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Abstract

In recent years, the use of big data analytics in Human Resource Management (HRM) has become 

enormously popular. It supports and directs decision-making in HRM. The changes in the external 

and also internal environment of the armed forces (technology, labour market, aging population, per-

sonnel recruitment) are major challenges for personnel management and a data analytic approach 

can provide many benefits to apply to complex personnel issues. In this way, the Netherlands armed 

forces are able to gain better insight into the recruitment, employability and retention (inflow 

and outflow) of employees in relation to the desired situation of the Defence Vision 2035 and the 

implementation of a new HRM system. This chapter provides insight into the challenges facing the 

Netherlands armed forces today with respect to data analytics in HRM and starts with an overview 

of the movement in HRM towards data analytics. It then describes data analytics in general, followed 

by the specific application of data analytics in HRM, and in particular the benefits and challenges 

of applying data analytics for HR and personnel issues in the armed forces. The chapter concludes 

with how the armed forces can meet the challenges of a data analytic approach in HRM in the future.

Keywords: HRM system, Decision-making, Data analytics, Employability, Inflow-outflow.

2.1. Introduction

Today, organisations are aware that (big) data analytics can be applied to 
provide insight into trends and events and thus can be effective for strategic 
decision-making. This insight has grown tremendously, and this involves various 
fields of analysis and big data.1,2 Organisations continually explore trends and 
transform business processes to cope with organisational challenges and improve 
decision-making.3 Big data, data analytics and technology are important tools for 
strategic decision-making. Advanced analytic techniques on big data predict and 
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influence data-driven choices in organisations. Information technology spreads 
fast and new methods are constantly emerging to deal with large scale data for 
strategic decision-making.4

Because of the (future) ambitions of the Netherlands armed forces in terms of 
technological developments and information-driven operations, it is, like industry, 
engaged in developments in the field of data analytics, partly due to the increasing 
importance of cyberspace. Also, the use of sensor data, satellite images, social 
media, videos, photos has become increasingly important. These developments 
allow the armed forces to better guide decision-making processes related to (day-
to-day) operations.5,6

Data analytics in the Human Resource Management (HRM) domain has also 
become an important new direction and companies are actively looking to imple-
ment it, as organisations are always looking for metrics and methods to maximise 
the effectiveness of the workforce and optimise business results.7 It is very valuable 
for the HR departments and the organisation to be able to measure and predict 
the strategic impact of their activities in the organisation. The Netherlands armed 
forces are also exploring this, as they are currently introducing a new HRM system 
in relation to the new Defence Vision 2035. Data analytics could help to better antic-
ipate and respond to decision-making on current personnel issues, for example 
recruitment and selection, given the many vacancies the armed forces are facing.8 
Recruitment has become one of the critical success factors and in an all-volunteer 
force, the challenge is not to miss potential qualified volunteers.9 Therefore it is 
important to get insight in the trends of the labour market, because a military 
organisation that consists of volunteers must compete with other organisations.

2.2. Traditional HRM and the rise of analytics in HRM

Employees with their knowledge, skills and abilities are called the human resources 
or human capital of organisations.10 Human Resource Management can be referred 
to as the function that is responsible for staff selection and recruitment, training, 
performance appraisal, career development, disciplinary procedures, pre-retire-
ment advisory work, equal opportunities policy and pay negotiations. A commonly 
used definition by Storey states that it is “an approach to employee management that 
seeks to achieve competitive advantage through the strategic deployment of a highly 
engaged and capable workforce, using a range of cultural, structural and people 
management techniques”11. HRM influences the performance of organisations in 
a positive way,12 because there will be competitive advantage through people13: 
the employees of an organisation determine the success of the organisation. 
Thus, employee management is an important factor in achieving organisational 
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goals.14 To attract, deploy, and retain employees efficiently and effectively to gain 
and predict competitive advantage over other organisations and perform well is 
important.15,16

Since the 1980s, many academic studies in the field of HRM have been con-
ducted and many theories have been described to motivate employees to adopt the 
most appropriate organisational behaviour. One of the pioneers in this field was 
Huselid, who scientifically substantiated HRM practices and their impact on organ-
isational performance.17 He showed that high performance work (HPW) systems go 
hand in hand with lower personnel turnover, increased market value and higher 
profits for the organisation.18 HPW systems include refined selection and training 
methods, formal performance evaluations, and sound compensation plans and 
employee participation programs. Although many studies have shown that HRM 
can effectively improve the performance of organisations, there are still debates 
about the exact impact of HRM and causality – about the influence of HRM on 
performance – or about the importance of the relationship between an employer 
and an employee – employees are not only a resource, but also the human part is 
important -, and finally about the role of the context of organisations.19,20

