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STRATEGIC HRM, EMPLOYEE MOTIVATION, AND
INNOVATION IN CHINESE OIL & GAS SOES:
EVIDENCE FROM THE KAZAKHSTAN-CHINA PIPELINE

This study examines how human resource management (HRM) practices influence the innovation
performance of Chinese state-owned enterprises (SOEs) working on Belt and Road energy projects. The
Kazakhstan-China pipeline project is used as the central case. To understand how HRM operates in
this setting, the study draws on survey responses from 50 employees together with interviews with HR
managers and senior executives.

The findings indicate that HRM practices tend to work better when they are adjusted to local reali-
ties rather than transferred directly from headquarters. Once moved into a different cultural and insti-
tutional environment, standard procedures often lose some of their force. In contrast, measures shaped
with local needs in mind—such as clearer job stability, performance rewards that employees consider
reasonable, and workplace norms that fit local expectations—were more effective in raising motivation.

Higher motivation was reflected in steadier daily operations, more reliable work processes, and
healthier financial outcomes. These patterns suggest a pathway in which improvements in HRM help
build motivation and, in turn, strengthen the conditions needed for innovation. The findings also show
that cultural distance, institutional rules, and the physical conditions of fieldwork influence how HRM
initiatives are received and carried out. In practice, this makes flexible management, consistent com-
munication, and well-targeted support especially important.

For Chinese SOEs expanding abroad, the results provide practical guidance for designing incentive
systems and improving innovation performance in overseas energy projects. The study also points out
that assessments of Belt and Road projects should pay closer attention to people-related and cross-cul-
tural factors, rather than focusing only on technical or financial results. Because this analysis is based on
a single case and relies on indirect measures of innovation, the conclusions should be interpreted with
caution. Future research could compare additional cases and use more direct indicators, such as patent
activity or recorded process improvements.

Keywords: HRM, employee motivation, innovation performance, international management, Oil
and Gas Industry.
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KbITalAbIH, MEMAEKETTIK MYHQi{-Ta3 KACiMopbIHAAPbIHAAFbI
CTpaTerusiAbIK, aAam pecypcrapbiH 6ackapy, KbI3MeTKepAep MOTUBALMSIChI
»XaHe nHHoBaumsiaap: Kazakhstan—China Pipeline mbicaabiHAQ

ByA 3epTTey KbITanAblH MEMAEKETTIK KOCIMOPbIHAAPbIHbIH MHTEPHALMOHAAAAHY bl GAPbICbIHAQ aAaM
pecypcTapbit 6ackapy (HRM) TaxxipubeaepiHiH Kbi3METKEPAEP MOTMBAUMSICbIHA SCEpPiH TaAAAMAbI.
Herisri 3eptTey HbicaHbl peTiHae Kasakcran—Kpitai MyHai-ras Ky6blpbl >k00acbl TaHAAAbIM, OA
TPaHCLLEKAPAAbIK, SHEPreTUKAABIK, bIHTbIMaKTACTbIKTbIH TUMTIK YATFiCi peTiHAe KapacTbipblAasbl. HRM
YKYMECiHIH OCbl )KaFAalAQ KaAar XXYMbIC iICTEMTIHIH TYCiHY YLIIH apaAac 3epTTey 8AiCi KOAAAHBIAADI:
50 kbI3MeTKep apacblHAA CayaAHama >KYPrisiAin, coHbiMeH Katap HR MeHeaxepAepi MeH >KoFapbl
AeHreraeri 6acubiaapMeH cyx6aTTap eTKi3iAAIL

3epTTey HOTUXKEAEPi KOPCETKEHAEM, aaaM pecypcTapbiH 6ackapy Texiprbeaepi wrab-noTepAeH
TiKeAel KeLWipiAreH >karaanaa eMec, XXEepriAikTi araanAapra 6emiMAEAreH KE3AE aHaFYPAbIM TUIMA
60AaAbl. OPTYPAI MOAEHM >KOHE MHCTUTYLMOHAAABIK OpTaAa CTaHAAPTTaAFaH 0Gackapy TociAaepi
63 TUIMAIAITIH >XMi XKOFaATaAbl. AA XKEPriAiKTi epeKklIeAiKTePAI ecKepeTiH WapaAap — >XYMbICMeH
KaMTbIAYAbIH TYPaKTbIAbIFbIH HaKTbl TYCIHAIPY, 8AIA KabblAAAHATbIH MaparartrTay >KyHMeAepi >keHe
>KYMbIC OPHbIHbIH >KEpPriAiKTi KyTyAepre CoMKeC HOpMaAapbl — KbI3METKEPAEPAIH MOTUBALMSCbIH
apTTbIpyFa Kebipek bIKMaA eTeAi.
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MoTurBaums AeHremiHiH >KoFapblAaybl KYHAEAIKTI onepaumsaAapAbiH TYPaKTbIAbIFbIHbIH, apTYbIHaH,
JKYMbIC MPOLIECTEPiHIH, CEHIMAIAIMIHIH »KaKcapyblHaH >K8He Kap>KbIAbIK, HOTMXKEAEPAIH ecyiHeH Gai-
KanaAbl. bya ypaictep HRM TaxipnbeaepiH XeTiAAIPY Kbi3METKEPAEP MOTMBALMSICBIH KYLLENTIM, 63
Ke3eriHae ornepaumsanbik TMIMAIAIKTI apTTbipaTbiHbIH kepceTeAi. OcCbl 3epTTeyAe MyHAQl e3repictep
TiKeAe MHHOBALMSIAbIK, KOPCETKILITEPAI OALLEY KMbIH OOAATbIH >KaFAaiAa NMPOLECTIK XXeTIAAIPYAEpPA|
CUNATTANTbIH MHHOBALMSAbIK, TUIMAIAIKTIH, KOPCETKILUTEpi peTiHAE KQpacTblpbIAQAbI.

