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Abstract
Academics and practitioners emphasize the rising importance of Chief Human 
Resource Officers (CHROs). CHROs act as heads of staff—they motivate the per-
sonnel and offer guidance. This study helps clarify the impact of increasingly rel-
evant CHROs and reveals how their company and role tenure influence firms’ social 
performance. Drawing on a multisource longitudinal dataset of S&P 500 firms, we 
empirically validate our hypotheses. The sample contains 283 companies with 1944 
firm-year observations from 2005 to 2017 and combines manually collected top 
management team data with data from Thomson Reuters Datastream. Our results 
show that there is a negative relation between CHROs with long company tenure 
and firms’ social performance, whereas CHROs with long role tenure positively 
relate to firms’ social performance. We also investigate the moderating role of CEO 
prior experience (i.e., HR experience, education, company and role experience) on 
the effect of CHRO company and role tenure on firms’ social performance. Surpris-
ingly, CEO prior experience negatively moderates the relationship between CHRO 
role tenure and firms’ social performance. Overall, this article offers novel implica-
tions for the CHRO role and uncovers a distinction between two types of CHROs: 
CHRO firm dinosaurs versus CHRO role gorillas.
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1  Introduction

In a world of globalization, intercultural work, efficiency pressure, and technology 
growth, human resources (HR) has reached absolute priority status on many firm 
agendas (Harvard Business Review 2014). Starting off as a mere administrative 
function, HR has by now evolved into a key firm-strategic cornerstone (Ferris et al. 
1999; Ulrich 1997), and human capital is the top challenge CEOs are facing (Mitch-
ell et al. 2014). Consequently, the leading role of the Chief Human Resource Officer 
(CHRO) has also undergone substantial changes in the last decades and increased 
in importance (McKinsey 2020; Wehner et al. 2012). CHROs ensure that employ-
ees and human factors remain a first priority for the top management team (TMT), 
thereby shaping a firm’s strategic agenda (Charan et al. 2009). As the leader of the 
people—the heart of an organization—the CHRO influences employee behavior and 
improves organizational performance (Wright et al. 2003). It is thus only a matter of 
time until the CHRO has equal or even more power than the Chief Financial Officer 
(CFO) (Charan et al. 2009; Donkin 1999; Kelly and Macdonald 2014). Furthermore, 
the CHRO role is even sometimes considered a stepping stone towards the Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) position (Poba-Nzaou et  al. 2020). Despite these devel-
opments and even though human capital remains a top challenge for most firms, 
research offers few insights into the strategic role of CHROs (Abt and Knyphausen-
Aufseß 2017; Poba-Nzaou et al. 2020).

According to upper echelons theory, TMT members significantly impact firm per-
formance outcomes (Menz 2012). Research has analyzed the role of the CEO—the 
most powerful TMT member—and that of other functional TMT members. Garms 
and Engelen (2019) emphasize that “a major trend in firms’ upper echelons has been 
to establish functional top management team (TMT) positions (CxOs) to manage 
critical firm outcomes centrally across business units”. Extant studies investigate 
CFO succession (Geiger and North 2006; Gietzmann et al. 2016; Mian 2001; Zorn 
2004), the antecedents and performance consequences of Chief Marketing Officers 
(CMOs) (Germann et al. 2015; Nath and Mahajan 2008, 2011), or the role of Chief 
Operating Officers (COOs) for firm performance (Hambrick and Cannella 2004; 
Marcel 2009). Other works analyze the interface between individual TMT members 
and the CEO (Heyden et al. 2017; Jiang et al. 2010; Shi et al. 2018).

Scholars highlight that “the role of the head of the HR function […] has 
only recently emerged as a senior position worthy of a seat on TMTs” (Smith 
2015. p. 7). But HR, as a function, positively influences firm performance (Lin 
and Shih 2008; Snell and Youndt 1995). Recognizing this, scholars have lately 
started to explore the antecedents of CHRO presence (Abt and Knyphausen-Auf-
seß 2017), or the antecedents and performance outcomes of similar CHRO posi-
tions such as Chief or Vice President (Smith 2015). The results of such analy-
ses reveal, for instance, that CHROs strongly differ from other TMT members 
(Cohen 2015)—they typically need an extremely large set of competencies, have 
a less straightforward career path, and possess a diverse educational backgrounds. 
Previous research also discusses whether and how CHROs influence their busi-
ness functions and calls for further investigation (Heyden et al. 2017; Menz 2012; 
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Steffensen et al. 2019). However, research has yet to yield insights into CHROs’ 
influence on firm strategic outcomes—which is surprising given CHROs’ increas-
ing relevance for company practice (McKinsey 2020).

In upper echelons research, the impact of TMT members is often measured by 
the performance of their assigned business function (Chung and Kang 2018; Hen-
dricks et al. 2014; Medcof and Lee 2017). In this context, a firm’s achievements 
in the social dimension are a key performance indicator for a CHRO’s business 
function (Scoreboard 2020; Wright et  al. 2003). Firm social performance is an 
aggregated measure and includes a diverse set of function-related HR indicators 
such as employment quality, diversity and opportunity, or training and develop-
ment (Lechintan 2017). Extending prior research on upper echelons, it is particu-
larly relevant to investigate the experience of CHROs since they need to possess 
different competencies than other TMT members (Cohen 2015). We argue that 
CHROs’ firm and role tenure in particular help explain variances in firms’ social 
performance for the following reasons: executives, above all those with rela-
tively long firm tenure, often tend to resist major strategic reorientations—they 
are inclined to rely on existing practices, activities, and networks and are thus 
locked in a certain path dependency (Hambrick and Fukutomi 1991; Miller 1991; 
Wiersema and Bantel 1992). Increasing role tenure, in contrast, allows CHROs to 
identify with the strategic arrangements they have initiated (Grühn et al. 2017). 
We consequently propose a negative relationship between CHRO company tenure 
and firm social performance, but a positive relationship between CHRO role ten-
ure and firm social performance.