Regarding the role of the context, studies have demonstrated two perspectives. 
The so-called universalist or “best practices” perspective of Pfeffer21, states that 
organisations perform well when they implement the best practices in HRM.22 
However, the other theoretical perspective is that of the “best fit.” This perspective 
assumes that organisations must align their HRM policies and practices with their 
environment for a positive impact on organisational outcomes.23,24,25 Similarly, 
within organisations, there may be different HR practices or investments tailored 
to exclusive types of (strategic) employee groups (i.e. exclusive approach) or to all 
categories of personnel (i.e. the inclusive approach).26 So we can conclude there 
is some influence of the internal and external context of organisations on HRM.27

However, theory is not always considered important in decision-making in 
practice, and sometimes HR decisions are based on subjective decisions due to, for 
example, personal interests or unsystematic practical experiences. Accordingly, in 
recent years there has been an increasing interest in evidence-based approaches to 
decision-making in organisations: “translating principles based on the best evidence 
into organisational practices.”28 It is important for organisations and managers to 
base their decision-making on the best scientific evidence combined with critical 
thinking and available business information. The principles of human behaviour 
and organisational processes are translated into more effective management 
practices. Four sources of information are important in evidence-based deci-
sion-making (1) professional reflection and judgment, (2) stakeholder concerns, (3) 
scientific evidence, and (4) reliable and valid organisational metrics.29 The first 
two sources of information are almost always present in HRM. Scientific evidence, 
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however, has become more important over time and several studies have appeared 
from management and organisational sciences, social sciences, and behavioural 
psychology.30

In the fourth source of information (i.e. reliable and valid organisational 
metrics), we see data analytics emerging as it proves helpful for HR decisions 
in practice. HRM specialists and policymakers translate scientific evidence into 
policies, which are then implemented and monitored to see if the intervention 
has been effective.31 Furthermore, within and across organisations, contextual 
influences differ, and this implies that once implemented in practice, the effects 
of HRM can thus vary significantly. A data analytic approach uses the available 
data and measurement methods in a more inductive way to discover the effects 
achieved, rather than randomly as in traditional data analysis. In traditional HRM 
research, a more top-down deductive process based on theory is applied.32 Thus an 
analytic approach differs from a sound scientific approach in practice and follows 
a distinct statistical path because it has a different goal.33

This fourth information aspect of evidence-based HRM is especially the biggest 
challenge facing the HRM function today, because HRM specialists often lack the 
ability to measure effects in the organisation using data analytics.34 The user should 
be an expert in using large scale data and in discovering new business facts and 
trends. At the same time, there is a shift towards the development of methods and 
effective technologies to analyse big data. Frameworks and conceptual models 
for data analysis are being developed, for example, to evaluate the impact of data 
analysis on decision-making or to develop a framework for management, and their 
advantages and disadvantages are discussed in various studies.35,36,37,38

2.3. Data analytics

Big data and data analytics have been in the interest of scientists and practitioners 
for several years, but scientific studies do not yet agree on the effectiveness of 
the analytical approach in HRM because of many challenges. Nevertheless, there 
is an increase of the data analytic approach in the HRM domain, and some large 
companies have already had good experiences with it, for example Google.com, or 
Booking.com, Walmart, some healthcare companies,39 but also the Dutch company 
Post-NL.40 They apply data analytics to influence the behaviour of their employees 
and to improve decision-making in the organisation.41

