individual’s dignity, as people’s personal information is often used without the 

person’s informed consent (Zarsky, 2016). Since Zarsky’s theory was made before the introduction 

of GDPR in 2018, it can be assumed that such harm should be unlikely in companies that adhere to 

the GDPR, unless the legal base on which the company processes the data is not consent, but rather 

to fulfil legal obligations or in the public interest. 

Furthermore, several scholars argue that DDDM can have discriminatory effects, defined as 

when DDDM leads to “the application of different rules or practices to comparable situations, or of 

the same rule or practice to different situations” (Lepri, et al., 2018, p. 615). When DDDM is 

discriminatory, it is not fair, neither from an individual fairness point of view nor a group fairness 

point of view. Lepri et al. argue that DDDM can be discriminatory in four different ways. Firstly, 



 33 / 106 

DDDM can lead to practices and results that are discriminating. Secondly, it can reproduce already 

existing patterns of discrimination. Thirdly, the bias of the former decision-makers can continue. 

Lastly, general biases in society can be reflected in DDDM (Lepri, et al., 2018). There are many 

different reasons for discrimination, among which are the misuse of certain models in different 

contexts, the decision itself to use DDDM or, as often highlighted by scholars, the data used for the 

decision-making process (Lepri, et al., 2018). When building an algorithm, it is given training data, 

which provides a big possibility for discrimination, as the data can be biased (Lepri, et al., 2018; Zou 

& Schiebinger, 2018). A commonly used example is when the training data includes photos, like on 

CVs. Larger photo banks often have an overrepresentation of Caucasian people, which can mean that 

the algorithm will sort out non-Caucasians (Zou & Schiebinger, 2018). In the case of HCA, this can 

mean that specific groups will be discriminated against due to e.g. their race or gender. 

1.7.3 Transparency 

Another ethical consideration in DDDM is making sure the processes and systems are transparent. 

This is however not just the case in DDDM, as transparency has become an ideal in decision-making  

generally, as “observation produces insights, which create the knowledge required to govern and 

hold systems accountable” (Ananny & Crawford, 2018, p. 974). In other words, people appreciate 

transparency because it means that they are able to understand and thus change something if they find 

the need to. However, Ananny & Crawford argue that algorithmic decision making is a “black box”. 

This argument is echoed by Lepri et al., who state that the area of DDDM is facing a problem of 

information asymmetry, where major companies and the state are on one side and people on the other 

side - thus also creating an imbalance in the power relation. This can be exacerbated by the nature of 

analytics and in particular algorithms, due to the opacity of them. Lepri et al. identify three different 

kinds of opacity in DDDM: intentional, illiterate and intrinsic opacity. Intentional opacity means that 

the lack of transparency is on purpose, e.g. due to the protection of the intellectual property rights of 

a company. Illiterate opacity concerns the lack of understanding of data and algorithms generally, 

meaning that people do not have the skills necessary to fathom the foundation of DDDM. Lastly, 

intrinsic opacity more specifically regards concepts such as machine learning, which by nature can 

be difficult to interpret (Lepri, et al., 2018). 

Naturally, there are possible solutions to these opacity problems. When it comes to intentional 

opacity, a mitigation measure such as the introduction of the formerly mentioned ‘right to 

explanation’ in the GDPR could be employed. Regarding illiterate and intrinsic opacity, stronger 

educational initiatives and the use of algorithms that are less intricate could be possible mitigation 
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methods (Lepri, et al., 2018). Ananny & Crawford however also go on to discuss whether 

transparency should be an ideal in itself and outline ten limitations of the transparency ideal. 

Examples of these could be that transparency needs to have an effect in order for it to keep its purpose, 

as it could otherwise lead to cynicism or that transparency has technical limitations, much like in the 

intrinsic and illiterate opacity problems mentioned before (Ananny & Crawford, 2018). 

1.7.4 The Employee Aspect 

Taking all of the above perspectives into consideration, even if DDDM is deemed the most efficient 

and best way to make decisions, the decisions made can be rendered useless if they do not yield 

support in the organisation. When viewing the firm from the knowledge-based perspective (Grant, 

1996), employees can be said to be one of the most valuable assets a company has, meaning that it is 

important to get them on board. Thus, when using DDDM, one should consider the employee aspect, 

both in terms of whether they are comfortable with their employer having a great deal of data on them 

and of whether they are comfortable being governed by this data. However, as mentioned earlier, if 

one follows the GDPR, consent sometimes needs to be given in order for the firm to process the data, 

which is often manifested as a part of the employment contract. Nonetheless, one could argue that the 

employee does not have much choice in consenting if they want the job. 

The question of whether employees feel comfortable with the fact that their employees collect 

and store data about them concerns their attitude towards data privacy. In a survey conducted by 

CIGI-Ipsos in 2019, 78 % of respondents said that they were concerned about their data privacy and 

53 % were more concerned about it than they were a year ago (Simpson, 2019). This is echoed in a 

survey conducted by Accenture, where 64 % of respondents said that they were concerned that their 

data as employees could be at risk, too, further exacerbated by the fact that less than 33 % of managers 

in the survey are confident that they are using the data responsibly. However, one could argue that 

employees have an interest in sharing their data, which is shown in the fact that 92 % of employees 

answered that they would be willing to share their data if it helped them improve their performance 

(Sheng, 2019). 

Min Kyung Lee addresses the point regarding the perception of being governed by data in her 

2018 article, where she investigates people’s perception of the decisions made by algorithms versus 

decisions made by humans, focusing on the perceived fairness of the decision, the level of trust 

towards the decision and lastly the emotional response to the decision-maker. Further, the paper 

distinguishes between mechanical tasks and ones that require human skills, where HCA would belong 

to the latter category (Lee, 2018). Through an empirical study, the paper finds that employees think 
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that humans are both fairer and more trustworthy when making decisions that involve human skills, 

exemplified through a hiring decision and performance review. However, when making decisions 

about mechanical tasks, the employees had the same level of trust and perception of fairness for both 

humans and algorithms (Lee, 2018). As HCA arguably is an area that makes decisions with human 

skills, it follows that employees would have less trust in decisions that they know have been made by 

an algorithm, along with possibly thinking they were less fair. Additionally, Lee found that employees 

overall had the same emotional response towards humans or algorithms as decision-makers, though 

slightly more negative towards the algorithms (Lee, 2018). 

This section has presented the definitions of fairness outlined by John Rawls and the 

Utilitarians as a starting point for the ethical discussions. Hereafter, the section dove into how DDDM 

and HCA can be seen as either increasing or decreasing harmful effects such as discrimination and 

bias. Moreover, various transparency issues such as illiterate, intrinsic and intentional opacity have 

been put in connection to HCA projects. Finally, the section has argued for the importance of the 

employee willingness in the projects due to the partly consent-based nature of GDPR. 

1.8 Concluding Remarks 
This literature review has investigated the academic fields of data-driven decision making, human 

capital analytics, the multinational corporation, data privacy legal frameworks and ethics in order to 

provide a theoretical foundation for answering the research question “How do Danish MNCs think 

about and act upon the legal and ethical implications of their Human Capital Analytics projects?”. It 

has been argued that the area of HCA is a subsection of DDDM, pushed forward by technological 

progress and the developments in HRM, but that the academic conversation around it is developed to 

be context-free. Therefore, the institutional view has been used to situate the academic discussion of 

HCA into the context of the MNC. Furthermore, it has been argued that the conversations around data 

privacy measures and the ethical discussions are lacking from the HCA literature, wherefore these 

two areas have been thoroughly examined. The purpose of this is to provide a comprehensive 

theoretical fundament for the conceptual development, which will be made in the next chapter. 

  



 36 / 106 

2 Conceptual Development 
The following chapter will move from a description of relevant theory in relation to the thesis to a 

fusion of the areas into a conceptual framework, which is used to guide the analysis of Danish MNCs. 

The framework is divided into three levels of HCA maturity, based on whether projects are primarily 

reactive, proactive or predictive. The framework will outline which legal and ethical considerations 

we expect companies to have, on the different maturity levels, as well as which organisational 

response we anticipate. The chapter will proceed as follows: first, a description of why the framework 

is created, second, an introduction to the framework and lastly, the framework will be developed.  

2.1 Why make a framework? 
This thesis employs the conceptual framework as a tool to explain the progression of the analysis, as 

well as guide the reader through the central concepts of the research. The aim is to show the series of 

actions that we, as researchers, intend to take through the research inquiry (Adom, et al., 2018). The 

conceptual framework will be based on the literature review in chapter 1, but it will modify and fuse 

these theories into a novel tool, which is intended for use by researchers and practitioners alike 

(Akintoye, 2015). For this thesis, the tool will be used to compare the actual thoughts and actions of 

practitioners, with what was expected from the theory. 

2.2 Introduction to the Framework 
The framework used in this thesis is based upon the model made by Josh Bersin, from Bersin by 

Deloitte, which was introduced in section 1.4.2. In this thesis, the levels will be used to investigate 

the differences in ethical and legal implications for each level. Generally, we argue that the legal and 

ethical concerns become increasingly significant as you climb the steps of the model.  

We, however, argue that for the analysis of the legal and ethical aspects to be as fruitful as 

possible, it is needed to revise the number and content of the different levels in the Bersin (2014) 

model. In our version of the model, level 1 is largely the same, but the three upper levels are 

condensed into two levels. Thus, our model contains three levels in total: 

Level 1: Reactive reporting: This is the lowest level of HCA projects and can also be referred 

to as ‘the bare minimum’. Examples of level one HCA activities are conducting an annual employee 

satisfaction survey, which is used to make descriptive analyses or general numbers on demographics, 

turnover and the like. Another example could be to gather the data necessary to be able to pay the 

employees’ salary. Thus, the data used on this level of HCA projects primarily concerns the past and 

is not used as a major tool in decision-making. 
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Level 2: Proactive analysis: The middle level consists of aspects stemming from level two 

and three in the original Bersin model. Examples of HCA activities on this level are creating 

dashboards that have continuously updated data, doing benchmarking and segmentation. Thus, this 

level has a higher level of analysis and uses real-time or current data to make decisions with. 

Level 3: Predictive Analysis: The highest level consists of aspects from both level three and 

four in the original model. Examples of HCA activities on this level are statistical regression analyses, 

people models, and lastly, doing predictive analyses based on artificial intelligence and machine 

learning. Therefore, this level of HCA projects is based on predicting future outcomes, which is used 

to make decisions on a high strategic level. 

 These levels should, however, also be seen as a spectrum, meaning that two companies within 

the same level, can have different activities, and one thus can be closer to the next level than the other. 

The different expectations we will outline in the framework are thus general for the level, but we 

argue that there are nuances to the different expectations, depending on where on the spectrum the 

company is. The companies examined in this thesis will be placed on this spectrum in chapter 4. 

2.3 Framework 
The framework will attach legal and ethical concerns to each of the levels above, with the aim of 

guiding the analysis through the various levels. Figure 4 below contains the three levels described 

above, as well as a description of the legal and ethical aspects which the theoretical research has 

highlighted as being important for each level. The model is, in the legal aspects, cumulative, meaning 

that all elements which are to be considered on the lower level, will also be considered on the higher 

levels. In the ethical aspects, the elements change on each successive level. Correspondingly, 

elements of concern on the higher levels are arguably not relevant to consider on the lower levels. As 

an example, a level one HCA project does not need to consider the GDPR regulation around profiling, 

as such projects will not be capable of profiling due to the nature of analysis at this level. On the other 

hand, a highly predictive HCA project has to consider profiling, but must also be extremely concerned 

about how data is stored. The following sections will go through the model to explain in depth what 

each level of HCA project should, according to theory, consider when practising HCA. 
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The ethical aspects are divided into two different sub-categories: communication and the 

potential for harm. Communication regards how and to what extent the employees are communicated 

with about HCA projects, based on considerations of transparency as introduced in section 1.7.3. The 

potential for harm regards whether the level of analytics can harm the individual employee, as 

described in section 1.7.4. In the legal aspects, the basic GDPR regulations, as described in section 

1.6.2, apply in all three levels of analytics. However, there are additional aspects to consider in the 

top two levels, namely the concept of what data is necessary and profiling measures. When we have 

added the legal and ethical concerns to the framework, we will consider which organisational 

response we expect based on Oliver’s theory, introduced in section 1.5.2. The organisational 

responses are introduced in the framework to explore how the companies think about and act upon 

the legal and ethical pressures overall, in accordance with the research question. 

2.3.1 Level 1: Reactive Analysis 

On the reactive level, the legal aspects include gaining explicit consent to gather data, securing data 

storage and considerations of the use of data processors. Although the analysis is rather simple at the 

reactive level, these legal aspects can pose a significant constraint on companies who have yet to set 

up more sophisticated IT infrastructure and processes. Gaining consent from employees can be 

essential in the GDPR. Such consent can be gained through the initial contract with the employee; 

however, companies must be aware that when the use of the data changes, the consent must be gained 

anew (GDPR 2018). Thus, a company which aims for the higher levels of HCA might already include 

Figure 4: Theoretical Framework 
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such measures as profiling within the consent forms. Moreover, a condition for rightfully given 

consent is that it is “distinguishable” and “freely given” (GDPR, 2018, p. 37). Thus, companies must 

be prepared to let employees opt out of certain types of processing and to clearly show them what 

their data is used for. Data storage is another obstacle which can be hard to overcome, especially in 

organisations who have yet to set up modern IT infrastructure which can assist in data protection, 

anonymisation and access levels. Moreover, companies must be ready to allow data subjects their 

right to rectification and erasure if consent is withdrawn. Finally, companies on the reactive level of 

HCA often have third party companies assist them in various data gathering and processing activities. 

An example is employee surveys, which companies like Ennova and Qualtrics are performing for 

large corporations around the world. When contracting a data processor, companies must comply 

with Article 28 of GDPR which stipulates, among other things, a set contract governing the data to 

be made between controller and processor (GDPR, 2018). 

 As for the ethical aspects, we will argue that the reactive level of HCA practitioners has no 

further obligations than what is required by law, i.e. gaining consent when necessary and securing 

transparency. This argument is based on the notion that such projects have very little chance of 

causing harm or bias, as well as the fact that certain types of data are necessary to pay out salary and 

to know which individuals are part of the company, meaning that the legal base for processing this 

kind of data does not need consent from the employees. In fact, these kinds of activities should be 

encouraged by all employees in a utilitarian view of justice, as they improve the utility for all. Even 

the descriptive statistics that might be made in a level one HCA project arguably cannot cause harm, 

as these are by the nature of level one made in isolation and on an ad hoc basis. We therefore also 

argue that these kinds of projects will be communicated through one-way communication, where the 

employees are merely informed about the analyses that are being made. 

For the reasons above, we argue that level one HCA projects can be managed primarily by 

HR personnel. Since most legal implications happen when the reactive analytics are set up, and the 

ethical implications are rather insignificant, HR teams should be able to maintain level one projects 

without much support from legal counsel and data protection officers (DPO). 

We argue that the organisational response to both the legal and ethical aspects on level one 

would be acquiescence. For legal matters, the cause for the response is efficiency, and the control 

mechanism is legal coercion. Due to the high fines, if GDPR is not adhered to, it is in the interest of 

the organisation to comply; thus, we expect that organisations will invoke an acquiescence response. 

The same logic applies to the ethical aspects. Because the analyses made on this level are quite low-



 40 / 106 

level, the cause for conformity is again efficiency, and there is high consistency with organisational 

goals. The organisation arguably has nothing to gain from doing anything but complying and 

following the taken-for-granted norms in how to treat employees. Therefore, we expect that the 

organisations will respond with acquiescence. 

2.3.2 Level 2: Proactive Analysis 

On the proactive level, the legal aspects revolve around the principles of purpose limitation and data 

minimisation in which companies must start to consider what types of data and types of processing 

are strictly necessary for the analysis. Both refer to Article five of the GDPR, in which it is stated that 

personal data shall not be processed further than the initial purposes, without explicit consent (GDPR, 

2018). Moreover, data minimisation is mentioned as a standard that personal data shall be “limited to 

what is necessary in relation to the purposes for which they are processed” (GDPR, 2018, p. 35). 

When HCA projects reach the second level, in which they start working with real-time data, often at 

a much larger and more structured scale, we will argue that companies must develop additional data 

strategies to ensure that these standards are met. 

 As for the ethical aspects, the second level of HCA projects represents the level in which we 

will argue that organisations must start considering the ethical aspects as these projects have the 

chance to cause some bias and in worst case harm individuals, by using the employees’ data in a way 

that they are not comfortable with. Therefore, we argue that companies must engage in discussion 

with their employees which goes beyond information. Here, companies must go out of their way to 

continuously explain how personal data is used, how it is protected and anonymised. We argue that 

although this additional effort is not a legal requirement per se, it will, for most modern knowledge-

based companies, be beneficial to engage in these dialogues to gain the willingness of one’s 

employees to engage with the projects and provide continuous, accurate and reliable data.  

For the reasons above, we argue that level two HCA projects should be managed in close 

collaboration with legal counsel and a DPO. Due to the real-time data collection and the consistent 

need for updates in the types of processing that are made during level two projects, legal counsel and 

a DPO should be closely connected to the project team, in order to monitor that data collection and 

processing is carried out in adherence with the legal and ethical standards. 