It is important contextualize these links. A CHRO’s strategic decision-making 
does not occur in a vacuum but depends on joint decision processes with a firm’s 
most important decider—the CEO (Finkelstein and Boyd 1998; Quigley and Ham-
brick 2015). Assuming that CEOs moderate the relationship between CHRO ten-
ure and firm social performance, we focus our theorizing on CEO prior experience. 
Research shows that CEOs with diverse work experience own the cognitive breadth 
to develop dynamic and unique strategies (Crossland et al. 2014). Such CEOs also 
display creativity and versatility in problem-solving, which might help CHROs drive 
firm social performance (George and Zhou 2001; Wang et  al. 2016). We assess 
CEOs’ prior experience as their accumulated wealth of experience gained during 
education, tenure in the current company, tenure as a CEO (role tenure), and years 
of HR experience. We posit that CEOs’ prior experience positively moderates the 
relationship between CHRO tenure (i.e., company and role tenure) and firm social 
performance. Overall, this study aims to investigate the following research ques-
tions: (1) How does a CHRO’s company tenure influence the social performance of 
a firm? (2) How does a CHRO’s role tenure influence the social performance of a 
firm? (3) How does the CEO’s prior experience affect these relationships?

To test our theorizing, we composed a unique longitudinal dataset with infor-
mation on 13,130 firm-year and executive observations from 2005 to 2017 of U.S. 
firms listed in the Standard & Poor’s (S&P) 500 Index. The regression analyses 
results confirm our theory that CHROs’ role tenure is positively associated with firm 
social performance, whereas CHRO company tenure is negatively associated with 
firm social performance. Surprisingly, our findings further suggest that CEO prior 
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experience negatively moderates the link between CHRO role tenure and firm social 
performance.

This article offers several contributions to theory, of which we now outline the 
two most valuable ones: first, with our detailed and profound understanding of 
CHROs’ increasingly pivotal role, we extend current research on upper echelons. 
Using a unique dataset, we derive empirical insights into CHROs and their impact 
on firms’ social performance. Most importantly, our findings reveal a clear typifi-
cation of CHROs and indicate two distinct types: the CHRO role gorilla and the 
CHRO firm dinosaur. A CHRO role gorilla has accumulated a wealth of knowledge 
related to this role and has often gained prior CHRO experience in other compa-
nies. Our results show that this type of CHRO achieves higher firm social perfor-
mance. CHRO firm dinosaurs, in contrast, have spent most of their career within 
the company in which they hold their present CHRO position. Even though they 
know the company inside-out, our findings indicate that company tenure has a nega-
tive effect on firm social performance. Second, this study highlights the moderating 
role of CEOs’ prior experience regarding the link between CHRO and firm social 
performance. Specifically, we measure how experienced CEOs (i.e., HR experience, 
education, company and role experience) support CHROs in driving firm social per-
formance. Surprisingly, an experienced CEO weakens the positive effect of CHROs’ 
role tenure on firm social performance. Overall, this study enables academics and 
practitioners to appreciate the CHRO tenure characteristics that can promote or hin-
der their firms’ social performance.

2 � Theoretical framework and hypotheses

2.1 � The CHRO as a valuable part of the TMT

Upper echelons theory is one of the most established and acknowledged theories 
within research on TMTs (Menz 2012). It originates from strategic decision-making 
in the context of corporate firms (Child 1972). Upper echelons perspective states that 
the observable characteristics of executives shape their cognitive biases and values, 
which in turn influence strategic choices and subsequent organizational outcomes 
(Carpenter et  al. 2004; Hambrick and Mason 1984). It is still a growing research 
stream. In the last decade, more than 140 articles were published in major jour-
nals on upper echelons and TMTs (Bromiley and Rau 2016). Thus, upper echelons 
research has become one of the most prominent and influential areas in the manage-
ment field (Neely et  al. 2020). Since the 1990s, upper echelons research deepens 
the understanding of TMT compositions (Carpenter et al. 2004) and the effects of a 
CEO (A. Chatterjee and Hambrick 2007). One of the latest developments of upper 
echelons perspective is analyzing individual functional TMT members such as the 
CFO (Geiger and North 2006; Zorn 2004), the COO (Hambrick and Cannella 2004; 
Marcel 2009; Zhang 2006), or the CMO (Nath and Mahajan 2008; Wiedeck and 
Engelen 2018). As already mentioned, the number of firms with a CHRO increase 
rapidly to give HR-related topics a voice in the firms’ upper echelons and to ensure 
that these topics receive sufficient resources (Menz 2012). So far, upper echelons 
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theory is limited in providing insights into a single executive’s role at the upper ech-
elons level (Garms and Engelen 2019). Indeed, as Menz (2012) argues, the literature 
on functional CxOs ignores multiple functional responsibilities, such as the CHRO, 
in favor of other functional executives (e.g., COOs, CFOs). This is surprising given 
that the existence of functional CxOs who represent only one function are likely to 
influence strategic decision-making, resource commitments, and attentions in TMTs.