CoHbIMEH KaTap 3epTTey MOAEHM albipMaLLbIAbIKTAP, MHCTUTYLMOHAAABIK, LLIEKTEYAEP >KOHE OH-
AIPICTIK >KaFAanAap xaAblkapaablk, xobarapaa HRM TaxipmnbeaepiH eHrisy meH kabbianpayra eAeyai
acep eTeTiHiH aHbikTaabl. COHAbIKTaH TaXipubeae MkeMAi 6ackapy, TypakTbl KOMMYHMKALMS XKOHE
MaKCaTTbl KOAAQY LIAPAAApPbl epeKLle MaHbI3Abl GOAbIM TabblAaAbI.

MHTepHauMoHaAAaHY Ke3eHiHeH oTin xaTkaH KbiTarnAblH MEMAEKETTIK KOCIiMOpPbIHAAPbI YLIiH OyA
3epTTey WeTEAAIK SHEPreTUKaAbIK, )KOBaAapAarbl bIHTAaAAHABIPY XKYMEAEpPiH XXeTiAAipyre >koHe ornepa-
LUMSABIK, TUIMAIAIKTI apTTbIpyFa apHaAFaH NMpakTUKaAbIK, YCbiHbICTap 6epeai. 3epTrey HRM Taxipmbe-
AEpIH >KepriAiKTi XaraanAapra 6eniMAeyAiH XaAblKapaAblK, TabbIC YiiH MaHbI3Abl €KEHIH KOpCeTeAi.
CoHpait-ak «bip 6eaaey, 6ip »xoA» xxobanapbiH 6araray Ke3iHAE TeK TEXHMKAAbIK, HeMece Kap KbIAbIK,
HOTUXKEAEPre eMec, aAaMM >KoHe MOAEHMETapaAblkK hakTopAapra Aa KeOipek KeHiA GeAy KaXKeTTiriH
aTan eTeAl.

3eptTey 6ip FaHa >KarAAMAbIK TaAAdyFa HEri3AEAreH >XOHEe MHHOBALMSABIK TUIMAIAIKTIH >kKaHama
KOpCeTKilITepiH KOAAQHATbIHABIKTAH, aAbIHFAH KOPbITbIHABIAAPAbI CAKTbIKMEH TYCIHAIPY KaxkeT. bo-
Aalak, 3eptreyaep bipHewle >ko6aHbl CaAbICTbIPbIM, MATEHTTIK OGEACEHAIAIK Hemece HaKTbl TipKeAreH
NMPOLECTIK XeTIAAIPYAEP CUSKTbI TiKeAel KepCeTKIlUTePAI naiAaAaHa araAbl.

Ty#in cesaep: apam pecypcTapbiH 6ackapy, KbIBMETKEPAEP MOTMBALMSIChI, MHHOBALMSIABIK, TUIMA-
AIK, MHTEPHALIMOHAAAQHY, MEMAEKETTIK KaCiNMopbIHAAP.

A. UzsH™, b. Myxameanes

Kazaxckmit HaumMOHaAbHbIN yYHMUBEPCUTET UM. aab-Dapabu, AamaTtbl, KasaxcraH
*e-mail: jiangdekun0909@gmail.com

Crparernyeckoe yrnpaBAeHMe YeAOBEYECKUMU pecypcamu, MOTUBALLUSI COTPYAHUKOB
M MHHOBALMM B KMTAMCKNX FOCYAAPCTBEHHDbIX HE(PTEra3oBbiX NPEANPUATUSIX:
Ha npumepe Kazakhstan-China Pipeline

AaHHOe MCCAeAOBaHME pacCMaTPUBAET BAMSHME NPAKTUK YIPABAEHUS YeAOBEUECKMMI pecypcamm
(HRM) Ha MOTMBaLMIO COTPYAHMKOB B MPOLIECCE MHTEPHALMOHAAM3ALMM KMTACKMX FOCYAQPCTBEHHbIX
npeAnpusaTHii. B kauecTBe OCHOBHOTO Keiica BbiOpaH Ka3axCTaHCKO-KUTANCKUI TPYGONPOBOAHbIN MPo-
€KT, MPEACTaBASIOWMIA COO0M TUMMYUHBIN NMPUMEP TPAHCTPAHWMYHOIO HEPreTUYeckoro COTPYAHUYe-
cTBa. AAS aHaAm3a PyHKLMOHMpPoBaHMsS HRM B AaHHbIX YCAOBMSX MCMOAb30BaH CMELLIAHHbIA METOA MC-
CAEAOBaHUS, BKAIOYAIOLLMI aHKeTMpoBaHMe 50 COTPYAHMKOB, a Tak>Ke MHTepBbio ¢ HR-MeHeakepamm
N PYKOBOAMTEASIMW BbICLLErO 3BEHa.