We argue that the strategic response to the legal aspects on this level is again acquiescence, 

but that the expected response to the ethical aspects is compromise with a slight tendency towards 

avoidance. Although there are more aspects of the GDPR legislation to consider, the cost of non-

compliance is too high for the organisation to not choose an acquiescence response. However, when 
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it comes to the ethical aspects, we predict that the strategic response will be compromise, tending to 

avoidance. Because there is a potential for harm of the employees, organisations who mitigate this 

will do so due to the social legitimacy and in order to voluntarily diffuse norms of treating employees 

well. Whether or not this is consistent with the goals of the organisation can be discussed. On one 

hand, it is in the interest of the organisation to treat their employees well due to the before-mentioned 

high demand for high-skilled labour, but on the other hand, it comes with a higher cost for the 

organisation. Because the area of DDDM and HCA is still developing, there is arguably also 

institutional uncertainty, where the organisations cannot accurately predict the future in the field. 

Lastly, there is a moderate multiplicity of constituents, as e.g. labour unions and different employee 

interest groups can start becoming involved when the HCA projects move from level one to level 

two. For these reasons, the typology of Oliver (1991) would predict a compromise response, but with 

many similarities to the avoidance response. 

2.3.3 Level 3: Predictive Analysis 

On the predictive level, the legal aspects become increasingly important for HCA practitioners to be 

aware of. Not only are the demands of level one and two made more difficult to adhere to, when new 

types of data, in larger quantities, and for new uses are being processed, but we will furthermore argue 

that the third level is when means of ‘profiling’ and ‘automated individual decision making’ should 

become a primary concern. As stated above, Article 21 and 22 of the GDPR set out specific 

regulations for these types of processing, which HCA projects must adhere to. When engaging in 

such measures, practitioners must be vigilant in setting up strict processes and transparency measures 

to ensure the willingness and safety of the employees who are being profiled. Moreover, companies 

should engage in vigilant privacy risk assessments, to ensure the safety of their employees’ data, by 

for example using ‘pseudonymisation’ and ‘privacy by design’. Furthermore, the predictive nature of 

these systems poses significant risks of treating individuals unfairly. Thus, companies should carry 

out regular quality assurance checks to ensure fairness of the automated systems. Finally, companies 

at this level should liaise with ethical review boards to assess potential harms and biases in the 

systems. 

 As for the ethical aspects, the third level of HCA projects represents the level in which 

companies must go beyond their legal responsibilities and ensure the fair and ethical treatment of 

their employees. When analytics becomes predictive through the use of AI and ML, we argue that 

legislation is no longer a high enough standard and instead we will argue that companies should 

adhere to the principles of justice outlined by John Rawls. With these standards, executives, managers 
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and employees must develop their projects so that they are to the greatest benefit of the least 

advantaged, meaning that it is not about serving the needs of senior management, but the needs of 

everyone in the company, specifically those least advantaged by the outcomes. To do this, we would 

argue that practitioners should attempt to put themselves in the original position behind the veil of 

ignorance and imagine that they would not know which position in the company they would hold and 

agree to which types of analytics projects would be fair to develop from this position. Although this 

is a thought experiment and it would not live up to the impossible standards of Rawls, we argue that 

most individuals would have an intuitive sense of right and wrong if put into this thought experiment, 

which could help companies stay on the ethical path. 

 Even with these standards, most companies would arguably face the issues of illiterate and 

intrinsic opacity. Even if practitioners are transparent in their uses of predictive analytics, employees 

might not fully understand what is happening with their data. Thus, it becomes relevant for the HCA 

project team to offer teaching on AI and ML for employees to understand the full scope of what their 

data is being used for. Furthermore, when moving to predictive analytics, the potential to do harm 

increases significantly. Such potential to do harm through bias, unfair transfer of utility or 

discrimination becomes increasingly problematic when one considers the intrinsic opacity often 

associated with the systems. Algorithms have the possibility of e.g. reproducing discrimination, 

without anyone being able to enter the ‘black box’ it exists in to untangle it. Therefore, avoiding 

discrimination and bias should be thought into the construction of the algorithms used on this level 

of analysis. Moreover, studies show that employees trust machines less to make the right decisions 

when these decisions are thought to require human skills, which is often the case in HCA, as outlined 

in section 1.7.4. Therefore, we will argue that human involvement is a key factor in the HCA projects 

to ensure the continued willingness of employees and ethically correct outcomes.  

For the reasons above, we argue that HCA projects on the third level should have legal 

counsel, a DPO and an ethics board as an integrated part of the project team. HCA projects on the 

third level will contain large amounts of data, often including quite a broad selection of categories, 

which puts both the individuals and the company at great risk if it is used incorrectly or if stolen. 

Moreover, the predictive nature of the projects creates a situation in which analyses are constantly 

changing, along with the ethical considerations. Therefore, we will argue that for HCA projects on 

the third level, legal counsel, a DPO and an ethical board, should be an intrinsic part of the project 

team, to provide continuous council in the same way an HR representative and a data scientist would. 
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On this level, the strategic response to legal aspects is also acquiescence, for the same reasons 

as mentioned on the other two levels. However, we argue that the predicted response to the ethical 

aspects is avoidance. This is due to the fact that, as on level three, there is both high institutional 

uncertainty and big multiplicity of constituents, both actually even higher on this predictive level, as 

there is even less knowledge and history in predictive analyses. Therefore, what the organisation 

decides to do is a voluntary expression of their norms. With this, it can also be argued that these 

norms are a constraint for the organisation, as adhering to them can become very time-consuming 

and costly for the firm. However, one can argue that there is neither efficiency nor social legitimacy 

in the pressures to do this, due to intrinsic and illiterate opacity, meaning that many stakeholders, 

especially the employees may not know what to expect nor what to ask for. Thus, the expected 

strategic response, according to Oliver’s typology, would be avoidance. 

2.4 Concluding Remarks 
The section above has fused the ideas from relevant theory into a framework which is to be used as a 

guide for the empirical analysis. The framework shows HCA projects on each of the three levels have 

unique legal and ethical aspects to consider when conducting HCA projects. These considerations 

become increasingly salient as projects become more mature and complex. Therefore, we argue that 

HCA project teams should become increasingly interrelated with legal counsel, DPOs and ethical 

boards. Furthermore, the expected strategic responses have been assigned to both the legal and ethical 

aspects of all three levels of HCA projects. This theoretical framework will be used in the analysis to 

explore if the model can be verified empirically.  

 

  



 44 / 106 

3 Methods 
This chapter will elaborate upon the methodology chosen to conduct the research in this thesis. After 

having done an extensive literature review and created a theoretical model, it should be explored 

whether the model holds true empirically. Thus, this chapter will start by explaining the methodology 

and thoughts behind the research design. Then, the research design will be described in detail, 

followed by a walkthrough of the data analysis process, discussing the reliability of the methods along 

the way. 

3.1 Delimitation of Methods 
This research was initiated in January 2020 and thus was ongoing when Denmark was deeply affected 

by the COVID-19 crisis. The pandemic created a different process both for collecting empirics and 

for the researchers. In practical terms, the national lock-down from March to June and the subsequent 

restrictions meant that the researchers could not meet physically for a considerable amount of time 

and that all supervision took place online. Since the first round of data collection was to take place in 

April, we also had to consider the circumstances of this. Whether the companies were willing to offer 

interviews was quite uncertain, and the possibility of doing ethnographic observations was out of the 

question. Due to this, we chose a more theory-driven approach but still needed qualitative interviews 

as empirics. Fortunately, most of the companies we contacted were willing to be interviewed, 

wherefore we were able to complete the primary data collection as planned. However, the interviews 

were held online, causing a less optimal situation for creating comfortable interviews. This also meant 

that we missed the opportunity to observe the small things it is possible to pick up from a physical 

interview and that there was no natural contact with other members of the companies. 

Besides the COVID-19 crisis, another factor that heavily influenced the thesis writing process 

was that one of the researchers very suddenly passed away in August 2020, leaving a large part of the 

work to be done by one person. Along with the loss of a close friend, it was also the loss of a sparring 

partner and co-writer, meaning that the strain on the remaining researcher has been considerable. 

These two factors have undoubtedly impacted both the process and the outcome of this thesis 

but have been unavoidable and mitigated to the best possible extent. They are, however, integral in 

setting the scene for the methods used in this thesis. 

3.2 Methodology 
To establish the research methods, it is important to first discuss how we, as researchers, perceive the 

world and knowledge-creation, i.e., the ontology and epistemology of this thesis along with the form 
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of inference. Ontology is the knowledge of being, meaning that it is a discussion of how things exist 

in the world, the biggest distinction being between realism and constructivism. Epistemology, on the 

other hand, is the theory of knowledge and regards a discussion of how to achieve reliable knowledge, 

of which the biggest distinction is between objective and subjective knowledge (Egholm, 2014).  

This thesis employs the lens of social constructivism. Here, the ontology is constructivist, 

meaning that we accept that there is not one ‘real’ world, but that the world is different for each person 

who experiences it. Thus, the focus of the research is not the essence of a phenomenon, but rather 

how the phenomenon is created in a specific context. This also entails that there is no one objective 

reality, but many perceptions of reality (Egholm, 2014). Similarly, the epistemology is subjective, 

meaning that we accept that the knowledge we produce is influenced by both the time and place it is 

produced in. This means that there is relativism present in constructivist research, as the knowledge-

creation is a result of both the tools that are used, but also the context in which it is developed 

(Egholm, 2014).  

In relation to this research, this means that we are aware that the findings from this thesis are 

based on the interviewees’ subjective understandings of their respective HCA projects. It also means 

that we seek to find how the companies think about and act upon their HCA projects, not to discover 

a single truth about it. However, it is also important to consider how this methodology impacts our 

research process. Therefore, we must keep in mind that the findings are based on the views of the 

individual interviewees and that the context and their perceptions will influence the outcome of this 

thesis.  

In order to do this research, a deductive form of inference was chosen. Deduction entails 

moving from theory to a specific case and is thus a way to test general rules in specific cases (Egholm, 

2014). In this thesis, this has entailed the formulation of a theoretical framework based on the 

extensive literature review and the subsequent exploration of the framework in specific cases, to see 

whether the framework holds true empirically. The weakness of using deductive reasoning is the 

reliance on the accuracy of the theory on which the theoretical model is based, meaning that if that 

theory is incorrect, then the model will also be incorrect. This possible weakness has, however, been 

attempted mitigated by using peer-reviewed and generally accepted theory as a foundation for the 

theoretical framework. 
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3.3 Research Design 
In order to explore the implications of legal and ethical aspects on the three levels of HCA projects 

that have been outlined in the theoretical model, a research design involving a qualitative multi-case 

study is employed, which will be presented in this section. 

The research question that should be used for this kind of research should indicate an open 

and emerging design, which according to Creswell (2009) means that the research question should 

start with either the word ‘what’ or ‘how’, of which ‘how’ was chosen. Additionally, the research 

question has two exploratory verbs, think about and act upon, which were chosen to indicate the 

purpose of the research, which is not to find causality nor correlation, but rather to explore the field. 

These exploratory verbs are in line with the constructivist approach, as they indicate that the research 

is not about finding an objective truth, but rather the interviewees’ perception of it. Lastly, the unit of 

analysis ‘Danish MNCs’ has been added to specify the research subject and to delimit the scope of 

the thesis from the offset (Creswell, 2009). 

Since the research that is conducted in this thesis regards Danish MNCs, it is relevant to 

employ a case-study, following Eisenhardt, who argues that “The case study is a research strategy 

which focuses on understanding the dynamics present within single setting” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 

534). The case-study method is thus used to investigate the HCA projects within specific firms. Due 

to the nature of the research in this thesis, it is not the particular cases that are of importance, but 

rather how the cases provide insight into the field, which in Stake’s (2000) terminology, means that 

the cases are ‘instrumental’. Moreover, the theoretical model of this thesis divides the HCA projects 

in organisations into several layers, meaning that at least one organisation from each layer should be 

investigated in order to fully answer the research question. Thus, this thesis should use an instrumental 

case study that is extended to include several cases - what Stake calls a ‘collective case study’ (Stake, 

2000), or the more widely used term ‘multi-case study’. 

Multi-case studies or collective case studies are, according to Stewart (2011), “investigations 

of a particular phenomenon (or group of phenomena) at a number of different sites” (Stewart, 2012, 

p. 69). In this thesis, the phenomenon is the use of HCA, and the different sites are the different 

Danish MNCs. The use of multi-case studies is in their nature comparative, meaning that this method 

allows for finding the similarities and differences between the firms that are investigated. In this 

research, the aim is to explore whether the theoretical model that was derived from literature, fits on 

the chosen cases. In Stewart’s terminology, this thesis is an exploratory multi-case study, as it 

attempts to answer ‘How is this happening?’. This kind of study differs from the explanatory study, 
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which concerns the explanation of processes, asking the question ‘Why is this happening in this 

particular way?’ (Stewart, 2012). 

To achieve the fusion of horizons with the chosen case companies, a qualitative approach has 

been chosen with interviews as the data collection method, corresponding well to Stewart, who states 

that “Interviews are a key part of case study research” (Stewart, 2012, p. 78). The concrete data 

collection strategy will be elaborated upon later in the next section. 

3.4 Data Collection 
According to both Eisenhardt (1989) and Stake (2000), proper case selection is vital when conducting 

a case study. Due to this research being a multi-case study based on sampling criteria, the sampling 

should be both formal and purposive in the terminology of Stake. It is formal because it represents a 

population of cases, and it is purposive because, within this population, we choose cases that we 

expect will provide a great opportunity to learn (Stake, 2000). The whole population that could be 

investigated in this thesis are all Danish MNCs, but to narrow the scope of possible cases, the 

following sampling criteria were set up: 

• Operating in more than ten countries 

• Denmark-based company and Danish HQ 

• More than 5.000 employees 

• Different maturity levels on the HCA spectrum 

The sampling criteria were made to ensure consistency and comparability between the cases. The 

four criteria are made to be certain that the organisations are multinational, are large enough to benefit 

from doing HCA, that they are on different maturity levels in their HCA projects and that they stem 

from the same country, meaning that the legal and cultural contexts are the same. It furthermore 

means that the sampled companies all adhere to the GDPR, as Denmark is a member of the EU. 

Lastly, the fact that they are Danish has made data collection easier due to there being no language 

barriers and no time zone constraints. Whether the companies were on different maturity levels of 

their HCA projects was not possible to completely determine before the interviews but was attempted 

to find out through reading secondary data written about the HCA projects and utilising our networks. 

The unit of analysis in this research is the individual firm and the firm’s experience of the 

HCA projects. The chosen interviewees are therefore chosen as ‘experts’ from their respective 

company, and their descriptions are therefore not to be seen merely as their own individual opinions, 

but as an expression for the company. However, as the research is constructivist, it is important to 
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note that what the interviewees have said is an expression of their own views of the HCA projects 

and thus is not objective. From a constructivist point of view, it is not possible to attain objectivity, 

wherefore the interviewees have been chosen based on the amount of knowledge they have about the 

area. An interviewee presentation can be found in table 2. All of the interviewees were offered 

anonymity, wherefore the names have been pseudonymised, and their job titles have been replaced 

with the name of their department. The individual cases will be elaborated upon and categorised in 

chapter 4. Access to the interviewees was gained through a combination of our personal networks, 

the networks of the other interviewees and by contacting the relevant people through LinkedIn.  

Name  Tenure Department Company 
AR  3 years People Insight Arla 

VE 16 years in Vestas, 

4 years in the role 

People & Culture, Org. Development, 

Analytics & Global Travel 

Vestas 

ØR  4 years People Analytics 

People & Development 

Ørsted 

CB  12 years People Development Carlsberg 

GF  2 ½ years People Analytics Grundfos 

Table 2: Interviewee Presentation 

As mentioned, the data collected is in the form of in-depth interviews. The main interviews were 

conducted early in the process of the research, in order to gain an understanding of which level the 

different companies’ HCA projects were on. These interviews were conducted by both researchers, 

whereof one would be the primary interviewer, and the other would write notes and ask any questions 

that might have been missed. Due to the COVID-19 situation, all of the interviews were conducted 

online via Microsoft Teams, meaning that the possibility for creating a comfortable atmosphere was 

weakened and that some of the interviews had to be done without video because the internet quality 

was not good enough. The interviews followed a semi-structured interview guide with many general 

questions about the topic, after a preliminary search of literature to delimit the scope of the thesis. 

First, the interviewees were asked demographic questions about themselves along with asking about 

some of the projects they had conducted. Then, the interview guide loosely followed the same 

structure as the literature review, addressing first details about the HCA projects, moving on to the 

multinational aspect of the company and then spending the most time on the legal and ethical 

constraints the company had met. The full interview guide for the main interviews can be found in 

Appendix 1. The information derived from these interviews is used for case information and to ensure 

the relevance of the research for the researchers, along with crucial information about the legal and 

ethical considerations in the companies. 
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After the formulation of the theoretical model, follow-up questions emerged that warranted a 

second round of interviews with the same interviewees. These second interviews were conducted by 

only one researcher and lasted around 30 minutes each, again over Microsoft Teams. The questions 

asked in this round of interviews were directly connected to the theoretical framework and provided 

more nuances for the empirical exploration of the theoretical framework as well as insights into the 

organisational responses of the companies. The interview guide for the follow-up interviews can be 

found in Appendix 2. The contact with the interviewee from Grundfos was not established until after 

the formulation of the theoretical framework, wherefore only one interview, comprised of questions 

from both interview guides, was conducted. 