In essence, the upper echelons perspective is a theory of information processing 
(Cho and Hambrick 2006; Van Doorn et al. 2017). TMTs are seen as information-
processing groups who overcome information barriers to ensure decision-making 
effectiveness (Schepker et  al. 2018). By understanding TMTs as information-pro-
cessing instruments, research on upper echelons can examine the role contingencies 
play in facilitating or hindering information processing. The information-processing 
view is grounded in the concept of bounded rationality. It presumes that executives 
have to deal with too many pieces of information and therefore rely on biases such as 
their experiences and preferences (Cyert and March 1963). In line with this notion, 
researchers have explored the influence of several TMT characteristics on organiza-
tional outcomes (Bromiley and Rau 2016): for instance, the effect of multiple char-
acteristics such as experience (Angwin et al. 2009; Cannella et al. 2008; Crossland 
et al. 2014), tenure (Chung and Kang 2018), age (Bantel and Jackson 1989), or gen-
der (Klenke 2003; Velte 2016). However, there are still unsolved questions in upper 
echelons research, and scholars call for further studies of individual functional TMT 
members to better understand their impact on particular function-specific outcomes 
(Menz 2012).

Given the immense practical relevance and strong development of the CHRO role 
(Abt and Knyphausen-Aufseß 2017), it is surprising that research on the effect of the 
CHRO is still in its infancy (Steffensen et al. 2019). Many studies explore human 
resource management (e.g., Backes-Gellner et al. 2016; Flickinger et al. 2013), but 
there is no examination of managers’ roles (Steffensen et  al. 2019). Even though 
several reviews and calls for future research exist (Becker and Huselid 2006; Post-
huma et al. 2013; Steffensen et al. 2019; Su et al. 2018), findings on CHRO impact 
and characteristics are limited. CHROs drive and shape companies’ HR content, HR 
processes, and HR outcomes (Steffensen et al. 2019). They are called firms’ leaders 
of human capital, trusted advisors and coaches, enterprise change leaders, drivers 
of culture and purpose, and creators of talent strategy (Ishrak and Surface 2019). 
The rare studies that do exist on CHROs aim to explain the antecedents of CHRO 
presence in a company. Abt and Knyphausen-Aufseß (2017) showed that unionized 
workforce, outsider CEOs, institutionalization within the industry and the firm posi-
tively influence CHRO presence. Other studies focus on the CHRO level (the hierar-
chical title of the position in a company) by examining that international complexity 
negatively influences this level (Smith 2015). Scholars thus see the need to investi-
gate the function-related outcomes of a CHRO: “Another area of future study is the 
impact of the CHRO role on firm decisions, functional outcomes, firm strategy, or 
on the nature of the TMT. While many firms are elevating the role of the HR leader, 
the outcome and impact of this role is so far unclear” (Smith 2015, p. 54).

According to actual CHROs, the HR role in the TMT differs from other HR 
positions in the organization reporting to the CHRO as there is no preparation 
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for the role: a person needs to be in the role to learn it (Wright et al. 2011). This 
study hence aims to understand CHROs’ previous experience better. To refine our 
comprehension of the CHRO role, we highlight the crucial aspect of tenure. Mul-
tiple studies analyze the career paths of TMT members, for example, the CFO 
(Chahyadi and Abusalim 2011; Gray 2000; Murphy 2014). However, a CHRO’s 
typical career path so far remains unclear and differs from that of other TMT 
members. The journey towards the CHRO position is less straightforward than 
others (Chiappetta 2019; Workforce Partnership Staff 2019). Therefore, this study 
investigates the variable tenure for two reasons. First, it is an indicator of one 
of the longest experiences in executives’ career path (Hambrick and Fukutomi 
1991). Second, tenure reflects “the accumulation of specialized and organization-
ally relevant knowledge” (Tanikawa and Jung 2016, p. 456). Extant research dif-
ferentiates between company and role tenure: company tenure is the number of 
years a person has worked in a company (Schwenk 1993); role tenure is defined 
as the sum of years a person has worked as CHRO before (Hunter and Thatcher 
2007).

In this article, we position a firm’s social performance as the legitimate out-
come variable for assessing the role of a CHRO. Firm social performance is 
defined as an aggregated measure of employment quality, diversity and opportu-
nity, training and development, health and safety, human rights, community, and 
product responsibility (Reuters 2015). Literature often reflects these outcomes as 
key performance indicators to evaluate CHRO performance (Becker et al. 2001; 
Jessee 2020; Lechintan 2017; Wright et  al. 2003). For instance, Abt and Kny-
phausen-Aufseß analyzed 24 press releases and 17 CHRO job descriptions. They 
summarized the tasks and responsibilities of a CHRO which are reflected in the 
subdimensions of a firm’s social performance. Further, the authors’ description of 
the CHRO role and its responsibilities aligns with the broader, emerging litera-
ture on functional CxOs (e.g., Menz 2012). Therefore, we see firm social perfor-
mance as the variable suited best to assess the performance of CHROs and their 
function-specific outcome. Figure  1 depicts our research model and illustrates 
how CHRO company and role tenure relate to firms’ social performance. In the 
following, we derive the four hypotheses of this study.