Pe3yAbTaTbl MOKa3blBalOT, YTO MPAKTUKM YMNPABAEHUSI MEPCOHAAOM OKa3blBaloTCs Hoaee achchek-
TUBHBIMM, KOFAQ OHWM aAQNTMPOBaHbI K MECTHbIM YCAOBMSM, @ HE HanpsMYIO NepeHeceHbl U3 TOAOBHOIO
ocuca. B pasAnUHbIX KYAbTYPHbIX M MHCTUTYLIMOHAABHbBIX CpeAax CTaHAQPTU3MPOBaHHbIE MOAXOAbI Ya-
CTO TepsoT CBOIO 3hheKTUBHOCTb. HanpoTue, Mepbl, yUnTbiBaloLLIME AOKaAbHble 0OCOOEHHOCTU — Takue
Kak 6oAee BbICOKasl ICHOCTb B BOMPOCAX CTabUMAbHOCTU 3aHSITOCTM, CMPaBEAAMBO BOCMPUHUMAEMbIE
CUCTEMbI BO3Harpa>kAeHUs M opraHM3auMOoHHble HOPMbl, COOTBETCTBYIOLME MECTHBIM OXKMAAHWUAM —
CNoCO6CTBYIOT MOBbILEHMIO MOTMBALMKM COTPYAHMKOB.

PocT MoTnBaumm nposiBasieTcst B 60AbLLEN CTAOMABHOCTU eXXeAHEBHbIX OMepaLivii, MOBbILLEHWUN Ha-
AEXHOCTU pabouMX NMPOLECCOB U YAYYLLIEHUM (DUHAHCOBbIX PE3YALTATOB. [MOAYyUEHHbIE AQHHbIE YKa3bl-
BalOT Ha B3aMMOCBS3b, MPW KOTOPOI CoBeplLUeHCTBOBaHNMe HRM ycuAnBaeT MOTMBaLMIO COTPYAHMKOB
M, KaK CAEACTBME, MOBbILLAET OrnepaumoHHyto ahekTMBHOCTb. B pamkax AaHHOro nccaepoBaHus Ta-
KMe YAYYLLIEHNS MHTEPMNPETUPYIOTCS KaK MokKa3aTeAn MHHOBALMOHHOM 3h(heKTUBHOCTH, OTpaykatoLme
NMPOLECCHbIE YAYULLEHMS B YCAOBUSIX, KOrAQ MPsIMble MoKa3aTeAn MHHOBALMIA TPYAHO U3MEPUTb.

MccarepoBaHme Takke MokasblBaeT, UTO KYAbTYPHas AMCTaHLIMS, MHCTUTYLIMOHAAbHbIE OrpaHuye-
HWS 1 MPOU3BOACTBEHHbIE YCAOBMS CYLLECTBEHHO BAMSIIOT Ha BHeapeHue 1 Bocnpuatue HRM-npakTuk
B MEXAYHAPOAHOM AESTEABHOCTU. B MpakTMueckom naaHe 37O AeAaeT 0COGEHHO BaXkKHbIMU rMbKoe
yrpaBAEeHWe, MOCAEAOBATEAbHYIO KOMMYHMKALMIO U aAPECHYIO MOAAEPXKKY COTPYAHMKOB.

AAS KMTARCKMX FOCYAQPCTBEHHBIX MPEANPUSTUIA, NMPOXOAILLMX 3Tarn MHTEPHaLMOHaAM3aLMK, pe-
3yAbTaTbl MCCAEAOBAHMS MPeAAaraloT MpakTuyeckue pekoMeHAALUMM Mo paspaboTke CUCTEM CTUMY-
AVPOBaHMs 1 MOBbIWEHWIO 3PPEKTUBHOCTM 3apyOEXKHbIX IHEPreTMyeckux NpoekToB. PaboTta noa-
YepKMBaeT BaXKHOCTb AoKaAM3aumm HRM aAs ycnewHoro mexkayHapoaHoro passutms. Kpome Toro,
MNCCAEAOBaHMeE MoKasblBaeT, YTO OLeHKa NMPOeKTOB MHMUMaTMBbl «OAMH MOSIC — OAMH MYyTb» AOAXKHA
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YAEASTb GOAbLLE BHUMAHMS YEAOBEUYECKMM M MEXKYAbTYPHbIM (DaKTOpam, a He OrpPaHMYMBATLCS MC-
KAIOUMTEABHO TEXHUYECKMMU AW (DMHAHCOBbIMM MOKa3aTeASIMM.

[NoCKOAbKY aHaAM3 OCHOBAH Ha OAHOM Kelice M UCTMIOAb3YeT KOCBEHHbIe noka3aTeAn MHHOBALMOH-
HoV 3(P(hpeKTUBHOCTU, MOAYUEHHbIE BbIBOAbI CAEAYET MHTEPNPETUPOBATL C OCTOPOXHOCTLIO. byaylme
MCCAEAOBAHUSI MOTYT BKAKOUATb CPABHUTEAbHbI aHAAM3 HECKOAbKMX MPOEKTOB M MPUMEHSTb Goaee
npsiMble MHAMKATOPbI, TakMe Kak MaTeHTHas akTMBHOCTb MAUM AOKYMEHTAAbHO MOATBEP>KAEHHbIE MPOo-

LileCCHble YAyYLLIeHUSI.