The quotes from the interviews used in the case descriptions and analysis will be referred to 

as seen in figure 5 below. Each quote will be followed by an abbreviation as indicated in the left-most 

column and a line number, referring to a line from the corresponding appendix. 

Abbreviation Description Appendix # 

AR1 Arla, main interview Appendix 3 

AR2 Arla, follow-up interview Appendix 4 

VE1 Vestas, main interview Appendix 5 

VE2 Vestas, follow-up interview Appendix 6 

ØR1 Ørsted, main interview Appendix 7 

ØR2 Ørsted, follow-up interview Appendix 8 

CB1 Carlsberg, main interview Appendix 9 

CB2 Carlsberg, follow-up interview Appendix 10 

GF Grundfos interview Appendix 11 

Figure 5: Reference System used 

Both the rounds of interviews were conducted in English, although all of the interviewees are Danish 

native speakers. The choice of whether to conduct the interviews in Danish or English was a trade-

off between the interviewees being able to express themselves as well as possible and the thesis being 

written in English, meaning that Danish quotes would have to be translated by us. The choice fell 

upon conducting the interviews in English, as we assumed the interviewees’ English proficiencies 

were high due to their internationally-minded jobs. Thus, we calculated that the value that would be 

lost in translating the interviews was higher than the value lost in the interviewees not speaking their 

first language. At the beginning of the interviews, the interviewees were asked if they were 

comfortable with being interviewed in English, confirming our assumption of their English 
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proficiencies. All interviewees were comfortable with this, but had they not been, the interviews 

would have been conducted in Danish. 

3.5 Data Analysis 
The interviews were transcribed using AI speech recognition software, whereafter the transcripts were 

checked against the recordings for inconsistencies. The transcription was done with the purpose of 

getting the meanings of the interviewees, wherefore onomatopoeic words, such as ‘um’ and ‘uh’ were 

omitted, along with repetitions of words, such as ‘so’ or ‘and’. This arguably does not impact the use 

of the transcriptions, as the goal is not a discourse or conversation analysis. 

Due to the large quantity of data, it is necessary to lower the complexity by employing a 

coding strategy. According to Miles et al., “codes are primarily, but not exclusively, used to retrieve 

and categorize similar data chunks” (Miles, et al., 2013, p. 72), which is essential for analysing the 

data. Coding is also described as a ‘critical link’ between the data and its meaning. Thus, the analysis 

and interpretation of our data starts with the coding, which Miles et al. suggests should be done 

concurrently with the data collection in an iterative design (Miles, et al., 2013).  

In this thesis, the coding process happened in several parts, using the CAQDAS software 

called NVivo. The first step happened immediately upon finishing the transcription, in which the 

researcher that did not transcribe that interview read through the transcription and assigned holistic 

codes. Holistic coding is where a single code is applied to a large chunk of text, as large as whole 

pages (Miles, et al., 2013). This was done to get an overall idea of the data and in preparation for the 

more fine-grained coding. After this came the first cycle of the detailed coding, which started with 

provisional deductive codes. This kind of coding is an already-made list of codes that were derived 

from the literature in order to have a starting point for the iterative coding process. The five first-

order codes identified here were ‘Legal aspects’, ‘Ethical aspects’, ‘Multinational context’, ‘HCA 

project’ and ‘Demographics’. These first-order codes all had several sub-codes such as ‘Employee 

awareness’, ‘communication’ and ‘transparency’ under the over-all code ‘Ethical aspects’. However, 

as Miles et al. advise, it is not possible to fit all the data into pre-made codes, as many more inductive 

codes will emerge from the data during the coding process (Miles, et al., 2013). Because of this, many 

codes emerged from the data during the first round of coding. The codes that emerged from the first 

round are descriptive codes, which Miles et al. describe like this: “A descriptive code assigns labels 

to data to summarize in a word or short phrase – most often a noun – the basic topic of a passage of 

qualitative data” (Miles, et al., 2013, p. 74). After both rounds, we end up with 36 codes, divided into 

the five first-order codes that were described above. A full coding tree can be seen below in figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Coding Tree 

Having several rounds of coding, which are a combination of inductive and deductive coding, ensures 

that all the interesting topics were noticed, not merely the ones identified from the literature. The plan 

for the data analysis was that both researchers should code the interviews independently to see 

whether the same topics emerged as important, but this was not possible due to the circumstances 

mentioned in section 3.1. Although researcher triangulation was not feasible, the several rounds of 

coding by one researcher arguably mitigate for this to the best extent possible. In figure 7, an overview 

of how many times each code has been used can be seen. The size of the square indicates the relative 

‘importance’ of the code. A bigger version of the figure, which could not fit into the format of this 

document, can be found in Appendix 12. 
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Figure 7: Use of Different Codes 

Thus, we can see that the first-order code of HCA Project was coded the most times, followed by 

legal and ethical aspects, which are quite similar in size, and demographic and MNC perspectives 

codes were coded the least. The coding helped guide the case descriptions and analysis as well as 

making it easier for the researcher to find relevant data.  

3.6 Reliability, Validity and Convincingness 
In order to determine the quality of research, the two scientific criteria that are often measured are 

reliability and validity. Reliability concerns whether the research is consistent, i.e., whether the same 

results will be found if the research was done again in the same way. Reliability can be threatened in 

multiple ways, either from the research subject, i.e. the interviewee, or the observer, i.e. the 
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interviewer. These threats can take the form of either bias or error, from both the subject and the 

observer. Observer and subject bias concerns whether the people involved in the research are 

objective in the interview situation, i.e., whether the interviewees are comfortable speaking the truth. 

Observer and subject error, on the other hand, concerns whether contextual factors mean that the 

results are incorrect, such as there being too many interviewers who do not ask the questions in the 

same way or if the interviewee is particularly happy on the day of the interview. The subject error is 

lowered in this research due to the interviewees being used as experts in their field, meaning that the 

context in which the interviews took place should not influence their responses as much. The observer 

error is lowered by following an interview guide for both rounds of interviews, thus ensuring that the 

same overall structure is followed as well as similar questions. The subject bias, however, is harder 

to mitigate but has been attempted through giving the interviewees anonymity, which should make 

the interviewees feel more comfortable sharing their thoughts. Lastly, the observer bias means that 

the researchers might have different ways of interpreting the data from the interviews, which has been 

attempted mitigated through a coding structure, which was elaborated upon in section 3.5 (Saunders, 

et al., 2009). 

Validity concerns whether we are measuring what we are trying to measure and whether the 

findings can be generalised to other people and other settings, sometimes referred to as external 

validity. Validity often concerns e.g. whether the relationship between two things is causal. In this 

research, we are not trying to identify causal relationships or whether specific factors influence the 

HCA projects, but are instead looking to explore how companies think about and act upon them. 

Thus, the validity is less relevant. Furthermore, case studies generally do not have high external 

validity, as the very point of case studies is investigating a specific context or situation (Saunders, et 

al., 2009). Whether or not this is an advantage or disadvantage, will be discussed in chapter 6.  

For multi-case studies, Stewart adds the scientific criteria of convincingness, which she argues 

is “shaped by both the research design […] and by the doing of the research” (Stewart, 2012, p. 73). 

This entails that whether we have confidence in the results, comes from how likely it is that the 

findings are reproducible, which is seen as a result of the research design. To achieve high 

convincingness, we created a strong research design, which was designed to best answer the research 

question. Thus, one could argue that using this research design could mean that the findings are 

reproducible. 

According to Saunders et al., it can be relevant to triangulate different kinds of data to ensure 

that the findings are saying what we think they are saying. Widely used examples of this are 
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triangulating data from qualitative interviews with either observations, quantitative data or archival 

data (Saunders, et al., 2009). Due to the delimitations discussed in section 3.1, this thesis has been 

forced to rely on qualitative interviews as the only data source. We have done as described in this 

section to increase reliability and validity to mitigate this. General methodological considerations and 

other possible methods will be discussed in section 6.4. 

3.7 Research Ethics 
When conducting a research study such as this one, it is highly important to consider research ethics, 

both in relation to gaining access to research subjects, their privacy and how the data gained from 

them is used in the research. In the research design process of this thesis, the avoidance of harm 

towards the participants was key, in line with Saunders et al.’s (2009) approach to research ethics. 

The first place there was a possibility for harm was in the process of gaining access to the different 

organisations. As mentioned, we primarily used existing contacts into the organisation, which entailed 

that the trust that the existing contacts had towards us was a deciding factor in whether we would get 

access. Our existing contacts thankfully gave us the contact information for the relevant research 

subjects, which meant that none of us had a pre-existing relationship with the interviewees. When 

this contact was established, we were very clear about the purpose, type and expectations to the access 

we wanted (Saunders, et al., 2009), so we were aligned with the research subjects before the interview 

and avoided potential organisational concerns about the number of resources needed and the 

sensitivity of the topic. Here, we also outlined the benefits for the organisations, namely that they 

would be given an executive summary of the findings of the thesis, to establish a reciprocal 

relationship where both parties get something out of it. 

During the research collection process, there are even more ethical considerations, especially 

in relation to anonymity and the sensitivity of the interviewees’ answers. Before beginning each 

interview, we made sure to inform the interviewees about our handling of their data. Firstly, we 

ensured that all the interviewees would remain anonymous in the thesis by pseudonymising their 

names and only reporting in which department the interviewee works. Thereafter, we informed them 

that the interview would be recorded and consequently be transcribed, and specific quotes would be 

used in the final product of the thesis. Lastly, we urged the interviewees to let us know if there were 

questions, they were not comfortable answering, or interrupt us if they had any questions for us. All 

the interviewees consented to all of these aspects. These measures arguably also lower the subject 

bias, which in turn increases the reliability, as the interviewee was put in a position in which they 

could feel comfortable telling the truth. 
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During the interviews and the subsequent data processing, one of the key ethical principles is 

objectivity, meaning that the data should be accurate (Saunders, et al., 2009). During the interviews, 

we ensured this by following the interview guide to ensure consistent and objective questions, along 

with avoiding pressing any of the interviewees for responses, which we did not deem necessary for 

our inquiry. In the data analysis, objectivity pertains to not being selective about which quotes to use 

and accurately representing the views of the respective interviewees.  

3.8 Concluding Remarks 
To explore the research question and see whether the theoretical model holds true empirically, a 

research design with a multi-case study was employed. In this chapter, the research design, based 

upon in-depth qualitative interviews, has been described in detail, along with how the data has been 

collected and analysed in several rounds, using the tool Nvivo. Furthermore, the validity and 

reliability of this data have been discussed, along with the research ethics connected to conducting 

qualitative research studies, in which we have tried to increase our reliability as much as possible, as 

well as being attentive to treat our interviewees well.  
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4 Case Presentations 
In this chapter, the five case companies are presented. The case descriptions are based upon the 

interviews conducted with employees of the respective companies, combined with publicly available 

information found on their company websites. In this chapter, all the companies’ HCA projects will 

be analysed and placed upon the continuum of HCA levels, which was identified in section 2.2.  

Table 3 summarises some key figures for the case companies, to provide a basis for 

comparison and give a general introduction to the different companies. Both the companies and their 

HCA projects will be elaborated upon more in-depth below. 

 Arla Vestas Ørsted Carlsberg Grundfos 
Employees ∼20.000 ∼25.000 ∼5.600 ∼40.000 ∼19.000 

Year 
Founded 

2000 1945 2006 (name 

changed in 

2017) 

1847 1945 

Industry FMCG Manufacturing Energy FMCG Manufacturing 

Turnover 
(2019) 

78,75 bn 

DKK 

91 bn DKK 67,8 bn DKK 65,9 bn DKK 27,5 bn DKK 

Table 3: Case Presentations 

To provide consistency in the case presentations, they follow an overall structure inspired by 

Minbeava’s (2017) article on the organisational capabilities in HCA projects. Thus, the below 

sections will be divided into ‘data quality’, ‘analytics capabilities’ and ‘strategic ability to act’, using 

this to finally determine the level of HCA the company is on. 

4.1 Arla 
Arla is a major Danish dairy production company. The HCA project in Arla is placed in the ‘People 

Insights’ Department, which currently consists of six employees, half of which are placed in Gdansk, 

Poland and the other half is placed in the headquarters in Aarhus, Denmark. This department is 

responsible for doing analytics for the whole firm in all locations, along with having the responsibility 

for the master data process excellence. Arla has been working with reporting for around six years and 

people analytics for two years. 

Data Quality 

In Arla, they use many different kinds of data to conduct their analyses. As a base, they have 

demographic data, which is the data used to be able to pay out the employee’s salaries, and 

organisational data. On top of this, they have the data from the engagement survey, which is 



 57 / 106 

conducted on a yearly basis and the data from the recruitment process, e.g., the results from the 

cognitive test and personality type test. Lastly, they have qualitative data from their annual 

development reviews and salary review. IT-wise, they use SAP, with the add-on of Success Factors, 

along with Power BI for building dashboards and showing the data in a way that is more digestible 

for the managers. Although Arla has developed their HCA project substantially over the last years, 

they however still have some areas in which they want to improve. When asked about correlating 

data sets across departments, AR answered that they do not have sufficient data quality across all of 

Arla to do this yet. Therefore, their analyses solely focus on data from the HR department, and they 

have prioritised to want to excel there. 

Analytics Capabilities 

In the team, there are many different skills. One person handles day-to-day requests for reports, 

whereas there are two employees that do advanced reporting and some of the communication. On top 

of this, there is one data quality expert and, as mentioned, one is a master data process excellence 

expert. Lastly, the manager primarily spends time communicating and selling the products. Besides 

the technical skills of the team, AR argues that one of the most important capabilities they need to 

have is integrity. According to AR, both the employees of the firm and the end consumers of the 

analyses need to trust that the data is handled with care and that the results can be trusted because “If 

people can’t trust us, we don’t have a job” (AR1, l. 582-583). According to AR, the main purpose of 

the People Insights department in Arla is to provide the managers with the right decision foundation, 

to limit some of the subjectivity that is normally found in HR. In this way, they argue that the salary 

paid out to their department, comes back multiplied by two or three, because their work enables 

managers to reduce turnover and help to hire the right candidates. 

Strategic Ability to Act 

To reach this purpose, AR defines the stakeholders or end consumers of their products as “the whole 

lot” (AR1, l. 455), meaning that the data and numbers from their analyses are used on several levels, 

from the CEO to HR business partners, depending on what it is. There is a big focus on the numbers 

actually being used in the end by the different management levels, meaning that there has been a lot 

of work on “the maturity of the mindsets to adopt to this information” (AR1, l. 643). 

Level of HCA Maturity 

This maturity level in the organisation has evolved along with the way the department has approached 

their HCA project, which has developed substantially over the last years – and in the six months 
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between the two interviews for this thesis. When AR joined Arla, the department provided basic 

reports for different measures, which evolved into being dashboards that made the data more 

digestible for the consumers, in the end, built in Power BI, as mentioned. When the team and 

stakeholders were comfortable on this level, they progressed to correlating data and conducting more 

advanced analyses. Most recently, Arla is on the brink of moving into the predictive analyses with a 

pilot project about how historical data can be used to predict who is going to leave the company. 

However, this is used as a proof of concept and is at the time of writing not yet done. Thus, in the 

model introduced in section 2.2, Arla can be placed on level two, but right on the border of entering 

level three. 

4.2 Vestas 
Vestas is a Danish manufacturing company, which produces wind turbines for windmills. The HCA 

project in Vestas can be traced back 12 years and is placed within the ‘People and Culture’ 

department. The department employs five people and is responsible for conducting analyses for the 

whole company. 

Data Quality 

Like in Arla, Vestas collects different kinds of demographic data about the employees, which happens 

through their People and Culture service desk, who gather all information about new recruitments, 

when people move departments, or someone leaves the organisation. In Vestas, VE describes the data 

as fairly siloed in the ongoing reporting. In the HCA team, they work quite closely with the finance 

department on a general basis, as they get reports on FTE numbers and the like. However, when they 

want data additional to the monthly reporting, they have to reach out to the respective departments to 

get the necessary data. Like Arla, Vestas uses SAP Success Factors as their primary IT system for 

data, also for their payroll data. This has been done to increase data reliability, meaning that they in 

Vestas have data accuracy of 99 %, according to VE.  

Analytics Capabilities 

In the team, there are different profiles. First, one team member has built the data structure and comes 

from a reporting background. One has statistical competencies and is key in conducting the analyses, 

combining the different data sources in SAP. Other than that, they have capabilities within project 

management, communication, change management as well as stakeholder analysis, which are all 

capabilities that can be used generally in the HCA projects. 
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The purpose of doing HCA in Vestas is two-fold, according to VE. One leg is more practical, 

in the sense that they want one central team that has the ability to understand and analyse data. In this 

way, there is company-wide definitions and standards for how data is used, meaning that the data can 

be trusted in all corners of the organisation. And the other leg is about how to make the data 

actionable, as VE says that HR employees typically are not from a background in which they have 

been taught how to use numbers. Therefore, they need a central team that can interpret the data to 

help make the right decisions. In the end, this is done to create benefit for the company as a whole, 

according to VE. 