CEO Prior Experience

Social Firm Performance

CHRO Company Tenure

CHRO Role Tenure

H3 (+)

H1 (-)

H2 (+)

H4 (+)

Fig. 1   Research model
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2.2 � The direct effect of CHROs’ company tenure on firm social performance

Drawing on information-processing theory, we consider CHROs as information-
processing actors. The CHRO is a crucial channel for TMTs to process HR-related 
information. Prior experiences have been shown to influence how executives pro-
cess information and data, which ultimately explains differences in decision-making 
(Crossland et al. 2014). We now concentrate on CHROs’ experience gained during 
company tenure.

Arguing from a more optimistic view, overall job performance might improve with 
increasing knowledge of a company (Weisberg 1996). Moreover, employees with long 
company tenure can rely on established ties with current stakeholders such as board mem-
bers, managers, or executives (Hambrick et al. 1993; Kor 2003). These network ties lead 
to a perceived safeguard, reliability, stability, and predictability that benefit existing activi-
ties of the firm by reducing transaction costs and facilitating interactions within established 
groups (Flood et  al. 1997; Heyden et  al. 2017; Michel and Hambrick 1992). However, 
long company tenure also has detrimental effects, which is especially important regarding 
CHROs’ role in firm social performance.

Extant research reveals that, with increasing company tenure, employees tend to 
become more bored and less motivated at work, prefer the status quo over change, 
and show signs of inertia (Ng and Feldman 2013). This is in line with the informa-
tion-processing view, which posits that executives have to deal with many pieces 
of information and hence rely on biases such as their experiences and preferences 
(Cyert and March 1963). Longer company tenure leads to a reduced effort in gather-
ing additional information and limited engagement in rethinking existing activities 
and structures (Boeker and Wiltbank 2005). Based on this, CHROs with longer ten-
ure would put less effort in questioning current recruiting strategies, training sys-
tems, retention programs, and reward systems. Similar to regular employees, they 
tend to hold on to their norms and have a status quo bias (Samuelson and Zeck-
hauser 1988)—a phenomenon that increases along with firm tenure. It might be 
especially difficult for CHROs with long firm tenures to seek objective perspectives 
on their firms’ social performance measures or to benchmark them against peers. 
Moreover, executives with long company tenure tend to become blind to organiza-
tional deficiencies and have issues prioritizing company decisions and arrive at ade-
quate conclusions (Hambrick et al. 1993). Overall, CHROs with long tenure in a sin-
gle company might be less inclined to gather and process information from diverse 
and company-external sources. Hence, CHROs’ company tenure might narrow their 
capacity to process information effectively, which has detrimental outcomes for firm 
social performance. Thus, we hypothesize:

H1:  CHRO company tenure is negatively related to the social performance of a firm.

2.3 � The direct effect of CHRO role tenure on firm social performance

The effect of CHRO role tenure on firm social performance differs from the direct effect 
of CHRO company tenure. The information-processing perspective allows us to bet-
ter understand how role tenure shapes CHROs’ decision-making rationale. First, it is 



936	 N. Engels et al.

1 3

particularly important to examine the experience gathered in CHRO roles because this 
reflects CHROs’ information-processing capacity (Schepker et  al. 2018). CHROs with 
more role-specific experience—possibly gathered in different firms—can process HR-
related information from distinctive angles and against new environments and have a 
broader cognitive frame, resulting in creative solutions (Crossland et al. 2014). Second, 
CHROs with longer role tenure already own an HR toolkit they can readily deploy (e.g., 
how to create an HR plan, convince the TMT). They can build on existing connections 
of information and tend to apply trusted formulas with proven effectiveness and validity 
(Hambrick and Fukutomi 1991; Miller and Shamsie 2001). With increasing role tenure, 
CHROs can develop more concrete beliefs about proper norms of behavior and cause-
effect linkages, which are a result of prior feedback on social performance in other com-
panies (Finkelstein and Hambrick 1990).

Third, experienced CHROs can evaluate their applied HR toolkit based on the 
feedback they receive from employees or other TMT members. Individuals tend to 
repeat practices that have led to success in the past (Miller 1994)—in our context, 
to enhanced firm social performance. Successful individuals attribute their achieve-
ments to their earlier behavioral patterns and aim to retain these patterns (Crossland 
et al. 2014). Fourth, the information-processing perspective on the beneficial impact 
of CHRO role tenure on firm social performance is also supported by arguments 
underlying the theoretical concept of vicarious learning. According to this concept, 
executives with more experience in a specific role can learn new role-related tasks 
more quickly if these are similar to previous ones (Gioia and Manz 1985). CHRO 
experiences gained within role-specific tenures might result in a company-inde-
pendent and essential experiential learning curve. A tenured CHRO might display 
enhanced logical thought processes that facilitate decision-making grounded in a 
broader and less firm-dependent perspective (Prahalad and Bettis 1986). Such expe-
riences and decision logics help CHROs heighten their role performance, which is 
especially important as CHRO job descriptions are still not fully determined and the 
role still undergoes many changes (Wright et al. 2011). Overall, we expect CHRO 
role tenure to foster firm social performance and hypothesize:

H2:  CHRO role tenure is positively related to the social performance of a firm.