KatoueBble cAoBa: yripaBAeHWe YeAOBeYeCKMMM pecypcamMu, MOTMBALLMSI COTPYAHUKOB, MHHOBALM-
OHHas 3(pPeKTUBHOCTb, UHTEPHALIMOHAAM3ALMS, FOCY AAQPCTBEHHbIE MPEANPUSTUS.

Introduction

HRM is widely recognized as an important fac-
tor affecting organizational performance, especially
in industries subject to geopolitical risks, economic
volatility and operational pressures. The oil and
gas industry is particularly dependent on an effec-
tive HRM system due to its high capital intensity,
specialized skill requirements and complex multi-
national operating environment. For Chinese SOEs
participating in the Belt and Road Initiative, how
to motivate employees, maintain organizational vi-
tality and continuously promote technological and
management innovation in overseas projects has
become a key issue affecting their competitiveness.

Large-scale energy cooperation projects in Ka-
zakhstan and other Belt and Road countries, such
as the Kazakhstan-China Pipeline LLP, operate in
a highly diverse and ever-changing environment.
The local legal system, labor norms, cultural differ-
ences, and geopolitical sensitivities may all affect
companies’ HRM practices. For Chinese SOEs, this
means not only allocating labor under different in-
stitutional environments, but also creating effective
incentives in a cross-cultural context to ensure that
employees remain continuously motivated and in-
novative. In overseas environments, these challeng-
es have placed significant adaptive pressure on the
traditional SOE management model, which is pri-
marily characterized by stability and administrative
control.

Existing research has pointed out that overly
centralized administrative structures may limit or-
ganizational flexibility and weaken employee initia-
tive and innovative behavior (Bjorkman & Lervik,
2007; Ferner et al., 2012). The management charac-
teristics of SOEs that emphasize stability may also
reduce employees’ work engagement and innova-
tion motivation (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Cooke,
2018). Although the relationship between HRM and
SOE performance has been extensively discussed,
it is only within the domestic context. Existing re-
search remains relatively limited on how Chinese
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SOEs should adapt their HRM practices in multina-
tional operational contexts and how to maintain em-
ployee motivation and innovation capabilities amid
institutional differences and cultural distances. In
particular, there is a lack of empirical evidence in a
highly strategic, politically and technically demand-
ing industry such as energy cooperation projects.

Based on this, Kazakhstan-Chinese Pipeline
LLP, which has operated in Kazakhstan for many
years, is taken as a case study in this research. This
study systematically analyzes how core HRM prac-
tices such as recruitment, training, performance
management, and employee engagement affect em-
ployee motivation and further explores the relation-
ship between employee motivation and innovation
performance. The study also focuses on how cross-
cultural management, geopolitical factors, and SOE
governance characteristics combine to shape the ef-
fectiveness of HRM practices.

This study contributes to the literature by ex-
amining the relationship between strategic HRM,
employee motivation, and innovation-related per-
formance in a cross-border Chinese state-owned en-
ergy enterprise operating under the Belt and Road
Initiative, where empirical evidence remains limit-
ed. Unlike previous studies that mainly examine do-
mestic SOEs or private multinational firms, the find-
ings suggest that localized HRM practices are more
effective than directly transferring headquarters’
standardized HRM systems in motivating employ-
ees and supporting innovation-related performance.

The study further finds that employee motivation
functions as an important mechanism linking HRM
practices with innovation-related performance. The
analysis shows that improvements in HRM practic-
es enhance employee motivation, which is associ-
ated with better operational and financial outcomes
related to innovation performance. The findings fur-
ther indicate that, in large-scale energy infrastruc-
ture projects where conventional innovation indica-
tors are difficult to obtain, operational and financial
indicators can serve as meaningful proxies for inno-
vation-related performance.
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Finally, the findings demonstrate that insti-
tutional differences, cultural distance, and cross-
border operating conditions shape the effectiveness
of HRM practices in overseas Chinese SOEs. By
integrating survey evidence with qualitative inter-
views, this study provides a more comprehensive
understanding of these relationships. These findings
contribute to the growing literature on international
HRM in Chinese state-owned enterprises and pro-
vide practical guidance for improving HRM practic-
es, enhancing employee motivation, and supporting
innovation performance in overseas energy projects.

Literature review

Chinese SOEs began expanding overseas during
the 1990s. Early overseas activities focused mainly
on resources, including oil, gas, mining, and infra-
structure projects in politically aligned countries
(Cooke et al., 2018). The Belt and Road Initiative
accelerated this process and increased Chinese in-
vestment across Central Asia, where many projects
involve long-term cooperation between Chinese and
local state-owned companies. Chinese SOEs also
carry a distinctive management structure character-
ised by formal administrative procedures, central-
ised reporting systems, and political accountability.
These features shape the management of overseas
subsidiaries, particularly in HRM practices. Exist-
ing research suggests that multinational enterprises
often face a tension between replicating home-coun-
try HRM systems and adapting them to host-country
conditions, with the balance between global integra-
tion and local adaptation shaped by institutional and
firm-specific factors (Cooke et al., 2018; Patel et al.,
2024). Existing research shows that strategic HRM
practices, including selection, training, appraisal, re-
wards, and employee empowerment, can strengthen
organizational capabilities and contribute to inno-
vation and firm performance (Chawla et al., 2023).
Recent evidence further shows that a strategic HR
focus can promote firm innovation through high-
performance work systems, with the strength of this
relationship varying across state-owned and pri-
vately owned enterprises (Wang et al., 2024). Prior
studies report that clear communication, fair evalu-
ation and supportive work environments improve
employees’ willingness to contribute (Diaz-Fernan-
dez et al., 2023; Saad et al., 2021). Motivation also
increases when HRM reflects organizational values,
including environmental and social responsibility
(Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Jiang et al., 2012). Re-
cent evidence from the Chinese context further sug-