Defence organisations, including the Netherlands armed forces, have also 
introduced data analytics, and although data analytics is not yet applied in a very 
structured way within all units and divisions, it has certainly already gained a 
foothold in the Netherlands armed forces.42,43
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But what is (big) data analytics? We all know examples of big data such as email, 
social data, XML data, audio files, photos, videos, GPS data, satellite images, sensor 
data, as well as spreadsheets, and web log data from the internet or mobile data. 
They all refer to large amounts of data and definitions also focus on the data in 
storage (volume) and other attributes like data variety, data velocity.44,45 We actually 
speak of data analytics when traditional computing capabilities (e.g., storage, anal-
ysis, transfer networks and, for example, visualisation) cannot be applied because 
the amount, speed, complexity or quality of the data is beyond the user’s control. 
It is clear that big data refer to volume. This is a characteristic of big data (e.g. 
expressed in terabytes or even zettabytes)46 and the data consist of transactions 
(i.e. bank or store), tables and files or other types. The velocity or speed refers to 
the frequency and the speed of data delivery by each device (think of sensors on 
vehicles, robotic machines, microphones that record sound).47 The third charac-
teristic, data variety, addresses the types of sources that are tapped, for example 
social media, logs, blogs, call centre applications, text data, semi-structured data, 
geographical data, or sensor data.48 Which data sets and from what sources they 
are collected could vary from organisation to organisation.49 Some data concern 
the whole organisation (business analytics) and other data only the financial unit 
(financial analytics). There is no ‘one size fits all’. In line with these characteristics, 
it is easy to understand that the benefits of data analytics are numerous. Data are 
voluminous, delivered quickly, and provided by a variety of sources.

By combining analytics of big data with more traditional data analysis, organi-
sations are able to gain new insights and a deeper understanding of organisational 
dynamics. It opens up new opportunities and optimises decision-making, discovers 
trends and predicts future events. In telecommunications and transportation com-
panies, for example, big data analytics is used to better predict customer usage. 
Similarly, supermarkets are able to better understand their customers and predict 
which products will sell.50,51

An analytical approach also allows for more complete and accurate responses 
and can improve data processing performance because more types of data are 
available and will be combined, such as text and semi-structured data. In tradi-
tional scientific studies, one would say that this mixed-methods approach increases 
the quality of a study.52 Another benefit is that an organisation is able to act more 
quickly because data are collected in (near) real time as the speed of big data 
reflects. Data analytics could optimise organisations’ decision-making process 
because more accurate data are available. The use of IT programs (e.g., IBM SPSS) 
that simultaneously support data analytics and the more traditional data analysis 
can provide benefits and is less expensive.53,54 In addition to investing in software 
and hardware packages, organisations also invest in setting up different units that 
deal with a different focus on data analytics and environments and platforms to 
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share information. In the Netherlands armed forces, different units are engaged in 
a different focus on data analytics, also called data science departments.55,56

2.4. Data analytics in HRM

The definition of data analytics in HRM, like the different definitions about data 
analytics, is not very unambiguous and can be labelled in different ways, such as HR 
analytics57 people analytics,58 workforce analytics,59,60 talent analytics,61 or human 
capital analytics.62,63 The definitions are very similar, but there is a nuanced differ-
ence between them. HR analytics, human capital, and people analytics are often 
used to refer to more general analytical topics that cover the whole range of HRM.64 
An overview study by Marler and Boudreau led to the following definition for peo-
ple analytics: “HR practice enabled by information technology that uses descriptive, 
visual, and statistical analysis of data related to HR processes, human capital, organ-
isational performance, and external economic benchmarks to determine business 
impact and enable data-driven decision-making.”65 Workforce and talent analytics, 
however, have a narrower scope as these terms focus more on employees, such as 
strategic workforce planning, recruitment and selection, and also development of 
employees.66 Huselid defines workforce analytics as follows: “Workforce analytics 
refers to the processes involved with understanding, quantifying, managing, and 
improving the role of talent in the execution of strategy and the creation of value. 
It includes not only a focus on metrics (e.g., what do we need to measure about our 
workforce?), but also analytics (e.g., how do we manage and improve the metrics we 
deem to be critical for business success?”67 A Dutch study refers to data analytics in 
HRM as making decisions about people and the organisation based on numbers.68 
Other definitions of workforce analytics include for example applying analysis, 
statistics and models to data related to employees, or aim at evidence-based results 
to improve employee behaviour and the organisational performance by optimising 
decision-making from the human side of the business.69,70