2.4 � The moderating role of CEO prior experience

The CEO—the most powerful individual in a firm—has attracted the interest of 
researchers for a long time. Arguing from upper echelons perspective, CEOs play 
a central and important leadership role in a firm and are generally in charge of set-
ting its strategic course (Georgakakis et al. 2019). CHROs cannot promote the social 
performance of a company on their own: they rely on the commitment and strategic 
support of their CEO (Georgakakis et al. 2019). Prior studies on CEOs show that 
specific CEO characteristics—such as demographics (Barker and Mueller 2002), 
tenure (Zona 2016), or career horizon (Cho and Kim 2017)—are associated with a 
firm’s strategic performance outcomes. CEOs and other top executives are the main 
drivers of corporate activities, and their decisions are based on own experiences, 
values, and personalities (Hambrick 2007; Hambrick and Mason 1984). Scholars 
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have started to focus on CEO backgrounds to understand how different career paths 
influence CEO decision-making and, ultimately, affect organizational outcomes 
(Crossland et al. 2014; Koyuncu et al. 2016). Examining diverse experiences gath-
ered during CEO careers is particularly important because such experiences equip 
CEOs with broad cognitive frames needed to process information from a wide vari-
ety of sources (Crossland et al. 2014). Drawing on the information-processing and 
upper echelons perspectives (Hambrick 2007), we argue that CEOs with more prior 
experience will support CHROs in driving a firm’s social performance.

A CHRO primarily promotes and shapes firm social performance, while the CEO 
supports judgments and devises suitable ways to align firm capabilities with envi-
ronmental demands (Carpenter and Sanders 2004; Hambrick and Mason 1984). 
Hence, the CHRO would benefit from a CEO with pronounced information-pro-
cessing capacities. We focus on CEOs and CHROs as information-processing actors 
because this allows us to understand their decision-making rationale (Schepker et al. 
2018). The information-processing view draws on the concept of bounded rational-
ity. It presumes that executives have to deal with too many pieces of information 
and therefore rely on biases such as experiences and preferences (Cyert and March 
1963). It is thus particularly important to examine the experiences gathered dur-
ing CEO careers because they reflect the respective information-processing capac-
ity. A CEO’s strong information-processing capacity promotes the relationship 
between CHRO and firm social performance. Following extant research on CEOs’ 
prior experience (Crossland et al. 2014; Hamori and Koyuncu 2015; Koyuncu et al. 
2016), we argue that the following experiences in particular enhance CEOs’ infor-
mation-processing capacity: first, the education of CEOs represents a main selection 
criterion because it indicates their competency to handle the logical and intellectual 
complexity of the job (Grimm and Smith 1991). Second, CEO company and role 
tenure have been shown to be an essential antecedent for CEO performance (Simsek 
2007; Weng and Lin 2014). Third, CEOs’ prior HR experience might be especially 
beneficial for the link between CHRO and firm social performance. CEOs with prior 
HR experience are familiar with HR tools, frameworks, and knowledge, which is 
advantageous for CHROs as such CEOs might be able to offer more guidance and 
require fewer explanations.

The information-processing perspective shows that the more experienced CEOs 
are, the better is the advice they can offer. Thus, a CEO’s prior experience fosters 
exchange mechanisms between CHRO and CEO, which are essential for ultimately 
driving firm social performance. We hypothesize:

H3:  CEOs’ prior experience weakens the negative relationship between CHROs’ 
company tenure and the social performance of a firm.

H4:   CEOs’ prior experience strengthens the positive relationship between CHROs’ 
role tenure and the social performance of a firm.
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3 � Methodology

3.1 � Data and sample

For this study, we collected a unique longitudinal dataset consisting of multiple input 
factors from secondary data sources. Our sample contains observations from 2005 to 
2017 of U.S. firms listed in the Standard & Poor’s (S&P) 500 Index. The sample period 
covers a period of more than 10 years to allow a comprehensive longitudinal investiga-
tion and to ensure that the data allow reliable predictions of TMT impact (Chatterjee 
and Hambrick 2007). This is also in line with recent longitudinal research on functional 
TMT members such as the Chief Sustainability Officer (Fu et al. 2020).

Following prior upper echelons research on TMTs in large firms (Cannella et  al. 
2008; Menz and Scheef 2014; Nath and Mahajan 2008), we operationalize the TMT 
as the executive officers listed by firms in their annual Form 10-Ks or proxy statements 
filed with the Securities Exchange Commission. This represents a more comprehensive 
TMT definition than the also widely used operationalization based on S&P Capital IQ’s 
ExecuComp database (Messersmith et al. 2014; Steinbach et al. 2016), which typically 
only lists the five highest-paid executives. We manually collected data on the firms’ 
TMT structure from the Form 10-Ks and proxy statements. To ensure comparability, 
we focus on functional TMT members with direct reporting lines to the CEO—as done 
in earlier TMT research (Guadalupe et al. 2012; Menz 2012). If TMT member roles 
were unclear, we complemented the data with information from company websites and 
professional profiles (e.g., Bloomberg, LinkedIn).

Our dependent variable, firm social performance, is part of the environmental, 
social, and governmental (ESG) performance. We obtained firms’ ESG performance 
in the same period from Thomson Reuters Datastream (category ESG-Asset4). 
The ESG database comprises data from annual reports, company websites, stock 
exchange filings, CSR reports, and news sources. The Asset4 data are updated bi-
weekly. For this study, we retrieved the social performance data for the period under 
review in January 2019. The overall ESG score is calculated by equally weighting 
all underlying data points, z-scoring, and comparing them with all other firms’ data 
points to obtain a relative measure of performance, expressed as a percentage rang-
ing from 0 to 100 (Reuters 2015). We gathered all other firm-related financial infor-
mation from the COMPUSTAT database.