gests that culturally embedded HRM practices can
influence employee innovative behavior, although
their effects depend partly on how employees per-
ceive and respond to these practices (Ren et al.,
2024). This contextual perspective is also consis-
tent with the AMO framework, which emphasizes
that employees’ abilities, motivation and opportuni-
ties shape work behaviour (Lepak et al., 2006; Van
Berkel et al., 2022).

At the same time, many studies show that mo-
tivation supports innovation. Employees are more
likely to develop or adopt new ideas when they have
autonomy, positive emotions, supportive leadership
and influence over decisions (Shipton et al., 2006;
Muiioz-Pascual et al., 2021). Flexible work arrange-
ments can support employees’ adaptability and in-
novation (Azeem & Kotey, 2023). More broadly,
strategic HR practices involving recruitment, train-
ing, development, and performance management
have also been associated with stronger innovation
performance (Trivedi & Srivastava, 2024). Togeth-
er, these findings suggest that motivation is a key
mechanism linking HRM to innovation.

International HRM research has long debated
whether multinational firms should standardise
HRM systems or adapt them locally (Ferner et al.,
2012). Standardisation supports organisational con-
trol and consistency across subsidiaries, while local
adaptation improves acceptance and effectiveness
in the host-country environment. Several studies
on Chinese multinational enterprises report a simi-
lar pattern. Formal personnel systems are often im-
plemented relatively quickly because they support
organisational control and reporting consistency
across subsidiaries. Participative and informal prac-
tices, however, tend to develop more slowly and
unevenly. Cooke et al. (2018) argue that Chinese
SOEs often establish formal compliance systems
first, while relational HRM practices receive less
attention during the early stages of internationali-
sation. More recent evidence also suggests that the
configuration of HRM systems matters for innova-
tion in international settings, as commitment and
collaboration-based HRM systems can support dif-
ferent forms of innovation among firms operating
across national boundaries (Menzies et al., 2025).

Not all HRM practices transfer equally across
borders. Formal HRM systems, such as written job
descriptions, structured training programmes, ap-
praisal procedures, and rule-based compensation
mechanisms, are relatively easier to standardise be-
cause they can be documented and monitored cen-
trally. Relational HRM practices, including commu-
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nication quality, employee participation, fairness,
and managerial support, are more difficult to transfer
because they depend heavily on local management
behaviour and workplace expectations (Bjorkman &
Lervik, 2007; Farndale & Paauwe, 2007). However,
most of this evidence comes from private firms or
domestic public organizations, while research on
cross-border state-owned enterprises remains limit-
ed. Institutional differences between home and host
countries can shape the extent to which multina-
tional headquarters control subsidiary HRM policies
and influence how HRM practices are implemented
across borders (Fenton-O’Creevy & Gooderham,
2025). Political embeddedness may also affect in-
novation outcomes in the international activities of
Chinese firms, highlighting the importance of the
broader institutional and political environment in
cross-border operations (Liang et al., 2025). Lead-
ership adaptation and localized HRM are therefore
important for maintaining employee motivation and
supporting innovation in bureaucratic and multicul-
tural settings (Indrayanti et al., 2025). Despite these
insights, few studies examine HRM, motivation and
innovation together in one integrated framework.
Even fewer incorporate cross-border conditions di-
rectly into this relationship. This gap is particularly
important for Chinese SOEs in the high-risk energy
sector that operate internationally. Such enterpris-
es have a strong demand for innovation, yet their
operational improvement processes are difficult to
observe directly through publicly available research
and development (R&D) data.

To address this gap, the present study adopts
a conceptual framework (Figure 1) that treats em-
ployee motivation as the main link between strategic
HRM practices and innovation-related outcomes.

HRM practices—including recruitment, train-
ing, performance management and engagement—are
expected to strengthen employees’ willingness and
ability to contribute. Higher employee motivation
contributes to improved operational efficiency and
financial performance, and these metrics can be
used as proxy variables to measure innovation in an
energy industry with opaque data. In addition, the
framework recognizes the cross-border environment
as an essential contextual factor. It emphasizes that
institutional, political, and cultural conditions affect
HRM practices and, in turn, the effectiveness with
which those practices translate into employee moti-
vation and innovation. Based on this framework, the
study addresses three research questions:

24

Figure 1
HRM-Motivation-Innovation Framework for Cross-Border
SOEs

Cross-Border Contexi

Cultural Factors
Institutional Conditions

Operational Conditions

l

Strategic HRM Practices
Recruitment & Selection
Training & Development
Performance Management
Employee Participation & Communication

l

Employee Motivation

Ability + Motivation + Opportunity

l

Innovation-Related Outcomes
Operational Efficiency
Process Improvement

Financial Stability
Note: Compiled by the authors based on the literature review

RQ1: How do strategic HRM practices relate to
employee motivation in a cross-border SOE?