If we take a critical look at data analytics in HRM, we see that the data analytic 
approach in human resource management is still quite recent and focuses primar-
ily on screening job applicants.71 Organisations use special software to review job 
applications faster than in a manual fashion, and mostly to save on administrative 
costs. From the HRM function this seems logical, but from a strategic perspective 
there is much more to be gained from HR data analytics. For example, an ana-
lytical approach proves especially valuable for discovering and strengthening the 
strategic relationship between human resources and the organisation’s overall 
strategy.72 Data analytics can also be used to answer questions about how HRM 
improves employee knowledge and skills to enhance organisational performance 
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and competitive advantage. It addresses motivation and training programs to 
develop talents in the organisation, and it can predict what may happen in stead 
of providing descriptive reports on what happened.73 Big data sets also make it 
possible to predict future behaviour of employees and explore labour market 
trends. Not only can big data be useful for faster and more cost-effective selection, 
but also for recruiting new potential. The U.S. Army Recruiting Command, for 
example, has significantly expanded virtual recruiting and this has produced more 
data. Virtual recruiting takes place through digital systems (e.g., email, internet, 
and social media applications). Virtual recruitment teams (VRTs) exclusively use 
virtual recruitment processes to attract personnel, not only for selection, but also 
for recruiting new employees.74

There are also scholars who claim the opposite. They argue that data analytics 
does not exist in HRM. The employee data used are not large in volume – there are 
not millions of people working for organisations – the data have no special variety 
because mostly internal data are used.75,76 So why should there be any reason to 
use special software and methods associated with big data analytics? The challenge 
lies not in applying data analytics but in analysing the data and interpreting them. 
So, we need to ask how big data can support HRM. Some scholars argue that for 
HRM we should no longer talk about “big” data but about “smart” data, because the 
insights that the data can provide are more important than, for example, volume 
and speed.77 HR managers need to focus on the “smart” HR data available in the 
organisation for decision-making, rather than on “big” data.78

2.5. Data analytics in HRM: benefits for the armed forces

In September 2019, the Netherlands armed forces introduced a new HR model and with 
so-called “pilots” new ways of recruiting personnel (more decentralised) have been 
implemented and more customised contracts have been offered so far. Cooperation 
in the field of recruitment and training has also been professionalised, with close 
contact being maintained with regional civilian partners. In this development, there 
is a focus on social anchoring and cooperation with educational institutions, local 
businesses and governments. The wishes of personnel will also be taken into account. 
This should enable the Netherlands armed forces to meet future personnel challenges 
as stated in the Defence Vision 203579 and to reach even more workforce diversity.80

2.5.1. Data analytics in HRM

Some years ago, the Netherlands armed forces introduced data analytics in HRM. 
There are some references to courses, some initial data, explanatory notes, and 
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manuals and other documents available on platforms provided by different units. 
A platform has also been introduced by the armed forces Trends, Research and 
Statistics (TOS) department. This department has been responsible for the analysis 
of data in the field of HRM in the armed forces for a number of years.

An interview with representatives of the Trends, Research and Statistics (TOS) 
department that is associated with the Business Information Personnel & Organisation 
department (BI P&O) reveals that TOS conducts Social Scientific Research (SWO) and 
carries out, among other things, work perception and job satisfaction surveys on a 
regular basis. The Business Information Personnel & Organisation (BI P&O) extracts 
data from the defence information systems.81 The services have been working 
together for a number of years, combining figures from management information 
systems with social scientific research, to give greater depth to findings on the exit 
intentions of military personnel, for example. This cooperation enhances the credi-
bility of the armed forces’ approach to personnel issues.82

Organisations often try to address retention issues through in-depth retrospec-
tive interviews (so-called exit interviews), but by applying an analytical approach, 
companies can be predictive and respond proactively rather than reactively. For 
example, by conducting predictive behavioural analysis, a company could discover 
that the expensive bonuses it had started handing out because of staff turnover 
was an ineffective measure.83 The Netherlands military therefore also combines 
quantitative and qualitative data as part of exit analysis.84

Furthermore, TOS carries out and monitors social scientific questionnaire 
research on HR topics and regularly publishes reports and other documentation 
consisting of visuals and infographics. Accurate information and analyses and 
timely delivery are central to this. An example of a report is the HR Monitor, for 
which there was a great need within the armed forces.85 The HR Monitor consists of 
a logically structured ‘catchy’ report. It has a ‘flow’ structure with many infograph-
ics. This way, people start making connections and asking deeper questions. While 
this monitor is a great example of data analytics, the HR analytic approach in the 
armed forces is still developing. In the future, the armed forces will combine more 
data on intentions to leave and reasons for doing so.