Our total sample initially (i.e., before removing unusable data; see below) con-
sisted of 753 companies, 6130 firm-year observations, and 13,670 TMT executives, 
yielding 54,971 firm-year and executive observations.

The total dataset underlines the growing importance assigned to the CHRO role. 
With a growth rate of 13% from 2005 to 2015, the CHRO role showed the second-
highest increase after the Chief Sustainability Officer role (18% growth rate). Over-
all, about 54% of the prevalence of firm-years have a CHRO in their TMT; in 2005, 
fewer than 50% of companies had a CHRO, which is in line with prior research on 
CHRO presence (Abt and Knyphausen-Aufseß 2017). Given this study’s purpose, 
our final dataset only includes companies with CHRO. Further, we only observe 
firms with sufficient information on CHRO tenure and CEO prior experience to 
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secure reliable measures. After merging all datasets and removing observations due 
to missing or incomplete data, the final sample consists of 283 companies with 1944 
firm-year observations from 2005 to 2017.

3.2 � Measures—dependent variable

3.2.1 � Firm social performance

To assess the impact of CHROs on firms’ social performance, we rely on the Thom-
son Reuters social performance scores which is already a well-established variable 
in current research (e.g., Veltri et al. 2021). Social performance is part of the ESG 
performance and is also measured from 0 to 100, where 100 is the highest score. 
Social performance is an aggregated measure and comprises seven subdimensions: 
(1) Customer Product Responsibility, (2) Society Community, (3) Society Human 
Rights, (4) Workforce Diversity and Opportunity, (5) Workforce Employment Qual-
ity, (6) Workforce Health and Safety, and (7) Workforce Training and Development. 
Table 1 provides an overview of mean scores per industry for our social performance 
score and the respective seven sub-dimensions.

3.3 � Measures—independent variables

3.3.1 � CHRO’s company tenure

We measure CHRO’s prior experience in the firm or “company tenure” as the num-
ber of years of employment in the firm of TMT members before appointment as 
CHRO (Finkelstein and Hambrick 1990; Nath and Mahajan 2017).

3.3.2 � CHRO’s role tenure

We measure CHRO’s job tenure in the role as the sum of years the person worked as 
a CHRO before similar to other scholars (Hunter and Thatcher 2007).

3.4 � Measures—moderating variable

3.4.1 � CEO prior experience

We measure CEO prior experience as the sum of the years of education, of tenure 
in the current company, of tenure as a CEO (role tenure), and of HR experience 
(Crossland et al. 2014; Hamori and Koyuncu 2015; Koyuncu et al. 2016). We meas-
ure HR experience if a person worked in an HR-related function before. All infor-
mation stems from Bloomberg and LinkedIn.
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3.5 � Measures—control variables

We include control variables on firm, TMT, and CEO levels to reduce variance 
that is not directly associated with our explanatory variables. On the firm level, we 
follow existing research and include firm age and size as well as sales. Larger and 
older firms have more resources to allocate, less rotation, and more TMT positions 
(Campion et al. 1994). On the TMT level, we control for TMT size because it might 
influence firm performance (Hoffman et al. 1887). We also control for CHRO age 
as older CHROs might have longer company and role tenures than younger ones. 
Following prior research (Chung and Kang 2018; Zhang 2006), we also control for 
CEO characteristics since CEOs have the highest position and influence in a com-
pany. We thus control for CEO age, CEO duality (i.e., CEO also serves as board 
chair) (Krause et al. 2014), and structural CEO power measured as the title ranks 
using the established coding by Garms and Engelen (2019).

3.6 � Analytical method

To test our research questions, we analyze cross-sectional time-series data, which 
reduces the degree of multicollinearity, increases the generalizability of results over 
time, and improves the stability of estimation parameters (Kumar et al. 2011). Fol-
lowing comparable research (Rivas 2012), we use the OLS regression since our 
dependent variable, firm social performance, is normally distributed with skewness 
of − 0.76. Furthermore, the Hausman (1978) test (null hypothesis: there is no dif-
ference between random and fixed effects estimates) supports a firm fixed-effects 
model (χ2 (19) = 52.15, p < 0.0001). This is consistent with other research since 
fixed-effects models are preferred in panel data analyses (Greene 2003). We use 
robust standard errors to control for heteroscedasticity (White 1980). All variables 
in our analysis (except for dummy variables) are standardized to improve interpret-
ability and reduce potential multicollinearity (Aiken and West 1991).

4 � Results

4.1 � Descriptive statistics

Table  2 summarizes the descriptive statistics and correlations for all variables. 
Our independent variables (CHRO role and company tenure) are positively cor-
related with each other with a correlation of 0.31; one of our independent vari-
ables (CHRO role tenure) is positively correlated with one of our control vari-
ables (CHRO age) with a correlation of 0.40. Further, our moderating variable 
(CEO prior experience) and one of our control variables (CEO age) are positively 
correlated with 0.33. Lastly, firm age and firm social performance are positively 
correlated with a correlation of 0.41. To explore the risk of multicollinearity 
sufficiently, we follow suggestions from scholars (Kalnins 2018). To investigate 
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potential issues with multicollinearity, we calculate variance inflation factors 
(VIFs) and the condition index for all variables. The average VIF value is 1.17, 
well below the recommended cutoff of 10. The highest VIF is 1.31, and tolerance 
is also below 1.0. These tests indicate that multicollinearity does not bias our 
findings (Chatterjee and Hadi 2000; Mansfield and Helms 1982). Furthermore, 
we run the same regression with independent and control variables lagged by 
1 year, which yielded similar results, to reduce the risk of reverse causality and 
simultaneous causality.