RQ2: How is employee motivation associated
with innovation performance, using operational and
financial indicators?

RQ3: How does the cross-border environment
influence the relationships between HRM, motiva-
tion and innovation?

Methodology

This study uses a mixed-methods design to ex-
plore how HRM practices shape employee motiva-
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tion and innovation-related outcomes in a cross-bor-
der organization. Most of the evidence comes from
the survey, but it became clear early in the project
that numbers alone would not capture how manage-
ment practices actually work on the ground. People
in overseas SOEs deal with cultural expectations,
local regulations and organizational routines that
are not easy to quantify. Because of this, interviews
were added to help make sense of the survey pat-
terns and provide a view of the context in which em-
ployees and managers operate.

The quantitative part of this study was based on
a questionnaire survey conducted in March 2024
among employees of Kazakhstan-China Pipeline
LLP. Given the case-study design of this research,
a purposive sampling strategy was adopted to select
employees who had direct experience of the compa-
ny’s HRM practices and organizational operations.
A total of 50 valid questionnaires were collected
from employees in the operations, engineering, and
administrative departments, which represent the
company’s core functional areas and provide diverse
perspectives on the implementation of HRM prac-
tices in a cross-border organizational setting. Due to
the unique nature of cross-border oil and gas opera-
tions, purposive sampling was considered appropri-
ate because it ensured that respondents possess rele-
vant knowledge and practical experience. Although
the sample size was relatively small (n = 50), the
objective of this study was to obtain in-depth evi-
dence from a specific organizational context rather
than to achieve statistical generalization.

As shown in Table 1, the respondents represent-
ed different age groups, levels of work experience,
organizational tenure, departments, and organiza-
tional positions, reflecting the diversity of the work-
force within the company. This diversity enabled
the study to capture perspectives from employees
across multiple functional areas and different stages
of their careers.

The questionnaire asked about four commonly
discussed HRM practices: recruitment, training, per-
formance management and employee engagement.
A five-point Likert scale was used. Before running
the analyses, the measurement items were checked.
Reliability was high across all four dimensions, and
the KMO and Bartlett tests indicated that the data
were appropriate for factor analysis. Principal com-
ponent analysis was used to explore how satisfac-
tion items grouped together, and one-way ANOVA
was conducted to compare satisfaction levels before
and after the HRM adjustments. All survey partici-
pation was voluntary.

Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of the Respondents (N = 50)

Variable Category n %
Male 30 60
Gender
Female 20 40
20-35 years 27 54
Age 35-50 years 18 36
Above 50 years 5 10
1-10 years 25 50
. Work 10-20 years 15 30
xperience

More than 20 years 10 20
Tenure at 1-3 years 22 44
Current 3-5 years 15 30
Company More than 5 years 13 26
Non-managerial 33 66

employees
Position Supervisory staff 11 22

Middle and senior
6 12
management

Operations 23 46
Department Engineering 16 32
Administration 11 22

Note: Compiled by the authors based on survey data

To complement the survey results, semi-struc-
tured interviews were arranged with two HR man-
agers and two senior managers who regularly deal
with cross-border management issues. These were
individuals who understand the daily pressures and
practical limitations of working in an overseas SOE.
The interviews focused on how cultural differences
are handled, how institutional rules shape HRM
practices, and how incentive systems function in
practice. After transcription, the interviews were re-
viewed and coded thematically. The themes are not
treated as statistical findings but are used to clarify
and enrich the interpretation of the survey results.

This study circumvents the challenge of directly
measuring innovation outcomes in the energy sec-
tor, where R&D data are seldom public, by using
operational and financial indicators as indirect mea-
sures. Three indicators were examined over the pe-
riod 2018-2024: capacity utilization, asset-liability
ratio and the interest-bearing debt ratio. Although
these do not measure innovation in a strict sense,
they do reflect improvements in efficiency, financial
stability and operational effectiveness, all of which
are typically associated with innovation-related pro-
cesses in this industry.
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In large-scale energy infrastructure projects, con-
ventional innovation outputs, such as patents or R&D
outputs, are often unavailable or do not adequately
capture process-oriented improvements. Therefore,
innovation-related performance in this context is more
likely to be reflected through process improvements.
Higher capacity utilization may indicate more efficient
resource utilization and operational efficiency, while
lower asset-liability and interest-bearing debt ratios
may reflect improved financial stability associated
with these process improvements. These operational
and financial indicators can serve as indirect proxies
for innovation-related performance in situations where
direct innovation measures are unavailable.

In the final stage of analysis, the quantitative
and qualitative materials were brought together to
develop a more grounded interpretation of the find-
ings. The survey identified the patterns and direction
of change, while the interviews helped explain why
those changes might occur and how they are linked
to the realities of managing a cross-border SOE.

Table 2
Employee satisfaction with HRM practices before optimization

Results and discussion

Changes in satisfaction before and after HRM
practice adjustment

This study measured employee satisfaction be-
fore and after the implementation of HRM optimi-
zation initiatives in March 2024 in four areas: re-
cruitment, training, performance management, and
employee engagement. Tables 2 and 3 provide the
detailed distributions.