Within the Netherlands armed forces, the idea of HR analytics on sensitive 
health data of military personnel to make health predictions has also been a “hot 
topic” for several years. One advantage may be that the armed forces are able to 
better respond to the medical condition of its personnel and, for example, gain 
insight into the health situation of military employees. However, the privacy and 
security of these data seem to be challenges for the armed forces, especially when 
it concerns sensitive and personal (health) data.86,87 Therefore, it is important to 
develop a sound ethical practice for data analytics with respect to personal (health) 
data. In the U.S., for example, ethics is broken down into discrimination or exclusion 
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of specific target groups in data. On the other hand, there are concerns that data 
analytics can lead to a breach of privacy.88 For example, if tracking systems or 
audio, video recordings are used and if these data identify certain employees, 
employees may start behaving differently or the system may not be accepted. There 
are many laws in Europe that are similar to the U.S. laws, such as the General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR).89 This GDPR focuses on all data that are processed 
(e.g., input, transmission of data, output, stored data) even if no European citizen is 
involved. This law consists of a set of rules for the (automatic) collection, process-
ing and storage of personal data. Organisations must be careful and responsible 
when storing and securing employees’ personal and medical data, so this can be a 
challenge when working with (big) data. Data should be carefully processed by the 
employer and this has to be a transparent process. In social sciences, organisational 
sciences, (behavioural) psychology and medical sciences, for example, it is common 
to use informed consent forms that explain to participants how their data will be 
processed and stored.90

The military organisation is aware of GDPR in health studies and other studies 
that analyse personal data. GDPR coordinators have also been appointed to advise 
on compliance and various information documents on the application of the GDPR 
are available. With regard to scientific research in the armed forces, ethical proto-
cols have also been developed for compliance with the ethical aspects of research. 
Such protocols are obviously also applicable to (big) data analytics.

2.5.2. Different analytic approaches in HRM

Analytics in HRM uses various sources of (big) data, in addition to the three char-
acteristics of big data already described above. In HR analytics in the Netherlands 
armed forces, a distinction is made between HR data sources (e.g., internal recruit-
ing data, retention data, demographic data, absence data, data on compensation 
and benefits, data on performance, on engagement, exit reasons and well-being), 
and diverse data analysis tools are used to discover valuable insights and trends 
in data sources. As previously described, platforms have been developed and 
visualisations created in the Netherlands armed forces to share information.91 This 
information focuses on HR analytics, workforce analytics and people analytics.

Workforce analytics and people analytics still seem to lag behind in relation to 
the HR analytics information displayed on the intranet platform of the Netherlands 
armed forces. But this platform is still under development. However, there is an 
online platform to share information and that is important. The importance of a 
platform for sharing information is also evident in a Dutch study on data analytics.92 
An internal online platform is important for the transfer of know-how, it is crucial to 
learn from, and it is important for sharing ideas, experiences and insights.93
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Workforce analytics is described on the platform and focuses on the workforce 
in relation to the organisation as a whole. Here, descriptive internal (e.g., data of 
employees) and external (e.g., labour market trends) data and predictive data are 
used primarily to support strategic workforce planning. So, workforce analytics 
aims at a wide range of activities and processes, which are constantly evolving. 
Workforce planning is about building strategies to ensure the organisation has 
the appropriate workforce to deliver the organisation strategy (e.g. demand and 
supply).94 This can be an important approach for the Netherlands armed forces in 
connection with the strategic personnel planning in the new HRM system. The main 
focus of workforce analytics is on strategic issues relating to future bottlenecks in 
the workforce, all kinds of diversity issues, or questions relating to inflow through 
outflow. In view of the current vacancies in the armed forces, these are important 
issues that can be better predicted by using workforce analytics.

Workforce planning is related to workforce analytics and focuses on operational 
or short-term planning topics like the number of filled positions or the sickness 
absenteeism rate in certain units. Short-term planning provides commanders 
with information about their unit, for example when preparing for an operational 
situation abroad. Such analyses inform commanders about the current or changing 
workforce and influence their decisions. This analytical approach determines 
which metrics, or what data, are relevant and need to be documented, and how 
these data should be linked.