Strategic Ability to Act 

In Vestas, the recipients of the analyses depend on the content, but the main receivers are the 

executive management of Vestas, as well as big parts of the HR organisation, such as the HR 

management, HR regions and HR business partners. In the business more generally, the analyses 

sometimes end up with the line managers and especially the finance department. 

Level of HCA Maturity 

Since the analytics project in Vestas dates back so far, they have also continuously built up their 

capabilities in this area. Other than having well-functioning dashboards, they do different trend 

analyses and find drivers and correlations between different facets, along with finding interesting 

dimensions further down in their surveys. This would place them on the second level in the model 

introduced in section 2.2. VE also mentions that they are discussing and exploring different kinds of 

predictive analytics on something like turnover. However, they are not yet doing it, nor close to it, 

wherefore they end on level two of the model.  

4.3 Ørsted 
Ørsted, formerly known as DONG Energy, is a Danish energy company, primarily focusing on 

sustainable wind power. The HCA project in Ørsted is placed in the ‘Organisation Development’ 

department within HR and consists of four employees, who are all placed in their headquarters in 

Gentofte, Denmark. The department gets data from all of their business locations and thus makes 

analyses for the whole firm.  

Data Quality 

In Ørsted, they have a few different kinds of data they use to do their analyses. Most of it comes from 

their central employee centre, but they also have started to conduct interviews with individual 

employees and focus groups. This qualitative data is used to go more in depth with the insights they 
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find in the numbers, thus mixing the two kinds of methods. Generally, their HR data is maintained in 

the payroll department and is of good quality, meaning that according to ØR, the number of 

uncertainties and margin of errors is low. The HR data is also what is primarily used to conduct 

analyses, as they are not yet at a point where they can bridge the data with other departments. 

However, they do some collaborations with the finance department, but when they do this, they need 

to do some manual cleaning of the data. In Ørsted, they use a combination of SAP and Power BI as 

IT systems for their data. Furthermore, they are also implementing a cloud system for the HR 

processes in Ørsted that will provide the department with more data, which will also give the 

employees the possibility to edit their own data and make sure they are correct.  

Analytics Capabilities 

The HCA team in Ørsted consists of different profiles. One is an analyst and works with doing 

analyses of the different data. One is more technical, working primarily in R and Power BI to do more 

advanced kinds of analyses. Besides the analytical capabilities, they have an administrative employee 

who does ad hoc tasks and a student worker, who assists with the analytics work. 

ØR mentions several different purposes for Ørsted to be doing HCA. On a more general level, 

ØR mentions that the department exists to make people reflect and provide general directions. 

However, when asked directly about the purpose, the answer is to “look at our people metrics in a 

way that it can actually make us improve” (ØR2, l. 119-120). When drilling more into it, ØR says 

that to a large extent, it is also about making sure that they have the right people, that they are retained 

and that they are happy in their day-to-day work lives.  

Strategic Ability to Act 

There are more layers to the end consumer of the analyses that the HCA department make in Ørsted. 

The main end-user is the CHRO and the rest of the executive committee, meaning that they are very 

close to the decision-makers. Furthermore, they also have strong ties to the HR business partners and 

the more operational levels of the organisation, because they also provide these layers with different 

kinds of insights. 

Level of HCA Maturity 

The HCA project in Ørsted has developed a lot, much like some of the other case companies. In 

Ørsted, they still do low-level reporting for various business units but have also created dashboards 

with real-time data. Furthermore, they go a step further by crossing data and finding correlations, 

where ØR mentions that they, for example, use the average age to find patterns in the data. 
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Furthermore, they have recently hired a new employee in this department who can do more of the 

predictive analyses, but this is a road they have just embarked on. Because they are using the data 

proactively and doing some higher-level analyses, they are placed on level two in the model. 

4.4 Carlsberg 
The company interviewed for this thesis is Carlsberg Denmark, a part of Carlsberg Group, which is 

the world’s third-largest brewery. The handling of HR data happens in the department called ‘People 

Development’, which additionally has tasks such as succession planning, talent development and 

leadership development. The HR department has 16 employees and, due to how Carlsberg Group is 

organised, only works with the Danish data and employees. In Carlsberg, the Group makes the overall 

strategy, which is then implemented nationally. Therefore, HCA in Carlsberg is similar regardless of 

which country is investigated, wherefore we argue that our investigation of Carlsberg Denmark is 

expressive for all of Carlsberg Group. 

Data Quality 

They use various kinds of data in Carlsberg, starting with the basic demographic data, which is about 

the tenure of the employees, gender, retention rate and information needed to pay out salary. On top 

of this, they have the data from their engagement survey, which concerns how happy the employees 

are and how satisfied they are with the leaders and the company. Furthermore, they have done a few 

interviews around the question of what a good leader is, which they use for their leadership training 

programme. CB says that they do not go out and collect data for specific cases, but that they use 

already existing data. Overall, the data quality in Carlsberg is pretty good, according to CB, which 

they benchmark against a global standard. IT wise, they use SAP for their data and have made a 

decision to implement Success Factors globally, which is underway. 

Analytics Capabilities 

Within the department, the employees generally perform more classic HR-related tasks. This includes 

employer branding activities on universities, recruitment of new employees, development of both 

employees and leaders and succession planning and talent development. Thus, the capabilities within 

the team do not include abilities to do statistics and analyse data, which is needed to go further in the 

HCA levels.  

Strategic Ability to Act 

The highest-ranking HR employee in Carlsberg Denmark is the VP of HR, part of the leadership 

team. Below that, they have the ‘top 30’ leadership team, which includes the manager of the 
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department we are investigating here. Thus, the department has the possibility to put their insights 

from data on the agenda, which they also do e.g. in relation to findings from the engagement survey. 

Level of HCA Maturity 

In Carlsberg Denmark, they gather data, e.g. through the engagement survey and use this to make 

reports on various measures. They use these insights for figuring out what should be focused on going 

forward. However, there has not been an investment from the group level into more advanced 

analytics. CB also says that it is not even on the agenda right now in the global HR department. 

Therefore, Carlsberg Denmark is on level one on the figure introduced in section 2.2.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

4.5 Grundfos 
Grundfos is a Danish manufacturing company, that is the world’s largest producer of pumps of 

different kinds. The HCA project in Grundfos is around 2 ½ years old and is placed in the 

transformation office in HR. The team consists of three employees and a manager, all based in the 

headquarters in Bjerringbro, Denmark. The department is global, meaning that it conducts analyses 

for the whole firm. 

Data Quality 

The data they use for their analyses in Grundfos is primarily data accessible within HR, supplemented 

with data from the business when needed. GF says that they do not have perfect data in Grundfos, but 

that getting completely perfect data is also very difficult, thus accepting that their data is imperfect. 

To create more attention around having good data quality, the department built a game where 

managers from the whole firm could play with different kinds of data and try to solve puzzles. For 

their IT systems, they use SAP SuccessFactors and Employee Central to store their HR master data, 

and when working with the data, they use Excel, SPSS and R. 

Analytics Capabilities 

GF says that a successful HCA project should have different profiles, which their team is constructed 

after. This means that first, they have a person who understands numbers and statistics, who is also 

good at visualising the findings. Secondly, they have a person with strong business acumen, who has 

the role of understanding what the business needs. Thirdly, they have someone with a good HR 

toolbox, who can put the business problems in a people context. And lastly, they have someone with 

good stakeholder management skills in order to get the ideas they come with accepted. 

The purpose the team is working after is according to GF: “if we do good for the people, we 

would most likely also do good for the company” (GF, l. 262-263), meaning that the primary focus 
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for their work is to create better conditions for the employees, which they in turn think will reflect on 

the bottom line for the company. 

Strategic Ability to Act 

Although the highest-ranking employee in HR in Grundfos is the CHRO, who is a member of the 

group management team, she is not the end consumer of the analyses the department makes. GF says, 

“as long as I’m there, we will not be doing people analytics for the sake of HR” (GF, l. 421-422), 

meaning that the department wants to cater to the business more widely, instead of merely working 

within HR. The CHRO is an important stakeholder in what they do, but they want to be more strategic 

in the way they work. 

Level of HCA Maturity 

Much like most of the other case companies, the HCA project in Grundfos has developed quite a lot 

over the 2 ½ years it has existed. They started out with basic reporting and backwards-looking data 

and did a lot of training with the stakeholders involved to build maturity in the organisation, before 

building their people dashboard, which has around 50 metrics that describe the employee lifecycle. 

The projects they have done besides this vary a lot in how advanced they are, having done anything 

from regressions to the more advanced text analytics and even building a game about data quality, as 

mentioned. Thus, it is hard to place Grundfos on a specific level. However, their day-to-day analytics 

are still on a quite low level, so although they do smaller projects that are more advanced, they are 

placed on level 2, but closer to level 1. 

4.6 Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter, the five case companies have been presented based on the three categories of data 

quality, analytics capabilities and strategic ability to act. Furthermore, they have all been placed on 

the HCA level continuum, which was introduced in section 2.2. A visual representation of their levels 

can be seen in figure 8.  

 

 

 

 

 Figure 8: Placing Case Companies on the HCA Level Continuum 
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5 Analysis 
Based on the extensive literature review, a theoretical framework was formed in chapter 2, which 

outlined different aspects of the ethical and legal sides of HCA projects as well as the expected 

organisational responses from companies. In this chapter, the legal and ethical considerations of the 

five case companies will be analysed based on the theoretical framework. This is done to explore 

whether the framework holds true empirically. First, the legal aspects will be analysed, followed by 

the ethical ones. 

The theoretical framework is divided into different levels of HCA maturity. As described in 

chapter 4, the case companies in this thesis represent various stages of respectively level one and two, 

but not level three. Therefore, the analysis will compare the cases relative to the others in the sample 

and make conclusions based on a relative comparison.  

As mentioned, this section will explore whether the theoretical model holds true empirically. 

Therefore, the expected findings can be found by combining figure 4, the theoretical model of how 

different levels of HCA respond and figure 8, the model of where the case companies are placed on 

the HCA level continuum. These two models have been combined in the below model, figure 9. 

Ørsted and Arla, respectively, have been placed in the ‘avoidance’ box on the ethical aspects, despite 

them having a level two HCA project, which would mean a compromise response. This is due to the 

fact that, as mentioned above, the four firms on the same level will be compared to each other, 

wherefore Arla and Ørsted are expected to respond differently than Vestas and Grundfos. 

 

Figure 9: Visualisation of Expected Findings 
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5.1 Legal Aspects 
Based on the theoretical framework introduced in section 2.3, the companies investigated in this thesis 

are all expected to respond with acquiescence to the institutional legal pressures. Furthermore, it is 

expected based on the literature that the companies on all three levels of HCA projects will focus on 

basic GDPR measures, whereas companies on level two will consider the necessity of information 

and finally, that companies on level three will consider legislation around profiling. This section 

concerning the legal aspects will first investigate the operational aspect of the GDPR, hereunder how 

the different companies deal with HCA projects in an MNC context. Thereafter, the five factors 

introduced in Oliver’s (1991) theory about organisational responses will be explored, in order to be 

able to determine the actual responses of the different companies. 

5.1.1 The Operational Influence of GDPR 

When asked about the legal aspects of their HCA projects, all the interviewees brought up the GDPR 

as the most relevant legal framework for their day-to-day work and central to both the limits of what 

they can do and how they conduct the analyses. Furthermore, all the case companies mention that 

they have strong ties to the legal department or even have a legal department within HR, with whom 

they consult every time they are unsure of the rules or want to initiate a new project. Going through 

every aspect in which the companies adhere to the GDPR is arguably irrelevant to provide insight 

into the GDPR operations, wherefore this section will highlight different cases of consent, identifying 

individuals and necessity of information to give an idea of how the companies deal with this. 

Consent from the employees is usually given in the employment contracts, where both Vestas 

and Ørsted mention that there is a broad data privacy clause that one has to sign in order to be 

employed in the company. This both concerns data that is needed to e.g. pay salary, but also the data 

that they use to conduct different analyses. However, in relation to this, all of the companies also 

mention that most of the analyses that are run are on an aggregated level, meaning that they do not 

have to gain consent from a GDPR point of view, as the data subjects are not identifiable. For this 

reason, all the companies also mention that e.g. when conducting their engagement surveys or other 

company-wide surveys, they do not get reports when there are less than five or ten respondents, so 

the managers are not able to identify the individual employee. Obtaining consent and not being able 

to identify individuals are two main tenants of the basic GDPR, meaning that since all the investigated 

companies are attentive to this, it is consistent with what was expected from the literature. 

For the firms on the higher levels of analysis, we also expected that considerations about what 

data is necessary would be more relevant. This has shown itself to be true in the data, especially for 
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Grundfos and Arla, who mention this very frequently. AR says: “one of the things we keep asking 

ourselves: why should people share this with us?” (AR2, l. 157-158). The same gist is mentioned by 

GF when talking about how they use employee data: “We need to be able to explain back to the 

employees why we're doing it” (GF, l. 205-206), which also pertains to the companies having a 

purpose for conducting the analyses. Both Arla and Grundfos are on the second level of analytics 

projects, wherefore this also is consistent with what we expected.  

5.1.1.1 The MNC perspective 
Since all the case companies except Carlsberg have the global responsibility for analytics, they also 

have insights into the differences in legal aspects of the different business locations. As described in 

section 1.6.1, different attitudes towards data privacy can be expected in different parts of the world, 

which is also what is found in the data. In Ørsted, they highlight the differences between the GDPR 

and legal frameworks in the Asian countries: “there are differences in what you can ask given the 

GDPR and then also that we have the Asian countries and there's also differences in what you're 

allowed to ask there” (ØR1, l. 209-211). An example mentioned by ØR is that in Malaysia, it is illegal 

to be homosexual, wherefore they do not ask about this subject. This point is reiterated in Carlsberg, 

who says “in Asia, I'm sure they have other rules” (CB1, l. 442). Not only the Asian countries are 

highlighted as different, but also the legislation in the US. In Arla, they say: “even before GDPR US 

has been very, you know afraid of having a nationality tick marked on a person, so they're quite used 

to it and they also have a ton of lawsuits” (AR1, l. 236-237). Along the lines of this, AR also mentions 

that the US legislation is very strict on that companies have to be able to document after-the-fact that 

they are not discriminating against a nationality or age group, which is contradictory to the deletion 

rules that apply in the GDPR legislation, in which data has to be deleted when it is no longer 

necessary. This is however not the only aspect of US legislation that clashes with the GDPR, which 

VE highlights:  

There are laws in place in the US that would allow the National Security Agency 

or the FBI or CIA to actually access our data, because it's on a US server and they 

through the Patriot Act have legal basis to request those files (VE2, l. 83-85) 

This can be argued to be problematic, so although VE says “Why would they? I don't know” (VE2, l. 

86), Vestas have moved their servers out of the US as a consequence of this. Due to the differences 

in national legislation, all of the case companies work with external companies to conduct e.g. their 

engagement surveys on a global level. This ensures for the companies that the surveys are legally 

compliant locally and that the initial data processing is done by an external company, so they do not 
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open themselves up to the possibility of using any of the data in a non-compliant way. Furthermore, 

Vestas has decided to take it a step further: “So we've set the bar at a certain point, so we're sure that 

that we comply with the legislations in Europe and our biggest markets, but Europe is one of the most 

restrictive” (VE1, l. 341-343), meaning that they comply with the GDPR on a global basis.  

One aspect that was not accounted for in the literature, but arose from the data, is the 

differences in the national implementations of GDPR internally in Europe. As mentioned before, 

Vestas are unsure of the interpretation of the GDPR: “even though it's an EU regulation, do each of 

the countries interpret it in the same way, the language” (VE2, l. 44-45). In Europe, Germany is 

highlighted as being stricter with data than the other countries. CB goes as far as to say “they 

[Germany] are paranoid with personal information. I mean, not only by law but also by culture” 

(CB1, l. 445-446). Grundfos also experience this: “that's no secret we struggle a lot more with our 

German colleagues than with anyone else” (GF, l. 344-345). Both Vestas and Arla also echo this 

point, where Arla however also mentions that their Swedish unit also is quite loud when it comes to 

their data privacy. Ørsted also mentions it: “our German colleagues do have a really high focus on 

GDPR in another way” (ØR2, l. 75-76). This point adds a layer of complexity to the legal aspects of 

the MNC. Not only must the companies consider the different national legal frameworks in their 

business units overseas, but also have to consider how the other countries within the EU interpret the 

GDPR legislation, although the legal text applies to all countries. Arguably, this is closely connected 

to the national culture around data privacy, which will be elaborated upon in section 5.2.3. 

5.1.2 Cause and Content: The Narratives Behind the Implementation 

When GDPR was introduced in 2018, all of the investigated companies went through a thorough 

implementation and training in the GDPR rules and new workflows. In Oliver’s theory about 

organisational responses, the cause for this change and the content of why the change is happening is 

important in determining the predicted response. Cause and content concern why the organisation is 

being pressured to make the change and whether the content of the change is consistent with 

organisational goals. Thus, the narrative told about the implementation of GDPR within the 

investigated firms gives an idea of these two aspects. The reasoning behind the implementation of 

GDPR in the different firms varies quite a bit. In Arla, AR says “I would love to say that it's because 

it's best for people to be careful of the data”, followed by “[we are] scared of this monster we don't 

know what it is, can we be fined suddenly with a huge fine” (AR2, l. 137-141). The same story is 

echoed in Carlsberg: “I don't think that we took over the full story of whoa, this is good, this is a good 

deed (…) this is law, make sure we do it, it costs a lot of money” (CB2, l. 111-113). Vestas puts it 
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very briefly: “It is the fines” (VE2, l. 82) when asked about the reasoning for complying with the 

GDPR legislation. In Ørsted, on the other hand, they link why they comply with the GDPR to their 

‘moral compass’ and their focus on a high safety culture internally, however also mentioning the fines 

as an additional reason. In Grundfos, they also mention a financial reason for their high focus on the 

protection of employee’s data, but in a slightly different way. Here, the focus is on building trust to 

the HCA department, as GF argues that if they are not very careful with complying here in the 

beginning, they will not have the opportunity to develop their HCA project further, which would be 

a waste of resources.  