As shown in Table 2, recruitment regis-
tered the highest level of dissatisfaction, with
55.69% of employees selecting “very dissatis-
fied” or “dissatisfied.” Training followed with
48.11% dissatisfaction. Performance manage-
ment recorded a higher level of satisfaction, with
64.55% of responses falling in the “satisfied” or
“very satisfied” categories. Employee engage-
ment displayed a wide distribution, with 44.30%
reporting dissatisfaction and 40.51% reporting
satisfaction.

HRM practice Very d(is/(s);ltisﬁed Diss(z(i)z)sﬁed N?;Sal Sag;ged Very (sozt)isﬁed
Recruitment 29.11 26.58 5.06 37.97 1.27
Training 16.46 31.65 6.33 43.04 2.53
Performance Management 12.66 18.99 3.80 56.96 7.59
Employee Engagement 6.33 37.97 5.06 10.13 40.51

Note: The table presents employee satisfaction levels before HRM optimization. Dissatisfaction is calculated as the sum of the first
two categories, while satisfaction is calculated as the sum of the last two categories. Compiled by the authors based on the survey

data

Table 3
Employee satisfaction with HRM practices after optimization

HRM practice Very dissatisfied (%)  Dissatisfied (%)  Neutral (%) Satisfied (%)  Very satisfied (%)
Recruitment 6.33 5.06 7.59 49.37 31.65
Training 5.06 5.06 6.33 39.24 4430
Performance Management 6.33 1.27 7.59 45.57 39.24
Employee Engagement 10.13 6.33 5.06 37.97 40.51

Note: Compiled by the authors based on survey data
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Recruitment dissatisfaction decreased from
55.69% to 11.39%, and satisfaction increased from
39.24% to 81.02%; Training dissatisfaction de-
creased from 48.11% to 10.12%, while satisfaction
increased from 45.57% to 83.54%; Performance
management satisfaction increased from 64.55%
to 84.81%; Employee engagement satisfaction in-
creased from 50.64% to 78.48%.

Figure 2

Figure 2 presents a visual comparison, show-
ing higher frequencies in the satisfied categories
across all four HRM dimensions after optimiza-
tion.

Trends in operational and financial performance

To objectively reflect the effectiveness of HRM
optimization, this study further analyzed operational
and financial metrics from 2018 to 2024.

Comparison of employee satisfaction before and after HRM optimization
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Note: Compiled by the authors based on the results

Figure 3

Kazakhstan- China Pipeline LLP: Capacity Utilization and Debt Levels

Kazakhstan-China Pipeline LLP: Capacity Utilization and Debt Levels (2021-2024)
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Note: Compiled by the authors based on the results
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Figure 3 shows that capacity utilization in-
creased from 70% to 85% between 2021 and 2024.
During the same period, total liabilities decreased
from approximately $500 million to $350 million.

Figure 4 shows a continuous rise in capacity
utilization, increasing from 65% in 2018 to 85% in
2024.

Figure 4
Oil capacity utilization, 2018-2024
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Oil Capacity Utilization (2018-2024)

Figures 5 and 6 present the financial structure
indicators. The asset-liability ratio decreased from
60% in 2018 to 47% in 2024, while the interest-
bearing debt ratio declined from 40% to 27% over
the same period.

Validity and reliability testing of survey instru-
ments
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Note: Compiled by the authors based on the results

Figure 5
Asset-liability ratio, 2018-2024
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Figure 6
Interest-bearing debt ratio, 2018-2024

Interest-Bearing Debt Ratio (2018-2024)
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Note: compiled by the authors based on the results

Table 4
Cronbach’s alpha of Questionnaire on Motivation Factors

Indicator Cronbach’s Alpha
Recruitment Satisfaction 0.85
Training Satisfaction 0.82
Performance Management 0.87
Employee Engagement 0.89
Overall Satisfaction 0.88

Note: Compiled by the authors based on the results

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for all four HRM
dimensions exceeded 0.80 (Table 4), indicating ac-
ceptable internal consistency among items.

Table 5
KMO and Bartlett s Test Results

Test Value
KMO Value 0.85
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity
Approx. Chi-Square 732.56
df 120
Sig. 0.000

Note: Compiled by the authors

The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value was
0.85, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was statisti-
cally significant (y* = 732.56, df = 120, p < .001),
supporting the suitability of the dataset for factor
extraction (Table 5).

Table 6
Exploratory Factor Analysis Results

Variables Variance
Factor Eigenvalue Explained
Included 0
(%)
Recruitment,
Factor 1 Training, 2.75 68.50
Performance
Management
Factor2 ~  Lmployee 1.25 31.50
Engagement

Note: Compiled by the authors

Exploratory factor analysis using principal com-
ponent extraction and Varimax rotation produced
two factors with eigenvalues greater than 1. Factor
1 included recruitment, training, and performance
management. Factor 2 included employee engage-
ment. Together, the two factors accounted for the
total variance among the four constructs (Table 6).
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Table 7
ANOVA Results
Source of Variance Sum of Squares df Mean Square F-value p-value
Recruitment Satisfaction 120 30.00 5.60 0.002
Training Satisfaction 110 27.50 4.90 0.003
Performance Management 150 37.50 6.20 0.001
Employee Engagement 130 32.50 5.40 0.002
Error 100 20 5.00 - -
Total 610 36 - - -

Note: Compiled by the authors

ANOVA was employed to test whether the dif-
ference in satisfaction levels before and after HRM
optimization was statistically significant. As shown
in Table 7, all four HRM dimensions exhibited sig-
nificant differences (p < 0.05). The highest F-value
was observed in performance management (F = 6.2,
p=0.001).