Long-term planning is also described on the defence platform, and this is 
related to the Defence Vision 2035. The central questions here are: how can work-
force analytics contribute to optimising recruitment methods, what can be done 
differently with a view to the future, and how can valuable staff be retained? With 
workforce analytics, the translation of data into metrics and the analysis of changes 
and relationships in these metrics, it is possible to make predictions and discover 
trends that allow the organisation to actively respond to changes in the labour 
market.95

In both workforce analytics and planning in the armed forces, the use of 
internal and external data is important. External data or metrics are related to 
the context of the armed forces and are very easily accessible. Since the context 
of the armed forces is important, many trends for the recruitment policy of the 
Netherlands armed forces can easily be predicted based on the expected develop-
ments in the labour market, the skills needed by employees in the future and the 
development of scarcity in the labour market. Internal data, or HR metrics, consist 
of data (numbers) that describe certain processes or HRM outcomes in detail, for 
example, the success in recruiting new employees, the sickness absence rate, the 
employee turnover, or the costs of training programs.96 Valuable combinations 
can be made with internal and external data. According to some researchers, 
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traditional internal and external data should also be combined with “larger” data 
on personnel, for example location data from mobile phones, information from 
employees’ electronic calendars or internet activities, or information about the 
people they communicate with via mobile phone and emails and the content of 
conversations.97 However, internal data and “larger” data are more difficult to 
achieve. They consist of sensitive personal data, for example the sickness absence 
rate in certain units (this could be derived from the personal data platform) or the 
location data of cell phones. However, as described previously, the armed forces 
must comply with privacy and data protection legislation based on the European 
GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation).98,99

When it comes to people analytics, another analytic approach, organisations 
are increasingly aware of the potential and value of their workforce, and business 
value is increasingly associated with having a highly talented workforce that can 
bring radical innovations, so-called “talents.” In the literature, the application of 
new methods and new ways of thinking in the field of talent management seem to 
be innovative topics. HR tools such as staff training and talent development pro-
grams are important instruments for HRM. The deployment of drones, new weapon 
systems and cyber developments have ensured the armed forces need a different 
type of qualified personnel (see also Defence Vision 2035). The armed forces need 
talents for all kinds of technological and technical positions. Therefore, the new 
HRM system of the Netherlands armed forces will focus on talent management 
both in the internal and external labour market.100 We also see this development 
in other civilian companies and there is a high demand for qualified personnel. 
It is hard to find employees in the labour market who possess exactly the skills 
and qualifications required by the military. Once hired, it is vital to ensure that 
the necessary talent is retained, developed and motivated to work towards the 
organisation’s strategic goals.101 Talent management aligns individual capabili-
ties with the needs of the armed forces and optimises human performance and 
engagement (the ‘best’ soldier at the right position at the right time). It integrates 
recruitment, development, employment, and retention strategies.102 For example, 
the U.S. army’s personnel system includes a more personalised management 
approach that is more likely to motivate and retain officers by preparing them for 
leadership roles.103 Talent analytics may support issues on the relationship between 
training, development, productivity and reducing employee turnover. Further, it 
contributes to employee wellness programs, or addresses questions on specific 
degrees of employees and productivity.104

Talent analytics can be more important for certain categories of employees 
than for others. Typically, the focus is on employees in strategic positions who 
have relatively important accomplishments for the organisation. Talent analytics 
could identify these talents and contribute to optimising strategic decision-making 
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and increasing organisational success.105 Many organisations already distinguish 
high potentials or talents among their employees and differentiate their HRM 
investments (exclusive approach).106 The Netherlands armed forces deploy tal-
ent management as one of the instruments in the HR transition. This approach 
is important for the inflow and outflow of personnel, where the focus is on all 
personnel and not on special categories (inclusive approach).107 The idea is that 
the employees, based on their knowledge, competences and needs, are central and 
therefore of added value to the organisation.108 These changes are only possible 
in a culture and leadership climate in which coaching, education and training are 
important. This means that the mind-set and management of the armed forces 
must change. This will enable the armed forces to attract and retain more talented, 
committed and deployable personnel.