As we can see in our dataset, both tenures differ significantly from each other. 
The average CHRO role tenure in our sample is 4.0 years, with a standard devia-
tion of 3.7. The average company tenure of CHROs in our sample is 11.1 years, 
with a standard deviation of 9.5  years. One reason for this difference might be 
that the career path to CHRO is less straightforward than that towards other exec-
utive roles, and new CHROs are often selected from a firm’s own HR department 
(Wright et al. 2011).

4.2 � Results

Table  3 presents the results for all hypotheses. Proceeding to the multivariate 
analysis, we approach model specification in a stepwise procedure. First, we run a 
model only with control variables (Model 1). Second, we introduce the independent 
variables corresponding to Hypotheses 1 and 2 (Model 2). Third, we run the base 
model with Hypothesis 3 (Model 3). Afterward, we include Hypothesis 4 instead 
of Hypothesis 3 (Model 4). Finally, we establish the full model, including the mod-
erating effect of both independent variables (Model 5). As the stepwise approach 
reveals, there is no indication of unstable estimates across models.

We find support for our first hypothesis that CHRO company tenure is nega-
tively related to the social performance of a firm (Model 2: β = − 3.127; p < 0.001; 
Model 5: β = − 3.115; p < 0.001). Furthermore, the results confirm Hypothesis 2: 
CHRO role tenure is positively associated with firm social performance (Model 
2: β = 1.953; p < 0.01; Model 5: β = 2.102; p < 0.01). However, we cannot confirm 
Hypothesis 3 since the significance level is insufficient (p = 0.3) based on Model 3. 
In our Hypothesis 4, we propose that CEO prior experience strengthens the posi-
tive relationship between CHRO role tenure and firm social performance. However, 
the results indicate that CEOs’ prior experience weakens the positive relationship 
between CHRO role tenure and firm social performance significantly (Model 4: β =  
− 1.294; p < 0.01; Model 5: β = − 1.347; p < 0.01). Figure 2 illustrates this moderat-
ing effect. The slopes are significantly different from zero for low and high levels of 
CEO prior experience (p < 0.01).

To confirm that our variables improve the explanatory power of the model in a 
statistically meaningful manner, we also run the same analysis with the generalized 
estimating equations (GEE) model (Ballinger 2004). In the GEE model, we include 
one-digit SIC dummy variables to account for industry-fixed effects. We specify 
the GEE model with an identity link function, a Gaussian family, and an exchange-
able error correlation structure for a better robustness check (Krause et  al. 2015). 
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Furthermore, we get similar results by lagging all variables by 1 year. All three mod-
els lead to similar results, demonstrating that our results are robust across different 
modeling techniques.

5 � Discussion

The aim of this study is to provide novel insights into the role of CHROs, their career 
paths, and their impact on a firm’s social performance. Furthermore, we investigate 
the moderating effect of CEOs’ prior experience. Overall, we find evidence for our 
first two hypotheses that explain which experiences might help CHROs drive firms’ 
social performance. Our results confirm that CHROs’ role tenure positively relates 
to firm social performance, whereas CHROs’ company tenure negatively relates to 
it. Surprisingly, we found a negative moderating effect of CEO prior experience on 
the relationship between CHRO role tenure and firm social performance. These find-
ings have several theoretical and practical contributions.

5.1 � Theoretical contributions

This study has three major contributions to extant research and theory. First, sev-
eral implications result from the findings of the base model, including H1 and H2. 
This study is a major milestone for upper echelons literature, as it offers novel 
insights into the role of a CHRO. Due to its increasing practical and academic rel-
evance (Harvard Business Review 2014; Paauwe and Boselie 2005), it was long 
overdue to better understand CHROs and their career paths and their influence on 
firms’ social performance. Earlier upper echelons literature focuses strongly on 
other TMT members (Menz and Scheef 2014; Wiedeck and Engelen 2018; Zorn 
2004) and fails to deepen knowledge on the CHRO. This study starts to close this 
gap in extant research. Our study offers insights into the CHRO tenure’s effect on 
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Fig. 2   The moderating effect of CEO prior experience on the relationship between CHRO role tenure 
and firms’ social performance
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the TMT’s strategic decision-making for a firm’s social performance. Thereby, this 
study enriches upper echelons theory by showing that CHROs, with their experi-
ences gathered along company and role tenure, shape a company’s social perfor-
mance. By revealing that CHROs’ company tenure negatively influences firm social 
performance while role tenure affects it positively, this study offers support for both 
the positive and the negative underlying mechanisms of tenure, which is in line 
with information-processing theory. Indeed, our results suggest that future research 
should differentiate carefully between executives’ company and role tenure. We con-
clude that our study paves the way for future studies on functional CxOs and follow 
Fu et al. (2020) who emphasize that “learning more about the role of senior execu-
tives in charge of specific functions can be fruitful for upper echelons theory”.