In this way, all of the firms mention the cost of non-compliance, primarily the big fines that 

are attached to a breach of the GDPR. In Oliver’s theory of the cause aspect, this regards ‘economic 

fitness’, as the companies see the possibility of an economic loss if they do not comply with the 

GDPR. Furthermore, there is a social legitimacy aspect in the sense that non-compliance with major 

EU-wide legislation as a large company would look bad. This can be seen in the data in the fact that 

none of the companies even considered not complying with the law. This reaction is also expected 

from the view of isomorphism, as complying with the law in this situation is not merely a question of 

coercive isomorphism, but also mimetic isomorphism. Thus, the companies score highly in both 

economic and social fitness as the cause for the change. 

When it comes to the content aspect, the companies are not quite aligned. This aspect concerns 

whether there is consistency with organisational goals. Arguably, there is high alignment with 

organisational values in Ørsted, as they mention themselves. However, in the other companies, the 

focus was on the fact that they could get a fine and additionally, both Carlsberg and Arla mention that 

they did not adopt the narrative of protecting their employees’ data. Thus, it can be argued that the 

narrative there is what Oliver calls “discretionary constraints imposed on the organization” (Oliver, 

1991, p. 160). Thus, we can argue that in Ørsted, there is high consistency with organisational goals, 

whereas in Arla, Carlsberg and Vestas, GDPR is seen more as a constraint. Grundfos is trickier to 

define, as they have a different approach to why they comply with the GDPR. However, if one argues 

that their organisational goal is to keep developing their HCA project, the focus on GDPR is 

consistent with this. Therefore, Grundfos, like Ørsted, has high consistency between organisational 

goals and the legal aspects of HCA projects.  

5.1.3 Constituents: The Stakeholders Involved 

Another aspect Oliver highlights in her theory is the multiplicity of the constituents involved. In this 

aspect, the companies investigated in this thesis, are very aligned as the stakeholders are very similar. 
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The mentioned constituents are the Danish Data Protection Agency (‘Datatilsynet’), the legal 

department of the company, the employees, workers’ councils, data protection agencies from other 

countries, the EU and the courts of justice that make rulings on the GDPR. Although this can be 

argued to be a large number of constituents, we assume that they all work towards the same purpose, 

namely to either protect the data of employees legally or have a strong interest in as good protection 

of data as possible. Therefore, despite a large number of stakeholders, the multiplicity of the 

constituents when it comes to the legal aspects, can be argued to be quite low. 

5.1.4 Control: The Focus on Data Privacy 

In Oliver’s theory, the aspect of control pertains to the means with which the pressure to change is 

being exerted, the difference being between whether it is legal coercion or voluntary diffusion of 

norms. Obviously, the introduction of GDPR legislation overall is legal coercion, as all firms have to 

adhere to it, and there are major fines in case of non-compliance, as mentioned before. However, one 

could argue that there are some nuances in this, relating to the general view of data privacy in the 

companies. The companies have quite differing views when it comes to this. In Arla, AR says “Before 

GDPR for me, this was a trust issue and if I can't trust and people can't trust us, we don't have a job” 

(AR1, l. 582-583), meaning that even though there was not a fine before the introduction of GDPR, 

Arla still had a focus on data privacy as the trust is so important to them. In Grundfos and Ørsted, 

they mention that the GDPR has provided not only obstacles but also opportunities. GF says: “But I 

think the GDPR also does a lot of good things for us, because it really forces us to be much more 

clear on the purpose” (GF, l. 378-379). In Ørsted, ØR says the following: “we have this [GDPR] as 

an excuse, but not in its 'bad word' excuse but also as an enabler for us to push back on, on certain 

things that might not be relevant” (ØR2, l. 88-90). One could argue that seeing the GDPR legislation 

as an enabler or as something that pushes the company to do better on the purpose of collecting data, 

the companies must have a focus on data privacy generally. In Carlsberg, when talking about data 

security, CB says “But that's not something we worry about. That's IT security, I guess” (CB2, l. 13-

14), implying that the protection of the employee’s data is not something the HR department should 

concern themselves with, but that it is a question of IT security. Lastly, in Vestas, the GDPR is seen 

as a constraint to the work in the HCA department: “from a from day-to-day working point of view, 

it would be much easier just having all data for everybody in our data cube but from an ethical and 

legal standpoint that would be an administrative nightmare” (VE1, l. 232-234).  

Thus, there are different approaches in the companies to how much they value data privacy 

for their employees. In relation to the control aspect of Oliver’s theory, legal coercion is high for all 
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the companies for the reasons mentioned before. However, when it comes to the voluntary diffusion 

of norms around this, Ørsted and Grundfos arguably score high in this area, whereas Carlsberg and 

Vestas arguably have low attention on this. Arla can be argued to be moderate, as they have some 

focus on it, but not to the same extent as Ørsted and Grundfos. 

5.1.5 Context: The Complexity of Navigating GDPR 

The last aspect that Oliver identifies in order to be able to predict the organisational response is the 

context, which concerns the uncertainty in the environment around the change. When it comes to the 

implementation of GDPR in their operations and the institutional context around it, some of the firms 

have struggled to varying extents with finding their bearings in relation to GDPR. Arla argues that 

there are many grey zones: “where is the all the grey zones that we see because we haven't got any 

ruling from the GDPR yet, so we don't exactly know where the limits are” (AR1, l. 149-151). Vestas 

echoes this, focusing on the interpretation: “And it's really, really hard getting guidance on how to 

interpret the language, how tightly to interpret the language” (VE2, l. 55-57). Ørsted also mentions 

this: “I did [in] the beginning because I think it was so a land of unknown and uncertainty” (ØR2, l. 

71) but argues that it has become easier along the way. Much like Ørsted, Grundfos argues that it has 

gotten easier with time: “Having the GDPR legislation for, for quite a while now, I think we're getting 

more and more used to where could potential pitfalls be” (GF, l. 398-399). Due to Carlsberg being 

on a lower level of HCA, CB does not express GDPR being problematic on a larger scale, but more 

on an operational level in regard to HR tasks, such as having to put a code on documents containing 

sensitive data and the deletion rules. According to CB, this is not the intended purpose of the GDPR 

legislation: “they are also as a side effect actually hitting all kinds of routines, there was not the 

intent” (CB2, l. 42-43). However, all of the HCA departments investigated in this thesis have strong 

ties to the legal department and rely heavily on the advice from them. This means that every time the 

HCA department comes up with a new project, they consult with the legal department before setting 

it into motion. 

In this way, one could argue that the HCA departments themselves face quite a bit of 

uncertainty in the legal context around their projects, due to the newness of the legislation and thus 

lack of case law. Thus, the companies investigated can be argued to have high uncertainty in the 

context aspect of Oliver’s theory. However, both Grundfos and Ørsted mention that they have 

experienced that it has become easier as time as progressed, wherefore we can argue that relative to 

the others, they have moderate uncertainty.  
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5.1.6 Actual Organisational Responses 

As mentioned, we expected acquiescence as the response from all companies, based on the theory. 

However, as presented in the previous sections, the companies differ quite substantially in some of 

the aspects highlighted in the Oliver (1991) theory. A summary of how the firms score in the five 

predictive factors can be seen in table 4. These predictive factors will be held together to deduce the 

overall organisational response. These organisational responses are solely based on how the 

interviewees talk about the different factors, a limitation which will be discussed in section 6.3.1. 

 Cause Constituents Content Control Context 
Arla High Economic 

and Social Fitness 
Low 
Multiplicity 

High 
Constraint 

High legal coercion 
Moderate Diffusion 

High 
Uncertainty 

Vestas High Economic 
and Social Fitness 

Low 
Multiplicity 

High 
Constraint 

High legal coercion 
Low Diffusion 

High 
Uncertainty 

Ørsted High Economic 
and Social Fitness 

Low 
Multiplicity 

High 
Consistency 

High legal coercion 
High Diffusion 

Moderate 
Uncertainty 

Carlsberg High Economic 
and Social Fitness 

Low 
Multiplicity 

High 
Constraint 

High legal coercion 
Low Diffusion 

High 
Uncertainty 

Grundfos High Economic 
and Social Fitness 

Low 
Multiplicity 

High 
Consistency 

High legal coercion 
High Diffusion 

Moderate 
Uncertainty 

Table 4: Summary of Predictive Factors in Legal Aspects 

5.1.6.1 Arla 
For Arla, the cause and constituents factors would imply an acquiescence response. Contrarily, the 

content factor would imply either an avoid, defy or manipulate response. The control factors imply 

both acquiescence and avoidance, whereas the context factor implies either acquiescence, 

compromise or avoidance. Thus, the factors do not provide a clear indication of what Arla’s response 

would be. There is around the same number of factors that point towards acquiescence as factors that 

point towards avoidance, wherefore the average between the two would indicate that Arla would have 

a compromise response to the legal institutional pressures. 

5.1.6.2 Vestas 
Like in Arla, the cause and constituents factors would imply an acquiescence response and the content 

factor would imply either an avoid, defy or manipulate response. The control factors indicate both an 

acquiescence response, as well as either a defy or manipulate response. The context factor here also 

implies either acquiescence, compromise or avoidance. In this way, there is not an obvious response 

to gather from the different factors. However, if we try to find the ‘average’ between all the factors, 

the response would be somewhere between compromise and avoidance. 
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5.1.6.3 Ørsted 
In Ørsted, most of the factors imply an acquiescence response, except the diffusion aspect under the 

control factor, which could imply both an acquiescence and a compromise response. The context 

factor has been analysed to be moderate, which Oliver does not include in her model. We can, 

however, assume that moderate uncertainty would indicate a response somewhere between avoidance 

and defiance. Because the first four factors all indicate acquiescence and the context was only deemed 

as moderately uncertain due to the fact that they did not think it was as uncertain anymore, the overall 

response from Ørsted would be acquiescence. 

5.1.6.4 Carlsberg 
In Carlsberg, they have the exact same expected response as Vestas, as they score similarly in all 

factors. Thus, Carlsberg would respond with something between compromise and avoidance. 

5.1.6.5 Grundfos 
In Grundfos, they have the exact same expected response as Ørsted, as they score similarly in all 

factors. Thus, Grundfos would respond with acquiescence. 

5.1.7 Summary of Findings of Legal Aspects 

In this section, the legal implications of HCA projects in the five case companies have been explored. 

As expected, it has been confirmed in the case companies that GDPR is of major importance and that 

all the companies follow the basic GDPR rules such as consent and not being able to identify a single 

individual in the data. The companies on level two furthermore do consider the necessity of different 

kinds of data, which is also consistent with what was expected. When it comes to the organisational 

response, the expectation was that all the companies would acquiesce to the legal pressures. However, 

only two companies, Ørsted and Grundfos, have this response, where Arla responds with compromise 

and both Carlsberg and Vestas’ response is between compromise and avoidance. An overall 

comparison of the expected and actual findings will be made in section 5.3, and furthermore discussed 

in chapter 6. 

5.2 Ethical Aspects 
As has been argued in this thesis, the discussion of how one approaches the legal aspects is closely 

connected to ethical aspects of how data privacy and employee rights are viewed in the respective 

companies. Thus, the organisational response to the ethical aspects should also be analysed to gain 

the full picture. For the ethical aspects, we expected acquiescence for level one projects, compromise 

for level two and avoidance for level three, as introduced in figure 4. Furthermore, we expect the 



 73 / 106 

firms on different levels to have different approaches to communication about the projects as well as 

varying thoughts about whether there is potential for harm. This section will thus first investigate how 

the different companies communicate their projects and whether they see a potential for harm in what 

they do, followed by a walk-through of the five factors that Oliver (1991) outlines, in order to 

determine which organisational responses the case companies have. 

5.2.1 Communication 

According to the theoretical model, the different levels of HCA projects should have different 

approaches to how they should communicate with the employees. When talking about employees 

having trust in whether e.g. engagement surveys in Carlsberg are confidential, CB says “we tell them 

what the fact is (…) If you don't believe it, then it's your choice and don't answer” (CB2, l. 178-180), 

which highly suggests that Carlsberg’s form of communication with the employees is information, 

rather than dialogue or education. In Arla, it is a bit more complex: “I communicate to my end users 

and not necessarily to the whole brand. So my audience is not the dairy workers, for example. Because 

they wouldn't care” (AR1, l. 596-598), meaning that they differentiate between who should be 

communicated to, based on their interest in the subject. The same idea is reiterated in Ørsted: “I'm 

not sure if it's something that they should know” (ØR1, l. 285), referring to whether the employees 

should know about the work they do in the department.  

In this way, the communication aspect opens up to a broader discussion of transparency within 

the HCA departments, of how aware the employees are that their data is being used. Following what 

was introduced in section 1.7.3 about the transparency ideal, employees should generally appreciate 

as much transparency as possible, as having the full information makes it possible for them to make 

changes if they do not agree with how their data is being used. The companies differ quite a bit on 

how much information they provide the employees with, Ørsted and Grundfos representing opposite 

ends of the scale. ØR says: “We don't have a process for telling people that we that we use all data 

based on them” (ØR1, l. 316-317), whereas they have a different approach in Grundfos: “I think every 

time you do a project, it's important to get back to those people whose data you've used. So, just to 

just state that. This is what we've done. This is what came out of it” (GF, l. 289-290). In Vestas, they 

have taken a different approach as to how to communicate with employees: “we've taken our 

proactive approach involving, you know, the worker’s councils throughout Europe in the data privacy 

discussion and GDPR discussions and have kept them up to date all through the policy development” 

(VE1, l. 359-361), where they let the worker’s councils speak on behalf of all of the employees, which 

VE argues has meant that it has been a smaller issue than if they had not involved the worker’s 



 74 / 106 

councils. However, VE also says: “of course we've had some cases of people, you know, asking for 

what data have you stored on me and all of this” (VE1, l. 361-362) but says that it is not a significant 

problem. In this way, the aspect of communication is more nuanced than the information, dialogue 

and education, which is what was outlined in the theoretical model.  

As mentioned, Carlsberg on level one of maturity act in accordance with what was expected, 

namely that they inform their employees about the projects and nothing more. However, it seems that 

both Arla, Ørsted and Grundfos also use information as their mode of communication, as they do not 

see a reason to communicate to the employees in Arla and Ørsted, and they in Grundfos ‘just state’ 

what they have done to the employees. This is not consistent with what could be expected from 

companies on this level of analytics, as the employees suffer from different kinds of opacity problems, 

not being able to understand what their data is being used for unless they are consulted with. In Vestas, 

the dialogue with the workers’ councils is more consistent with what was expected, as the councils 

speak for all of the employees. We do not know to what extent this communication is passed on to 

the individual employees, however. 

5.2.2 Potential for Harm 

Another aspect, which is central in the literature around ethics, is the potential for harm of individuals. 

In the theoretical framework, we argue that there on level one is no potential for harm, on level two 

there is, and on level three there is a potential to not harm, meaning that these kinds of analyses will 

be inherently harmful, but that organisations can introduce certain measures to avoid harm. Several 

of the companies argue that they do not have to consider the ethical aspects because of the content of 

what they do. In Vestas, they argue: “we don't have to think about, as much you know, the ethical 

dilemmas, because we don't, there's no need for us to do” (VE2, l. 121-122), which VE argues is 

because of the level of analytics they are on. However, VE argues that once you move up the scale of 

analytics projects, this is something you have to consider: “once you start predicting potential 

performance or risk of leaving or something like that, then you have to have those kinds of 

discussions” (VE1, l. 301-302). The specific case of predicting the risk of someone leaving the 

company is also brought up by Grundfos as a case in which there is potential for harm. To mitigate 

this, GF says:  

We need to have, you know, a very clear framework of how we're treating this 

because otherwise people will probably in the end revert and they will, you know, 
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oppose, what we're doing. And that is absolutely not what we would like (GF, l. 