All in all, the development of analytic approaches in HRM seems to fit the 
timeline of the introduction of the Defence Vision 2035 and the HR transition in the 
Netherlands armed forces.109,110 This process is expected to be achieved by the end 
of 2024. In relation to this development, a number of “pilots” with data analytics in 
the field of workforce and talent management have already been carried out at spe-
cific units within the branches of the armed forces, which, as far as is known, were 
positive. Other units, however, for example the Royal Netherlands Marechaussee, 
are still in the process of developing roadmaps for the practical implementation of 
talent management.111

2.6. Challenges in data analytics in HRM

Traditional HR in practice has shifted to the growing application of data analytics 
in HRM and today it is even a “hot topic”. Although it seems to be a promising 
development in the HR domain, there are still certain challenges for organisations 
and for the armed forces that need to be addressed in order to implement data 
analytics in HRM in an appropriate and effective way. Some key challenges for the 
Netherlands armed forces are described.

The first challenge is the fact that data analytics allows more and “larger” data 
to be collected and combined, but more data does not always mean more useful 
information. Sometimes very complex, unstructured data can produce noise, 
anomalies and ambiguity. It is then difficult to discover the patterns and trends 
that are relevant to the organisation’s performance.112

In addition, the complexity of data requires other sophisticated IT programs 
and HR specialists need more analytical, technical and innovative knowledge and 
skills. They need to be educated and trained in HR intelligence, key figures, metrics 
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and all kinds of financial metrics in order to manage HR strategy and make cause-
and-effect relationships and future predictions about personnel investments and 
their effects.113 One way to do this is to share knowledge by means of job rotation, 
also possible in the armed forces. In this way, practitioners of data analytics are 
introduced to different new activities in analytics practice.114

Another challenge is the fact that many data analytics models have been 
developed in recent years but, because organisations differ in structure and in con-
textual influences, there is no single uniform model for data analytics in HRM (just 
as there is no uniform definition of HR analytics). It would be preferable to develop 
a model that is able to measure and provide evidence of the relationship between 
the organisation and employees as human capital. Such a model could influence 
the assessment of big data implementation and decision-making.115 Unfortunately, 
despite several promising studies, the evidence for a link to organisational perfor-
mance is not yet very strong.116,117,118,119

A model with mechanisms for the governance of HR analytics would also be 
preferable. After all, in addition to an appropriate IT environment, the analytics 
approach requires a different culture, mind-set, leadership climate and govern-
ance structure.120 This also applies to the armed forces. Although some preliminary 
results point towards an online platform (already being further developed in the 
armed forces) and the sharing of information through such a platform, further 
research is needed on the mechanisms for governance of data analytics.121

Moreover, many organisations, including military organisations, probably 
forget that people’s social world can play a role. It is part of their daily lives and 
therefore these social data can be considered as big data. However, the question 
is: how can the social world of a network be analysed? This could be a future 
challenge for data analysis in HRM. The social world can be used to predict a 
user’s behaviour and a social network could therefore be an important cohesive 
variable or predictor of military behaviour.122 To identify the behaviour of certain 
units in the military, because there are different subcultures in the military, may 
not be trivial. The social network can be an important predictor of organisational 
behaviour in both data analytics and in traditional data analysis.123

Finally, security and privacy issues in relation to data analytic approaches can 
present significant challenges. They relate to a safe storage of data and the protection 
of the transmission of data. How can we prevent anyone from learning about priva-
cy-sensitive information, or information about an employee’s network as mentioned 
above? This is where the GDPR plays an important role, including in the armed 
forces. We can argue that the issues of data security and privacy in data analytics 
are fundamentally the same challenge as in traditional data analysis of personnel 
data. So, the question is how to deal with these issues in data analytics in HRM?124,125
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2.7. Conclusion

The collection, storage, analysis and management of a huge amount of data in HRM 
is inevitable and will only increase in the future. Data analytic approaches in HRM 
focus on how employee actions directly affect organisational performance and 
should be transparent. They influence organisational performance in a positive way 
and can also positively change the employer-employee relationship. Researchers 
and HR professionals therefore look for opportunities to “operationalise” their 
research through data analytics and optimise human resources for better employee 
and organisational performance. Data analytics could support decision-making in 
various personnel-related and strategic questions, also in the Netherlands armed 
forces. In terms of a HR analytic approach, the Netherlands armed forces are 
already on the right track, but before big data analytics can actually deliver on 
promises in HRM, there is still work to do for the military organisation. After all, 
there are benefits and challenges at the same time.
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