The results show an overall increase in satis-
faction across all four HRM dimensions following
the optimization. Operational indicators also show
higher capacity utilization together with lower debt
ratios. The ANOVA results further identified statis-
tically significant differences between the pre- and
post-optimization measurements.

The survey results indicate that recruitment and
training showed the greatest improvements follow-
ing the HRM adjustments. The interview findings
helped explain these improvements. HR managers
reported that clearer recruitment criteria and mul-
tilingual training reduced employees’ uncertainty
during the onboarding process and helped them un-
derstand organizational expectations more quickly.
As a result, employees became more confident in
their daily work and were more willing to take ini-
tiative. These findings are consistent with the survey
results and highlight the importance of localized re-
cruitment and training practices in motivating em-
ployees.

Employee engagement improved more gradu-
ally than the other HRM dimensions. Managers ex-
plained that employee engagement developed grad-
ually because trust and effective communication
require time in cross-border organizations. Regular
communication between Chinese and local em-
ployees reduced misunderstandings and gradually
strengthened employees’ willingness to participate
in organizational activities.

To understand how these motivational changes
relate to organizational performance, the study ex-
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amined operational and financial indicators. [f HRM
practices successfully enhance employee motiva-
tion, corresponding improvements should also be
reflected in organizational performance. In pipeline
companies, innovation rarely appears as patents or
new technologies. It is more often reflected in fewer
disruptions, smoother coordination, and more reli-
able systems. Because traditional innovation indica-
tors are not available for this case, capacity utiliza-
tion and debt reduction offer practical measures of
operational improvement. Both indicators improved
during the study period.

Following the HRM improvements, higher
capacity utilization suggests more stable and ef-
ficient operations, while lower debt ratios suggest
improved financial stability. The interview findings
provide further support for these findings. Manag-
ers reported that standardized training, clearer com-
munication, and localized incentive mechanisms
improved coordination and reduced operational
delays. These observations are consistent with the
improvements in capacity utilization and financial
performance, suggesting that localized HRM prac-
tices contributed to innovation-related performance
primarily through better organizational processes
rather than direct technological innovation.

Overall, the mixed-methods findings suggest
that locally adapted HRM practices enhanced em-
ployee motivation and supported innovation-related
performance in this cross-border SOE. While the
survey identified the observed changes, the inter-
views provided contextual explanations for how and
why these changes occurred.

Conclusion
Using the Kazakhstan-China pipeline project

as an example, this study examines how strategic
human resource management practices affect em-
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ployee motivation, which in turn shapes innovation
performance. The study utilized a mixed-methods
design, combining questionnaire and interview find-
ings to draw several conclusions:

The internationalization of HRM practices is
crucial for enhancing employee motivation. Re-
search findings indicate that directly replicating the
parent company’s standardized processes often fails
in cross-border environments. In contrast, HRM that
reflect local cultural norms, institutional constraints,
and employee expectations tend to be more readily
accepted and yield higher satisfaction levels. For in-
stance, greater job security, equitable performance
rewards, and work arrangements aligned with local
practices. Improvements in recruitment and training
contributed most significantly to this shift in incen-
tives.

An increase in staff motivation is closely linked
to significant improvements in operational and fi-
nancial performance. Following adjustments to
HRM, innovation metrics improved in tandem with
increased employee engagement. In an energy in-
dustry environment with limited information trans-
parency, this model suggests that stronger employee
motivation contributes to process-level innovation.
This is because it promotes smoother workflows, bet-
ter coordination and more stable operations. Third,
the cross-border environment plays a decisive role
in the effectiveness of HRM practices. Institutional
differences, cultural distance, and geopolitical sen-
sitivities can impact employees’ understanding of
management initiatives. A flexible HRM approach
emphasizing cross-cultural communication and tar-
geted support is crucial for maintaining employee
engagement and performance in complex settings.

This study holds both theoretical and practical
significance. Theoretically, it proposes a framework
linking human resource management, motivation,
and innovation, explicitly incorporating cross-bor-
der environmental factors. Empirical research on
SOEs (particularly in the energy sector) remains
limited in this field. Practically, the findings pro-

vide guidance for Chinese SOEs operating overseas.
Research indicates that effective incentive mecha-
nisms, higher employee engagement, and a focus on
cross-cultural management can enhance innovation
performance.

Although this study provides a contextual un-
derstanding of HRM adaptation in Belt and Road
energy projects, certain limitations should be con-
cerned. This analysis is based on a single case
study, and the findings may not be fully applicable
to other industries or host country environments.
In addition, innovation performance is assessed
through indirect operational and financial metrics.
While these metrics are applicable in this context,
they do not encompass all aspects of innovation.
In the future, the study can be extended to more
cases of “Belt and Road” projects for comparative
analysis, and try to introduce more direct innova-
tion metrics to further deepen the understanding
of HRM and innovation mechanisms in the cross-
border context.
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