217-219) 

This is connected to their purpose of wanting to build trust in the department in the employees. In 

Ørsted, the potential for harm is closely connected to whether it is possible to pinpoint individuals in 

the analyses they do. ØR says:  

I have never experienced that people get uncomfortable or that they question what 

we do because again, we are people analytics, our main customer is Henrik Poulsen 

[CEO of Ørsted] and he's not interested in individual cases. It's a strategic level of 

the business so that is our work, so people don't get, I don't think at least, get 

uncomfortable with that” (ØR1, l. 353-356) 

In Carlsberg, they highlight that they do only have demographic data, which they do not see as 

harmful: “of course we know what the salary is, we know if they are female or male. I mean, it's 

obvious that we know these things” (CB1, l. 384-385). Additionally, they mention the same as Ørsted 

in regard to the aggregated analyses: “We don't look very much at individuals when we talk that 

averages, we have 1500 employees” (CB1, l. 390-391). In Arla, they argue that there are differences 

between the employee groups “out in the dairies: “what is that hocus pocus?”, whereas the sales 

department is a little bit more, you know willing to listen” (AR1, l. 268-269), which will also be 

elaborated upon in relation to the dynamics between blue and white-collar workers. Otherwise, in 

Arla, the considerations about this are very much connected to the necessity of information, which 

was mentioned earlier. Thus, there is a general perception that the analyses the companies make do 

not have a potential for harm, except for in Grundfos. Due to the low level of analysis in Carlsberg, 

it was expected that there was no potential for harm, but both Ørsted, Vestas and Arla do not perceive 

their levels of analysis as potentially harmful for the employees because they are not in the predictive 

layer yet. However, Grundfos argues that even with their level, there is a potential and the employees 

need to be protected by a clear framework. Therefore, what was expected in the theoretical framework 

is consistent with the findings of Carlsberg and Grundfos, but not in the other firms. 

5.2.3 Differences in Perceptions of the Ethical Aspects 

Like there are different legal frameworks in the different countries the companies operate in, the 

different cultures influence the ethical aspects. In Carlsberg, they mention the different cultures in 

relation to answering e.g. surveys:  
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Western Europe is fairly low because you have three weeks to answer and ‘calm 

down we have two weeks more’ and in Russia and China and places like that they're 

already like 88 per cent of all employees have answered and they also by the way 

score quite high on engagement scores (CB1, l. 180-182).  

This is echoed in Grundfos: “people tend to answer in a specific way if you're from China for instance 

or if you're from Japan or whatnot, compared to, for instance, Denmark” (GF, l. 341-342). GF, 

however, argues that this is something that is engrained in the national culture: “I mean in Denmark, 

we also, almost all the time, we act in good faith. And so, we believe in one another and trust in one 

another is fairly high and could be different, different places” (GF, l. 347-348). In Vestas, the cultural 

differences are not noticed a lot: “that's a cultural discussion and looking at the labour markets in 

each of the countries, but I'm not experiencing it a whole lot” (VE1, l. 353-354). In some of the 

companies, they highlight the differences between the blue and white collars as equally substantive. 

In Arla, when they went into analyses in the blue-collar area, the workers had the following reaction: 

“they kind of freaked out “ahh no you're gonna supervise me big brothers watching me” and all these 

things and we have all the unions jumping into this immediately” (AR1, l. 218-220), as well as what 

was mentioned earlier with the differences between the dairy workers and sales department. In 

Carlsberg, they have the same experience: “they [blue-collar workers] don't want to answer if, they 

still believe we can find out and actually we had a few departments, a few groups, a few teams that 

refuse to answer” (CB1, l. 337-339). In this way, there definitely are differences in how people 

experience what oversteps their boundaries, where the cultural aspect arguably plays a considerable 

role. This does not only pertain to national cultures, but also different cultures within the firm, as seen 

in the difference between blue- and white-collar workers. 

5.2.4 Cause and Content: The Purpose of HCA Projects 

As with the legal aspects, the cause and content factors outlined in Oliver’s theory also have to be 

analysed for the ethical aspects. As we have argued, the legal and ethical aspects cannot be separated 

completely, wherefore the economic ‘threat’ of a fine in relation to GDPR will also have an influence 

on the cause for the ethical aspects. However, another aspect that reflects the cause and content of the 

companies’ thoughts about the ethical aspects of HCA is the purpose of their projects, which were 

outlined in chapter 4. The purpose of the project says something about the cause and content, as it 

shows the reasoning behind implementing the HCA project. For Arla, the purpose is primarily 

economic, as they want to provide managers with the best possible information to make decisions 
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upon. The same can be said for Vestas, who outlines practical reasons for their HCA projects, namely, 

to have standards for the use of data and to improve the company as a whole. Ørsted, on the other 

hand, mention both that they want to enable improvements for the company overall on the bottom 

line, but also to improve the life of employees on a more day-to-day basis. In Carlsberg, they do not 

have the same kind of purpose statement due to the fact that they do not do the same kinds of analyses 

as the others. Because the analyses are on such a low level, we assume that they are made for 

economic reasons. In Grundfos, they argue that their first priority is to improve conditions for the 

employees, which will, in turn, reflect positively on how the company as a whole is doing. Arguably, 

this is consistent with one of the mentioned drivers behind HCA in section 1.4.1, in which it was 

argued that there is such high demand for skilled labour today that attracting and retaining good 

employees can forge a competitive advantage. Thus, although Grundfos’ purpose arguably leans 

towards scoring high on social fitness, it also has an effect on the economic side. However, if we are 

to define the different companies, Arla, Vestas and Carlsberg would score high on economic and low 

on social fitness, Ørsted would score moderately on both economic and social fitness and Grundfos 

would, compared to the others, score high on social as well as economic fitness.  

When it comes to content, whether or not the ethical considerations are consistent with the 

organisational goals, this can be connected to the general thoughts about data privacy in the firm, as 

introduced in section 5.1.4. Because the legal and ethical aspects are so closely connected in the 

GDPR, we argue that if the company has a high focus on data privacy generally, then following an 

ethical code is consistent with their general organisational goals. Thus, if we follow the findings from 

before, Ørsted and Grundfos score high on consistency, Carlsberg and Vestas score quite low, 

whereas Arla is moderate. 

5.2.5 Constituents: The Stakeholders Involved 

Contrarily to the legal aspects, the ethical aspects are, to a large extent, decided upon by the company 

itself, meaning that the companies thus also define their stakeholders in this area. For all the 

companies, the employees and the management are obvious stakeholders, but both in Vestas and in 

Grundfos, a part of their governance is to involve the workers’ councils to include the employee 

perspective whenever they want to introduce a new project. This sometimes brings up some 

challenges: “We have had situations where the message from workers’ council could be well, you 

cannot ask those kinds of questions, that's too close or you cannot have access to, to whatever data 

we won't allow it” (GF, l. 357-359).  
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In this sense, it can be argued that when the workers’ councils have to be involved, there are 

some conflicting demands, as their duty is to protect the employees’ rights to the best extent possible. 

One could argue that this conflicting demand also exists in the other companies from the employees, 

but since they are not involved like the councils are, this voice is not as strong. Therefore, when it 

comes to constituents, Grundfos and Vestas can be said to have a multiplicity of demands, where 

Arla, Ørsted and Carlsberg do not. 

5.2.6 Control: Management and Workers’ Councils 

The control factor relates to whether the ethical aspect is being enforced through legal coercion or 

through a voluntary diffusion of norms. Other than the legal constraints made by the GDPR 

legislation, there is no concrete legislation about the ethical sides of HCA projects. Therefore, any 

focus on the ethical aspects from the companies can be argued to be a voluntary diffusion of norms, 

wherefore this factor will be determined based on the nuances in the degree to which the companies 

go in diffusing these thoughts. This factor can arguably be determined by the focus from the 

stakeholders mentioned before, namely the management of the firms and, in some cases, the workers’ 

councils.  

As mentioned, in both Vestas and Grundfos, they involve the workers’ councils when starting 

new analyses, which could indicate that they go the extra mile to ensure that the ethical side is 

considered. In Grundfos, they are especially concerned about bias, when asked about what areas the 

workers’ council react to: “if they think that a question or a hypothesis could be a bit biased towards 

something that is set up to, to just prove that something is not, someone is not performing well 

enough” (GF, l. 365-367), which is one of the major ethical considerations we introduced in section 

1.7. Vestas, on the other hand, have a different approach to the involvement of the workers’ councils: 

“we've been very open with the with the workers’ councils on what do we do and what's our thought 

on privacy” (VE1, l. 364-365), indicating that communication form is more information than a 

dialogue. This is furthermore consistent with the fact that in Vestas, the legal requirements weigh 

highest: “RC: would it be fair to say that it's really the GDPR, the legal aspects that is driving these 

anonymity and privacy concerns within Vestas? VE: Yes, for sure” (VE1, l. 221-224). In the other 

firms, the focus on these considerations from management can be said to be an expression of the 

extent to which it is a voluntary diffusion of norms. In Arla, they are still working on getting 

management buy-in to the extent where they use e.g. the dashboards on a day-to-day basis: “they're 

really eager. But we can also go into the log and see they’re not using it” (AR1, l. 388-389). Thus, 

we can argue that if they are not interacting much with the analyses made, they do not catch the 
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instances in which the ethical aspects are questionable, wherefore we must assume that they do not 

engage widely in this discussion. In Ørsted, the focus from management is more on GDPR 

compliance: “I have experienced a really high focus from our [management], for how we work with 

data and always making sure that we don't, that we're always compliant with the GDPR rules” (ØR1, 

l. 336-338), which could indicate that the management is focusing on legal compliance rather than 

ethical norms. As mentioned before, there are not any ethical considerations in Carlsberg, as they are 

not on a higher level of analysis, wherefore we must assume that the diffusion of norms is low. The 

same can be said to apply for both Arla, Ørsted and Vestas. However, in Grundfos, they involve the 

workers’ councils to avoid bias in their analyses, which can be argued to be a voluntary diffusion of 

norms in relation to the ethical aspects.  

5.2.7 Context: Employee Awareness 

When it comes to the context, Oliver (1991) differentiates between whether there is uncertainty in the 

context or not. Since there is no official legislation or regulations around the ethical aspects, the 

companies themselves decide upon where they set the bar for their ethical considerations. In this way, 

one could also argue that they decide upon their own environmental uncertainty. A way to determine 

this is by investigating the degree to which the employees in the companies are aware of the analyses 

that are going on as well as what their data is used for. As mentioned earlier, there are differences 

between the companies in how aware the employees are, but it is generally quite low. In Ørsted, they 

say “each individual employee are not aware of how we use their specific data” (ØR1, l. 320-321). 

The same can be said for Arla, where AR answers “Very little” (AR1, l. 259), when asked about how 

aware the employees are about the analyses that are being made about them but adds “It's not a secret 

that they're going on at all” (AR1, l. 592), implying that if employees wanted to be more aware, they 

could be. The same applies in Vestas: “they are notified what we use to data for and it's open, they 

can also always come and ask. Those who have the interest sometimes do” (VE1, l. 405-406). As 

mentioned earlier, in Grundfos, they are more attentive to notifying the employees about the data they 

used and in Carlsberg, they do not use the HR data for much else than demographics, wherefore the 

awareness aspect is not of the same importance. If the employee awareness is low, we argue that the 

context is not very uncertain, as the employees arguably cannot act upon something they do not know 

what is. Therefore, we argue that the contextual uncertainty is low in Arla, Carlsberg, Vestas and 

Ørsted, where it can be argued that it is moderate in Grundfos. 
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5.2.8 Actual Organisational Responses 

Based on the theory, we expected companies on level one to respond with acquiescence, companies 

on level two to react with compromise and lastly, an avoidance response was expected from 

companies on level three. How the case companies actually score on the different factors can be seen 

in table 5 below. As mentioned in section 5.1.6, the organisational responses that are determined 

below are an expression of how the interviewees talk about the different factors. 

 Cause Constituents Content Control Context 
Arla High Economic, 

Low Social Fitness 
Low 
Multiplicity 

Moderate 
Consistency 

Low legal 
coercion 
Low Diffusion 

Low 
Uncertainty 

Vestas High Economic, 
Low Social Fitness 

High 
Multiplicity 

High 
Constraint 

Low legal 
coercion 
Low Diffusion 

Low 
Uncertainty 

Ørsted Moderate 
Economic and 
Social Fitness 

Low 
Multiplicity 

High 
Consistency 

Low legal 
coercion 
Low Diffusion 

Low 
Uncertainty 

Carlsberg High Economic, 
Low Social Fitness 

Low 
Multiplicity 

High 
Constraint 

Low legal 
coercion 
Low Diffusion 

Low 
Uncertainty 

Grundfos Moderate 
Economic, High 
Social Fitness 

High 
Multiplicity 

High 
Consistency 

Low legal 
coercion 
High Diffusion 

Moderate 
Uncertainty 

Table 5: Summary of Predictive Factors in Ethical Aspects 

5.2.8.1 Arla 
The high economic cause as well as the constituents factor would indicate an acquiescence response, 

where the low social fitness cause could indicate anything from compromise to manipulation. The 

content factor would indicate either a compromise or avoidance response, where the control factor 

would imply either a defy or manipulate response. Lastly, the context factor would indicate either 

defiance or manipulation. This does not provide a clear answer to which overall response Arla would 

employ, but the average between all the factors means that Arla would respond with something 

between avoidance and defiance. 

5.2.8.2 Vestas 
Again, the cause factor could both indicate acquiescence in the economic fitness, where the social 

fitness could mean all the other responses. The constituents factor means any response from 

compromise to manipulation, where the content factor would indicate either avoidance, defiance or 

manipulation. The control factor, as well as the context factor, would mean either defiance or 
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manipulation. Again, the factors do not indicate a clear response, but the average would mean that 

Vestas would respond with a defiance response. 

5.2.8.3 Ørsted 
For Ørsted, the cause factor would mean a response between acquiescence and compromise, and 

constituents would imply acquiescence, along with the content factor. The control and context factors 

imply either defiance or manipulation. Therefore, the factors are very polarised, with three factors 

implying either acquiescence or compromise, and two implying either defiance or manipulation. 

Therefore, the average between the two would be avoidance, although none of the factors indicate 

that in themselves. 

5.2.8.4 Carlsberg 
Like in the legal aspects, Carlsberg is very similar to Vestas, but with the difference that their 

constituents factor only implies acquiescence. The Carlsberg response can therefore be argued to be 

avoidance, as this is in the middle of the different factors. 

5.2.8.5 Grundfos 
Here, the cause factors would indicate somewhere between acquiescence and compromise, where the 

constituents factor indicates anywhere between compromise and manipulation. The content factor 

means acquiescence, where the control factor indicates either acquiescence or compromise. Lastly, 

the context factor is somewhere between avoidance and defiance. Hence, the organisational response 

in Grundfos can be argued to be compromise, as several of the factors indicate this response. 

5.2.9 Summary of Findings of Ethical Aspects 

In this section, the ethical implications of HCA projects in the case companies have been investigated. 

With the ethical aspects, we expected a difference in how the companies considered the 

communication around the projects as well as whether there was a potential for harm, depending on 

the level of HCA the company was on. However, all the investigated firms except Vestas 

communicate via information, and all except Grundfos did not see a potential for harm in the HCA 

projects. When it comes to the organisational response, the firms did not respond as expected either. 

Here, Grundfos responded with compromise, Ørsted and Carlsberg with avoidance, Arla between 

avoidance and defiance and Vestas with defiance. These findings, along with the ones from the legal 

aspects, will be investigated in the next section. 
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5.3 Expected and Actual Findings 
This section will highlight the differences between the expected and actual findings, as well as 

discussing possible explanations to the differences. A visualisation of a summary of the actual 

findings can be seen below in figure 10.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As can be seen, there are many differences between the expected findings, as shown in figure 9, and 

the actual responses, as shown in this figure, meaning that the investigated companies did not think 

about and act upon the legal and ethical implications of their HCA projects in the way one could 

expect based on the literature. 

Generally, the actual findings have shifted to the right and upwards, compared to what was 

expected. For the legal aspects, we did not expect any of the firms to react with anything other than 

acquiescence, especially the compliance tactic. However, it seems that the institutional framework 

around the GDPR legislation can render other responses. We were right in assuming that the 

companies would consider complying with the GDPR an efficiency gain and that it was being exerted 

through legal coercion. However, the factor that changed the results the most is the content factor, 

which regards whether the pressure is consistent with organisational goals, meaning whether 

complying with the GDPR and focusing on data privacy for the employees is consistent with the 

values of the firms. Here, the companies generally did not think that the GDPR was consistent with 

their values. 

The two companies that differ the most from what was expected are Carlsberg and Vestas. 

Since Carlsberg is on the lowest level of HCA maturity, the expectation was that they would not gain 

Figure 50: Visualisation of Actual Findings 
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anything from responding with anything else than acquiescence in both aspects. However, this was 

not the case, as they have the most resistant legal response, together with Vestas, and the third-most 

resistant response in the ethical aspects. Considering CB’s answers to the interview questions, it 

seems that for them, their response to especially the legal aspects, come from an operational 

standpoint, in which the introduction of GDPR has made their job more difficult, but without giving 

the benefit of protecting the employees’ rights further, as their level of HCA is not high enough to 

make this relevant. Thus, the reasons for the responses in Carlsberg and Vestas, respectively, differ 

quite a bit. In Vestas, the argument is also operational, but in the sense that they know the GDPR 

protects their employees, they just think it is a constraint for them to be able to do their job to the 

fullest. The same argument can be made for respectively Carlsberg and Vestas’ unanticipated 

responses in the ethical aspects. Again, Carlsberg differs from the expectation in the control and 

content factors, meaning that considering the ethical aspects is not consistent with their organisational 

goals and that they do not go far to diffuse the norm of it. This can make sense as there arguably is 

no benefit for them to follow a strict ethical code, as their project is not on a higher level. Vestas does 

not think that the projects they are conducting have potential to harm the employees, wherefore they 

are not engaging in this area. 