Second, interpreting the findings of our base model leads to an intriguing find-
ing for CHRO literature. Our results indicate that two different types of CHROs 
exist: CHRO firm dinosaurs and CHRO role gorillas. The CHRO firm dinosaur can 
be described as an individual with long company tenure. Company-grown CHROs 
know the majority of people within the firm, are well integrated and familiar with 
firm history, and promote the culture of the firm in which they were appointed 
CHROs. Some CHRO dinosaurs have worked in the same company for several dec-
ades until finally becoming CHRO. An example from practice is Karen Parkin, who 
worked in different departments (sales, business development, logistics and supply 
chain, and HR) at adidas for 20 years before being appointed CHRO in 2014. Our 
results indicate that an organization with a CHRO firm dinosaur shows poorer social 
performance. In contrast, CHRO role gorillas can be described as individuals who 
have held CHRO positions for a long time, most of them even in different firms. 
They are experienced in the job and know their tools quite well. Like a silverback 
among gorillas, a CHRO with long role tenure is able to take care of the company’s 
social responsibility and the well-being of its employees, all of which has a positive 
impact on the firm’s social performance. Real-life examples for CHRO role gorillas 
are Martin Seiler or Victoria Berger-Gross, the former is CHRO at Deutsche Bahn 
AG and the latter was CHRO at Tiffany & Co. Both have been CHROs in multiple 
companies. In detail, our analyses show that long role tenure helps CHROs achieve 
higher firm social performance. Overall, our proposed typification is a new discov-
ery in CHRO literature and contributes to recent research on executive typologies 
(e.g., Chen et al. 2020).

Third, important implications result from the moderating effect of CEO prior 
experience. We add to the literature on the exchange mechanisms between CEOs 
and their functional TMT members (Cao et al. 2010; Chi et al. 2010; Heyden et al. 
2017; Stoker et al. 2012). Surprisingly, our results reveal a negative effect of CEO 
prior experience on the relationship between CHRO role tenure and firms’ social 
performance. One might speculate that the negative moderating effect of CEOs’ 
prior experience is a result of their strong commitment to the status quo (McClel-
land et al. 2010), which makes it hard for CHROs to drive firms’ social performance. 
For instance, prior research emphasizes the negative effects of CEO prior experience 
as “negative learning effects, cognitive entrenchment, and the hardening of skills” 
(Bragaw and Misangyi 2017, p. 246). Additionally, earlier works (e.g., Hambrick 
and Fukutomi 1991) show that long-tenured CEOs act based on their own paradigm, 
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are committed to and avoid information that disconfirms their paradigm, become 
less responsive to task stimuli, or even ignore calls for strategic change. Further, 
CEOs with prior HR experience might want to discuss more, contribute their opin-
ion more, or want more say in HR-related tasks (Miner et  al. 2011). In our case, 
the CEO wants to participate more in shaping the HR agenda and to interact more 
with the CHRO. This involvement might hamper CHROs in driving firms’ social 
performance. One might also speculate that the negative moderating effect of CEO 
prior experience stems from the additional information-processing requirements that 
especially high-experienced CEOs put on CHROs. Overall, our results suggest that 
the interaction mechanisms between highly experienced CEOs and CHROs are not 
fruitful for firms striving to enhance social performance.

5.2 � Managerial contributions

This research also offers various implications for practitioners. First, this study con-
firms the increasing importance of the CHRO role within TMTs. This enhanced 
understanding of CHROs’ impact helps CEOs and their boards of directors to 
decide on when best to hire a CHRO. This study offers large companies guidance 
on why they should integrate this role within their TMT if they want to promote 
their social performance, and what kind of CHRO they need. Our results indicate 
that a CHRO with low company tenure and long role tenure is advantageous. For 
CHROs, our insights might be helpful in their career paths. We want to encourage 
growing CHROs to change companies and expand their knowledge. Lastly, this 
study gives guidance to CEOs in their daily collaboration with CHROs: our results 
suggest granting CHROs with long role tenure freedom to operate—even if CEOs 
themselves are highly experienced in HR or with the company.

5.3 � Limitations and avenues for future research

Our study is subject to certain restrictions that also open up promising avenues 
for future research. First, we hope that this research provides the groundwork for 
many follow-up studies examining the promising role of CHROs. This role can 
be approached from several angles to understand it in further detail. For example, 
future studies could explore additional characteristics and experiences like gender, 
power, career variety, etc. to extend upper echelons literature (Abt and Knyphausen-
Aufseß 2017; Menz 2012; Smith 2015; Steffensen et al. 2019). Second, our results 
show a contrary effect of role and company tenure, which indicates two types of 
CHROs. This classification into CHRO role gorilla and CHRO firm dinosaur offers 
ample research opportunities: what other characteristics do these two types have? 
What are the antecedents? Does this typification only apply to CHROs or to other 
TMT members as well? Third, additional studies on the interface between CHROs 
and their CEOs or TMTs would be beneficial. For instance, research on the Chief 
Operating Officer (COO) reveals that the “upper echelon perspective suggests that 
the presence of a COO will benefit TMT information-processing” (Marcel 2009, p. 
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651). In line with this, we call for future research to investigate the exchange mecha-
nisms between CHROs and their TMTs from an information-processing perspective. 
Fourth, one limitation of this study might be that all subdimensions of firm social 
performance are equally weighted across all industries. It might be beneficial for 
future research to investigate the different weightings of the seven subdimensions 
across their effect in various industries. Lastly, our study is restricted to U.S. firms. 
Biemann and Wolf (2009) demonstrate that typical career patterns vary significantly 
across different countries. Examining the CHRO role and its link to various firm 
outcomes in different labor markets is another promising avenue for research. Over-
all, we hope to stimulate research on the CHRO role and its implications for firms.
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