Arla differs slightly in both aspects, going from acquiescence to compromise on the legal side, 

and from avoidance to between avoidance and defiance on the ethical side. This means that although 

they are the company we have argued to be the furthest with their projects, their responses are in the 

middle of the investigated companies. In several of the factors, both in the legal and ethical aspects, 

Arla scores moderately, meaning that they overall see the importance of protecting the data privacy 

of employees, but that there are also other considerations that play a part in it. 

The two companies that have the most similar responses to what was expected, is Ørsted and 

Grundfos. Grundfos have the exact same response in both aspects as expected, and Ørsted’s legal 

response is consistent with the theoretical expectation, whereas the ethical response has moved a 

slight bit, from between compromise and avoidance, to avoidance. For both these companies, it can 

be said that they prioritise the data privacy of their employees and therefore have responses that are 

lower on the scale. This is especially true for Grundfos, who contrarily to Vestas, prioritises ethical 

considerations over legal constraints. 

In this way, we can argue that the theoretical framework generally is too optimistic in the 

assumptions made about companies’ considerations about data privacy, or that the case companies at 
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least do not prioritise it to the extent expected. Reasons for the discrepancy between the expected and 

actual findings will be discussed from a theoretical and methodological standpoint in chapter 6.  

5.4 Concluding Remarks 
This chapter has taken the theoretical framework and explored whether it held true in the five case 

companies of this thesis, relative to each other. The analysis has found that the theoretical framework 

worked in some aspects, but not in others. Surprising findings were especially found in the legal 

aspects, where the firms had more resistant responses than anticipated. The same can be said for the 

ethical aspects, but not to the same extent.  
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6 Discussion 
Upon the conclusion of the analysis, where we found some differences between the expected and 

actual findings, it becomes relevant to investigate some possible reasons for this. Therefore, this 

chapter is aimed at discussing the findings and thereafter, the different aspects that could have led to 

the differences that were identified. The chapter will start by situating the findings from this thesis in 

broader theoretical discussions, whereafter the findings will be discussed in greater detail. Hereafter 

follows theoretical and methodological discussions to highlight some of the major limitations of these 

two areas.  

6.1 Situating the Research in Broader Theoretical Discussions 
The grand problem this thesis investigated and contributed to, is the overall discussion of the 

increased use of data in making business decisions. Based on this discussion, the focus has been on 

companies’ use of HR data and the potential implications, both good and bad. Although the literature 

outlines some cases in which companies take advantage of the access to sensitive data, which 

arguably is ethically dubious, the expectations of this thesis were somewhat optimistic. The 

assumption has been that the reliance on data and DDDM generally is beneficial, with the advantages 

mentioned in section 1.3.3, but that companies need to pay attention to the potential pitfalls and harm 

it can cause for employees. 

Around this area is the discussion of rationality generally. This theoretical field is even 

broader and older, including theorists such as Weber in his famous ‘The Protestant Ethic and the 

Spirit of Capitalism’ from 1905, where he claimed that we in the capitalistic society are moving 

towards the ‘Iron Cage of Rationality’, in which everything is over-rationalised and becomes too cold 

and calculated (Weber, 1905). This discussion is brought into the context of DDDM by Power et al. 

(2019), who discuss whether true rational decision making exists when using big data. Here, they 

highlight the bounded rationality that still exists in managers, despite the introduction of data, as well 

as what they refer to as the ‘broken chain’ of data, meaning that the people who gather the data and 

the people who use it are not the same. Furthermore, they argue that “People, groups, and 

organizations will continue to commit errors in the decision-making process” (Power, et al., 2019, p. 

133), regardless of how much data is involved. This discussion is pertinent in the discussion of HCA 

as well, as the reduction of employees to data, facts, and figures can be argued to be ‘too rationalised’. 

The relevance of this is especially clear when the rationalised processes, based on algorithms and 

machine learning, can discriminate against a specific group or that employees feel uncomfortable by 

being managed by a non-human, as described in section 1.7.4. 
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The research topic arguably also plays into a different overall discussion, namely of the 

responsibility of companies generally. On one hand, one could argue that companies have a 

responsibility towards their shareholders and the maximum increase of the value of the firm. On the 

other hand, the conversation about companies’ social responsibility has grown extensively in the 

latest years, meaning that the notion that companies also have a responsibility towards their 

employees and the society at large has gotten support. This discussion can also apply to HCA projects, 

as it can be discussed whether the companies engage in this due to the potential increase in efficiency 

and thus profit, or whether it is to improve the conditions for the employees. For this research, both 

views have been seen, when we explored the purpose behind the HCA projects in the case companies, 

along with one company that combines the two, saying that when the employees are doing well, the 

company does well, too. However, all the companies investigated in this thesis have committed to 

working with the Sustainable Development Goals, as put forth by the United Nations. This 

commitment arguably means that they, on a company scale, prioritise social responsibility quite 

highly. 

Lastly, the findings give rise to the question of whether HCA projects generally are fair. As 

outlined in section 1.7, whether something is ‘right’ or ‘fair’ is not a simple question, and this thesis 

cannot provide a singular answer to the question. However, what has been found in this thesis can 

add to the discussion around it. The theories put forth in this thesis all focus on whether it is fair for 

the individual, in different ways. According to the HCA departments themselves, no individual 

employee in their companies has spoken up about feeling unfairly treated or having experienced any 

negative consequences of the analyses being made. Whether or not this is due to there actually being 

no harm done or if it has to do with transparency issues, we still do not know, but it suggests that 

there are nuances to whether HCA projects are fair. Determining this can prove to be difficult, as it 

is a very sensitive subject where it is hard to imagine a company admitting to consciously 

discriminating against a certain group or treating a group of employees unfairly. However, the fact 

that none of the case companies have reached the maturity in which they use AI and ML to make 

predictions, points towards that if there is discrimination, it is not systematic as it would be if the 

analyses were based on algorithms. 

The topic of the legal and ethical implications of HCA play into these major discussions, 

meaning that the findings of this thesis can be seen in different lights, depending on where one stands 

in relation to these discussions. As mentioned at the beginning of this section, the preconception 
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which we as researchers started with, was quite optimistic, but this is very subjective depending on 

the reader. 

6.2 Discussion of the Findings 
As was outlined in chapter 3, the purpose of the research in this thesis has not been to confirm or 

reject whether the theoretical framework was right, but rather to explore the field and investigate 

whether what we had expected based on the theory could be found empirically. Therefore, although 

there are some differences between the expected and actual findings, this thesis has still made 

theoretical contributions to the field. These findings will be presented and discussed in the following 

sections, divided into the overall findings, and the findings of respectively the legal and ethical 

aspects. 

6.2.1 Overall Findings 

First and foremost, this thesis has extensively found in the analysis that all the organisations 

investigated do think about and act upon both legal and ethical pressures they experience. Therefore, 

we can argue that our claim that these aspects were missing from the theory has support, which has 

implications for both practice, academic research, education and policymaking. It should thus be 

investigated to a larger extent, which will be elaborated upon in section 7.1. Secondly, through the 

interviews and analysis, we have found that the MNC perspective does not have the same level of 

importance as we assumed. Although the implications of being multinational are definitely something 

the companies think about, the problems regarding it are quite easily solved by having an external 

provider of their international surveys, who ensures consistency with both legal and ethical 

frameworks, as highlighted in section 5.1.1.1. Therefore, we can argue that although MNCs from an 

institutional view work within a plethora of legal frameworks and cultures of ethics, this is not 

something they spend a lot of time on. The last of the major overall findings is that, contrarily to what 

we expected, there is no direct connection between the maturity level of the HCA project and the 

organisational response. This statement is based upon the findings presented in both section 5.1.6 and 

5.2.8, where the actual organisational responses were overall quite inconsistent with the expected 

ones. Based on this, we argue that although neither the MNC perspective nor the maturity level of the 

firm had a big influence, the legal and ethical aspects are missing from the literature around HCA. 

6.2.2 Findings in the Legal Aspects 

We found in the analysis that for most of the companies, the legal aspects were of the greatest 

importance compared to the ethical aspects. This is based on the fact that the interviewees highlighted 
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the legal aspects the most and had more considerations and procedures in this aspect than in the 

ethical. The analysis furthermore found in section 5.1.6 that the companies’ organisational response 

to the legal pressures was not acquiescence as expected, but rather that three out of five of companies 

showed more resistance towards compliance with the GDPR. As shown in section 5.3, compared to 

the ethical aspects, the companies were overall less resistant towards the legal pressures, as was also 

expected in the theoretical model. Based on this, we argue that Danish MNCs are more attentive 

towards complying with the legal aspects than the ethical.  

On a more operational note, the analysis found in section 5.1.1 that the GDPR is the legislative 

framework that is most focus on in the case companies. This is consistent with what was expected 

and can be associated with the finding mentioned above that the MNC aspects were not as prevalent. 

Had there been more focus on the MNC aspects in the companies, the GDPR might not have had the 

same significance, as other legal frameworks would have played a bigger role. Furthermore, the 

analysis found that operational aspects of the GDPR, namely of employees giving consent, not being 

able to identify individuals in the data and only having necessary data, are complied with in the 

companies. Based on this, we argue that from an operational standpoint, the companies have their 

focus on compliance with the GDPR.  

6.2.3 Findings in the Ethical Aspects 

In section 5.2.1 of the analysis, we found that communication around HCA projects with the 

employees primarily takes place through information, i.e. one-way-communication, where the 

interested employees then have the opportunity to ask more about it if they want to. This can be 

connected to the factor that was analysed next, in section 5.2.2. Here, we found that all except one 

company do not think that the analyses they conduct have the potential to harm the employees. Since 

the companies generally do not consider their actions to have a potential for harm, it makes sense that 

they do not see the need to have a two-way-communication around the projects. Therefore, we argue 

that the companies generally do not see a potential for harm by conducting their projects, thus not 

necessitating further communication than information. 

Similar to the findings in the legal aspects, the analysis of the ethical aspects showed that there 

is generally a higher resistance towards these pressures than the legal, as the least resistant response 

to these aspects was compromise, as shown in section 5.2.9. Moreover, we found in the analysis that 

the ethical aspects were not considered to be of the same importance as the legal aspects. This can be 

highly connected to the fact that there is no official regulation within this area, but that it is up to the 

companies themselves to make policies. As mentioned, it was expected that the ethical aspects were 
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of less importance to the companies and that there was resistance towards these pressures. In that 

way, we can argue based on the findings that the companies generally have more resistance towards 

the ethical aspects and that they are assigned less importance. 

6.2.4 The Inconsistencies in the Findings 

Having all the findings presented, it is relevant to discuss why the investigated reality does not fit the 

theory. Reasons for this could be the choices made in relation to both theory and methodology, of 

which limitations will be elaborated upon in sections 6.3 and 6.4. Yet, the discrepancy could also be 

caused by a lack of nuance in the theoretical framework. There are many unexplored factors that 

could be part of explaining why the reality does not fit the theory, and these factors can be on different 

units of analysis, wherefore they might not have been identified in this study, which was conducted 

on the level of the individual company. 

The only variable the legal and ethical responses were compared to, was which maturity level 

the respective companies are on. Since the analysis showed that the organisational response did not 

follow the maturity level as expected, one could argue that there could be other meaningful factors 

that were not investigated. One such factor could be the perception of the potential for harm, which 

was included in the theoretical model but not used as a basis for comparison. As outlined in section 

5.2.2, the only company that sees the potential for harm for the employees is Grundfos, which is also 

the only company that has the expected response. Arguably, an organisation that views their actions 

as potentially harmful would be more inclined to shield the employees from this harm by making 

stricter ethical and legal frameworks to work under. In this way, the view of this can be argued to be 

of great importance to how firms would think about and act upon the legal and ethical aspects. The 

view of whether there is a potential for harm can be connected to the general view of HR, which was 

introduced in section 1.2. The HR function has historically been viewed as an internal function of 

limited strategic importance, and primarily as administrative. If the HCA projects in the investigated 

companies are viewed in the same way, then the focus from management on following a stricter 

ethical guideline is most likely not very high.  

The same argument goes for the fact that the HCA field is still new and developing both on a 

global scale, but definitely also in Denmark. According to the theory of institutional isomorphism, as 

introduced in section 1.5.1, how MNCs act can largely be ascribed to the context around them. The 

coercive isomorphic pressures in this case are easy to identify, as they reveal themselves in the focus 

on GDPR, in which all the companies are trying to navigate the institutional context around this, as 

explored in section 5.1.5. The normative isomorphic pressures are also clear, as the group of people 
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who work with HCA in Denmark is quite limited, which can be seen in the fact that our interviewees 

referred to each other in the interviews and that one interviewee introduced us to another. Therefore, 

they might have similar thoughts about the legal and ethical sides of HCA. Lastly, the mimetic 

isomorphic pressures can also help explain why the companies, although they are on different 

maturity levels, are quite similar in their responses. The isomorphic pressures can thus be part of 

explaining why the companies generally prioritise the legal aspects over the ethical. 

Another un-investigated factor that could have been part of explaining the findings and the 

inconsistencies in the organisational responses could be the overall success of the HCA projects in 

the respective firms. As outlined in section 1.4.3, there are many factors in practising HCA and 

theorists have proposed many different capabilities needed for the project to be a success. One could 

argue that if the internal capabilities in the team are not well-developed and the HCA department 

itself thus is struggling to find influence, the focus might not be on developing policies around how 

employee data should be treated ethically, but on developing the HCA project further. However, it 

could also be argued here that ensuring employee buy-in by treating the data ethically could help the 

general success of the department. This can also be connected to where the HCA project is situated, 

as described in section 1.4.3, as well as how the project is tied to the legal department.  

The findings also spark a discussion of whether it has been fruitful to investigate the HCA 

phenomenon in an MNC context. As mentioned, the companies being MNCs did not have the 

operational influence that was expected, as they handle the differences in legal and ethical 

frameworks through external providers. However, the fact that the investigation has been done in this 

context can also provide some interesting viewpoints, apart from the above point regarding 

isomorphism. As introduced in section 1.5, one of the things that defines an MNC is the constant 

trade-off between local responsiveness and global integration. This aspect could be part of explaining 

why the ethical aspects are not focused on more in the HCA projects. Because an official framework 

does not exist within ethics, as it does within law, the companies have to decide upon where they 

stand in relation to the ethical aspects themselves. In section 1.5, we argued that it could be expected 

that there was a push towards local integration, as the legal and ethical frameworks vary across 

countries. However, all the case companies except one conduct analyses globally from the HQ in 

Denmark, wherefore we can assume that they are more globally integrated. For the legal aspects, this 

means that the GDPR is seen as a global standard, but for the ethical aspects, having a globally 

integrated approach means that there is not the same focus on it as there could have been, had there 

been an effort to adapt it locally. 
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Furthermore, the inclusion of Grundfos in the population of cases provides an interesting point 

to the inconsistency in the expected and actual findings. Grundfos can in this research be argued to 

be an outlier. Grundfos is the only company that has the exact same organisational response in both 

the legal and ethical aspects as expected, which out of five case companies is quite interesting. This 

comes from them being the only company to put the ethical implications for their employees before 

the legal aspects. The interviewee from Grundfos went as far as saying “It’s not about what we can 

do, it’s about what we should do”, in the small-talk that followed the official interview, therefore 

unfortunately not being caught on tape. Having an outlier such as this one in the thesis could be a 

reason for the inconsistencies in the findings, as it might have been possible to make broader 

generalisations and conclusions if all the companies had the same approach. Furthermore, had the 

companies overall shown more consistency, it could have been possible to identify underlying factors 

that influenced the results.  

6.3 Theoretical Discussion 
Since the research in this thesis is quite driven by theory, it is relevant to discuss whether there are 

limitations in the theory used, which could have led to the differences between expected and actual 

findings. 

Firstly, one can discuss whether there are some intrinsic challenges with using the chosen 

literature. Much of the literature used to review the field and create the theoretical framework was 

developed and written in the USA, whereas the investigated companies in this thesis have been 

Danish. As it was discovered in the literature review, there are big differences between the approach 

to data privacy in the US versus in Europe, especially after the introduction of the GDPR. Therefore, 

it becomes relevant to discuss whether the literature is applicable in the Danish context and whether 

this factor can be part of explaining why the theoretical framework was different from the reality in 

the case companies. Although there are differences between the US and Denmark, the countries can 

also be argued to be similar culturally, both adhering to the Western capitalistic market economies 

and being known for technological progress and innovation. Some of the differences include the role 

of the (welfare) state and the work culture found in the countries. Some of the literature used in this 

thesis regards broader themes, such as the literature around DDDM and the conceptualisation of HCA 

can be argued to be broad enough to apply in similar countries, which we argue Denmark and the US 

is. However, the more inter-personal literature, such Lee’s (2018) study of how employees react to 

decisions being made respectively by an algorithm and by a human, is trickier. On one hand, this can 

be argued to be a very subjective and not national cultural thing, which would indicate that if the 
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population investigated in Lee’s article was representative, the findings could also be applicable in a 

Danish context. On the other hand, it could be argued that this type of opinion has its roots in the 

national cultural attitude towards data privacy, in which case we know there are differences between 

the two countries, and it is not applicable. The justification for it to be in this thesis is a belief in the 

first-mentioned argument as well as a belief that even if it is not completely consistent, the overall 

findings of the theory are relevant to the thesis. 

 Furthermore, a lot of the theory in the HCA field was developed to be context-free, as 

mentioned in section 1.4.3, which was one of the reasons for the introduction of the MNC context 

into this research. This gives rise to a discussion of whether the HCA literature could be used in the 

MNC context. In order to investigate HCA from an MNC context, the institutional view of the MNC 

was chosen from a range of different theories. Although this lens, as argued in section 1.5.1, is the 

most optimal way of investigating the phenomenon, the findings could have been different with 

another theoretical lens. Had we, for example, attempted to answer the research question through the 

lens of power relationships, the focus could have been on the power relationship between the 

management and HCA departments or the power exerted from the MNC towards e.g. policy-makers 

or other MNCs. Such studies could also be interesting but would entail further research.  

Moreover, the choice to include algorithmic decision making and artificial intelligence in the 

definition of data-driven decision making can be discussed. As was seen in chapters 4 and 5, none of 

the investigated companies have completely reached this level of maturity in their HCA projects yet, 

although some are on the verge. Since some aspects of the potential for harm that are found in DDDM 

is ascribed to AI and machine learning, one could argue that they are not as relevant for the case 

companies. Therefore, this could be a contributor to the fact that the theoretical framework was not 

consistent with the empirical findings. However, as mentioned in section 1.3.2, this aspect of DDDM 

was used in the thesis due to the conceptual similarities between the areas. This means that although 

the case companies are not on this level of maturity when it comes to their technical abilities, the 

implications of algorithmic decision making are still relevant. Furthermore, moving to the highest 

level of maturity in HCA projects is a goal for all the investigated firms, wherefore one must assume 

that the considerations around algorithmic decision making should be thought into the development 

of the HCA departments. 

In section 1.1, it was described that the influence of culture was not going to be addressed 

directly in the thesis, but that these effects could be seen as a by-product of the investigation of 

respectively the legal and ethical aspects. However, leaving out the cultural aspect can be argued to 
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be a limitation, as the difference in cultures is one of the things that define MNCs, as mentioned in 

section 1.5. Cultural differences could have been investigated e.g. through Geert Hofstede’s theory 

of cultural distance from 1983. In this theory, he describes cultures based on four dimensions: 

individualism vs collectivism, large or small power distance, uncertainty avoidance and masculinity 

vs femininity (Hofstede, 1983). This kind of analysis could have outlined differences in national 

culture, which could arguably provide insight into the attitudes towards legal and ethical aspects. 

However, since the MNCs that have been investigated in this thesis operate in a large number of 

countries, the comparison between all of them would be very extensive and has thus been left out due 

to the scope of the thesis. 

6.3.1 Limitations to the Theoretical Framework 

Additional to the limitations in the theory identified in the section above, there are also limitations in 

the theoretical framework we created ourselves. A large part of the theoretical framework is based on 

one article, namely Oliver (1991), of which we set out to determine the organisational response of the 

companies to the legal and ethical aspects. First, one can discuss whether the Oliver theory can explain 

the two aspects. The legal aspect is a quite classic institutional pressure and is very tangible, whereas 

the ethical aspects are softer and not as specifically identifiable. We argue that although the ethical 

aspects are not as concrete, the organisation still considers the different factors involved and respond 

accordingly, although it might be subconsciously. 

 Furthermore, it is important to note that due to the research design of this thesis, the 

organisational response we have identified is derived from how the interviewees talk about how they 

think about and act upon it. The way in which the organisation as a whole concretely responds would 

be possible to determine through a longer, ethnographic study, as will be elaborated upon in section 

6.4.2. Not being able to pinpoint the concrete organisational response could be argued to be a 

limitation. However, we argue that how the interviewees talk about it is indicative for their actions, 

wherefore we can base our conclusions upon this. 

 Additionally, in sections 5.1.6.1-5.1.6.5 and 5.2.8.1-5.2.8.5, where we determined the 

organisational responses of the firms, there was several cases where the different factors did not 

clearly indicate one specific response. For this reason, we approximated one response by making an 

‘average’ of what the different factors suggested. However, the Oliver (1991) theory does not specify 

whether the factors have the same influence on the organisational response, wherefore we cannot with 

complete certainty say that the averages are perfect. When estimating the responses, we assumed that 
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the factors had the same weight, but since the theory does not account for this situation, we cannot 

know whether this is theoretically correct. Thus, we have to count this as a possible limitation.  

6.4 Methodological Discussion 
Another factor that could have led to the theoretical framework not holding true empirically, is the 

methods used to explore it. This section will thus go through the limitations that have been identified 

in the methodological considerations and suggest other possible methods that could have mitigated 

some of these limitations. 

6.4.1 The Use of Qualitative Methods 

Employing a multi-case research design has some of the advantages that doing a statistical, 

quantitative study has, like a larger N, while it keeps the high level of detail that is found in case 

studies (Stewart, 2012). There is, however, a lot of discussion around the use of case studies generally, 

of which Flyvbjerg addresses many of the highlighted disadvantages in his 2006 article. He highlights 

the following five misunderstandings about case studies (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 221): 

1. General, theoretical (context-independent) knowledge is more valuable than concrete, 

practical (context-dependent) knowledge. 

2. One cannot generalize on the basis of an individual case; therefore, the case study cannot 

contribute to scientific development. 

3. The case study is most useful for generating hypotheses; that is, in the first stage of a total 

research process, whereas other methods are more suitable for hypotheses testing and theory 

building. 

4. The case study contains a bias toward verification, that is, a tendency to confirm the 

researcher’s preconceived notions. 

5. It is often difficult to summarize and develop general propositions and theories on the basis 

of specific case studies. 

He goes through these five misunderstandings and debunks them one by one, concluding that 

using case studies is, in fact, both sufficient and necessary research method (Flyvbjerg, 2006). In this 

thesis, Flyvbjerg’s arguments are accepted along with case studies as an appropriate research method. 

However, it is important to keep the misunderstandings that Flyvbjerg highlights in mind. In 

particular, the second point regarding whether the findings from a case study can be generalised is 

important in this thesis, but, as Flyvbjerg argues, the research does not need to be generalisable to be 

relevant. 
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Whether or not our findings are generalisable is also influenced by the number of cases we have 

investigated. The research question sets out to investigate Danish MNCs, of which we have five cases. 

Although it has not been possible to determine the exact number of Danish MNCs that exist, one 

could argue that having five cases is in the lesser end and that some obvious possible cases, such as 

Maersk and Novo Nordisk, could have been investigated. However, the research has also been limited 

by the companies’ interest and resources available, where some companies were not interested or did 

not have the time to be interviewed. The cases in this thesis however still represent a wide selection 

of Danish MNCs, that all fulfil the sampling criteria, wherefore we argue that it is possible to make 

careful inferences about Danish MNCs based on these five companies. Still, it is important to note 

that due to the social constructivist view in this thesis, the interviewees only represent their own world 

views. 

Following this, another methodological consideration that could have led to the difference in the 

expected and actual findings is the sample of case companies. As mentioned, there are no case 

companies on level three of HCA projects, meaning that the analysis was made on a relative basis. 

One could discuss whether the companies investigated are a representation of the general HCA 

projects of Danish MNCs. All of the companies are players in the field of HCA, but none of them are 

champions, which is why none of them are on the third level. However, the area of HCA is still 

maturing, both on a worldwide scale, but also in Denmark. Therefore, the number of Danish 

companies on level three is limited, of which Novo Nordisk can be argued to be one of the only ones. 

Thus, having a sample of which four companies are on level two, and one is on level one, can be 

argued to be representative for the general landscape of HCA projects in Denmark. It could even be 

argued that only having one company on level one is not ‘enough’, as there arguably are more 

companies that have not embarked on their HCA projects.  

Moreover, a general limitation to consider is our roles as researchers. As mentioned before, the 

social constructivist approach not only concerns the data generated by the interviewees, but also to a 

large degree us as researchers. Like the interviewees, we have approached this research with our own 

preconceived conceptions about the topic and from a background as students of international business 

and politics, which arguably influences the way in which we view the world. These preconceived 

notions also influence the social interaction that the interviews are, along with the questions that were 

asked. This limitation has been attempted mitigated by letting much of our research, as well as the 

interview guide, be guided by theory.  
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Lastly, there are some intrinsic limitations in using interviews as the primary source of data, 

according to Jerolmack & Kahn (2014). According to them, a major issue in the social science 

methods is “the disparity between “talk and action”” (quotation marks in original) (Jerolmack & 

Khan, 2014, p. 179), meaning that what the interviewees say in the interviews may not reflect their 

actual actions, dubbing this the ‘attitudinal fallacy’. They argue that a way to mitigate this issue is by 

doing ethnographic studies, thereby observing whether what the interviewees have said can be seen 

in their actions (Jerolmack & Khan, 2014). However, in this study, the purpose is not to validate or 

verify whether what the interviewees have said is true or not, but rather to use them as experts within 

their fields and compare what they say to the theoretical framework we have produced. 

6.4.2 Other Possible Methods 

In order to mitigate both the attitudinal fallacy and increase the reliability, it could have been relevant 

to conduct a longitudinal ethnographic study, with a series of interviews as well as observations. Had 

this been possible, we would have been able to triangulate the data and thus increase the reliability of 

the findings. Furthermore, it might have been possible to identify the actual organisational response 

of the different case companies, as opposed to basing it on what the interviewees said.  

Since the conditions for conducting a qualitative study were not optimal, as outlined in section 

3.1, the research question could also have been investigated using quantitative methods. To do so, we 

could have made a questionnaire with questions, e.g. regarding the employees’ perceptions of 

different ethical and fairness questions in relation to HCA projects. This would mean that the focus 

of the research would be on the employee perception of HCA in contrast to how the companies think 

and act upon it. Using this kind of method would moreover entail securing much broader access to 

the case companies, which we did not deem possible. If we had taken this approach, it would have 

been possible to make different statistical analyses to verify whether our findings were statistically 

significant, meaning that the generalisability of the findings could have been increased. However, the 

aim of this study is not to make generalisations, but rather to investigate the cases in depth, wherefore 

the qualitative approach was chosen. 

 The employee perspective could, however, also have been investigated using qualitative 

methods. Having this angle would mean being able to contrast the perceptions of the HCA 

departments themselves with what the employees view as appropriate use of their data. Interviewing 

all employees in the companies is however not possible, wherefore one could have interviewed e.g. 

a representative from the workers’ council or trade union representative, who would be able to 

represent the opinions of a larger group of employees. If this was done, someone from the HCA 
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department and a ‘regular’ employee could be put in different scenarios of the ‘Original Position’, 

inspired by Rawls, to express which situations they would define as causing harm. Doing this would 

provide us as researchers with a concrete basis for comparison of what the employees see as harmful 

and if this is consistent with what the HCA department thinks. 

6.5 Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter, the findings have been seen in relation to more general theoretical discussions, such 

as the ones of social responsibility and the over-rationalisation of society. We have furthermore 

discussed the findings more generally as well as suggestions regarding why there are differences 

between the expected and actual findings. Lastly, several of the choices made in relation to theory 

and methods have been discussed to determine how these choices have influenced the outcome of the 

research of this thesis. 

  



 98 / 106 

7 Conclusion 
This thesis has answered the research question “How do Danish MNCs think about and act upon the 

legal and ethical implications of their Human Capital Analytics projects?”, thereby extending 

literature of legal and ethical aspects into the field of data-driven decision making and human capital 

analytics. To explore this, we made a theoretical framework, in which we outlined expectations for 

how companies on different levels of maturity would respond to legal and ethical pressures. To see 

whether this theoretical framework was comparable to reality, we explored five Danish MNCs on 

different levels of maturity in their HCA projects in a multi-case study; Arla, Vestas, Ørsted, 

Carlsberg and Grundfos. This investigation was made based on interviewing experts in the subject 

from all the case companies, in total nine interviews. 

Based on the research question, the thesis has found that all the investigated companies both 

think about and to varying degrees act upon both the legal and ethical aspects of their HCA projects. 

Generally, we can conclude that the legal aspects are considered more in the investigated Danish 

MNCs and thus also acted upon to a larger degree. This is largely connected to the introduction of 

the GDPR a few years ago, with which the legal protection of employee’s data privacy was not just 

brought into focus, but also made punishable to a larger extent in case of non-compliance. Thus, this 

thesis has also found that the Danish MNCs generally adhere to the GDPR, although their 

organisational responses are not acquiescence as expected. Three out of five companies have a more 

resistant response to the pressures from here, but still generally follow the basic rules, primarily due 

to the fear of being fined if they do not.  

When it comes to the ethical aspects, the Danish MNCs generally do not think about and act 

upon them to the same degree as the legal ones. All the companies except one do not consider their 

HCA projects to have a potential to harm the employees they analyse, although it was expected from 

the theory that when a project moved from level one to level two in maturity, it could have potential 

to harm. For this reason, the Danish MNCs do not have broad ethical considerations and their 

organisational responses to the ethical aspects show more resistance towards the pressures than 

expected. Overall, the companies also show more resistance towards the ethical pressures than the 

legal ones. 

Based on this, the overall theoretical contribution this thesis has made to the field of DDDM 

and HCA is that Danish MNCs both think about and act upon legal and ethical pressures they face in 

different ways, but that they generally consider the legal aspects more and show less resistance to 

them than the ethical aspects. 
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7.1 Implications 
Based on the findings and conclusions we have outlined above, several implications become apparent. 

This section will go through the implications our research has for practice, research, education and 

for policy-makers. 

 First and foremost, the conclusions derived from this research has implications for practice 

and for MNCs more generally. The extensive literature review we conducted within the area of 

DDDM suggested that using employees’ data to make decisions can harm the individual employees. 

Although the investigated companies do not see this potential for harm, we suggest that it is relevant 

for companies with HCA projects to explore whether the employees have the same perception and 

make changes in their communication strategies to include the broader employee group or workers’ 

councils more. Doing this avoids a situation in which employees feel unfairly treated, as they have 

been included in the process. We argue that all companies could benefit from doing this, both MNCs 

and domestic firms.  

As mentioned in the discussion, one of the main findings of this thesis is that the investigation 

of legal and ethical aspects is missing from the academic literature. Therefore, we highly suggest that 

this research is continued concurrently with the increase in the number and scope of HCA projects in 

companies globally. Concrete suggestions for further research are given in section 7.2, but the legal 

and ethical aspects could also be included in research where they are not the sole focus, e.g. by making 

sure to consider the employee aspect in research about successful implementation.  

Since the legal and ethical aspects are missing from the academic research within HCA, it 

assumingly is also missing from the education within this area. Currently, the teaching of HCA has a 

similar focus to the literature; focusing on how HCA is implemented, how the analyses are done 

statistically, or how the story is ‘sold’ to senior management. If the legal and ethical aspects are 

lacking both from the literature and teaching that is presented to students of HRM and HCA, it will 

not be brought into practice once they have left universities either. Therefore, we suggest that the 

legal frameworks which HCA works within and ethical considerations should be discussed more 

broadly in lecture halls in universities globally. 

 On a macro level, the research in this thesis has also surfaced some implications for policy-

makers. In regard to the GDPR, this thesis has found several areas where there is room for 

improvement. We assume that the EU is interested in gaining acquiescence from as many companies 

as possible, which is not the case based on the findings in this thesis. The main factors of which the 

companies of this thesis were not indicating an acquiescence response, was in relation to whether the 
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GDPR was consistent with organisational goals and if the introduction of it was a diffusion of norms. 

Therefore, we suggest that policy-makers could focus on diffusing the norms around data privacy, 

which could increase the wish for compliance in companies. The thesis has furthermore given rise to 

a discussion of whether policies should be made for the ethical aspects of analytics. This could be in 

regard to the degree to which employees are informed about what their data is used for as well as 

which kinds of data are collected about them. This kind of policy could be made individually in the 

companies or on a national or supranational level. In the latter options, employees’ privacy would be 

protected similarly across different companies and maybe even across borders, but the introduction 

of such a policy could also give rise to the same resistance as this thesis has found for the introduction 

of the GPDR. 

7.2 Further Research 
Although this thesis has made the first step in filling the gap we identified in the literature, there is 

still further research to be made, among other things due to the implications outlined in the previous 

section. As mentioned, we suggest that the implications of legal and ethical aspects of HCA projects 

should be explored even further. This could be done by conducting a larger multi-case study, in which 

e.g. the HCA projects of a representative population of European companies could be investigated in 

relation to how they view the legal and ethical responsibilities towards their employees. 

An aspect that has been lacking from this research is the view of the employees. Further 

research should, therefore, also investigate the perceptions of the legal and ethical implications by the 

employees in companies that have HCA projects. By investigating this view, it would be possible to 

more eloquently determine whether HCA projects cause harm for employees. Determining this 

furthermore means that it would be possible to make a comparison between which activities 

employees see as harmful, and which activities are seen as harmful from management or the HCA 

departments themselves. 

As mentioned, this thesis moreover set out to investigate HCA in the context of the MNC. 

Although the finding in this research was that the context did not play the same role as we assumed, 

diving deeper into this aspect could be interesting. In this thesis, we only saw this from the Danish 

HQ point of view, meaning that the information the findings are based on is very one-sided. To further 

investigate this, one could explore several different business units of an MNC to see how they view 

HCA projects and couple this with a cultural analysis, using e.g. the theory of Hofstede as a starting 

point as well as the plethora of literature that exists on HQ-subunit relationships. 
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