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Introduction

Making critical sense of
human resource management
in a globalized world

Jawad Syed and Robin Kramar

Welcome to the first edition of Human Resource Management in a Global Context: A
Critical Approach. The book has been written with the aim of developing our
understanding and practice of human resource management (HRM) in an
increasingly globalized world of work. The book uses a critical lens to develop an
approach to HRM that is not only business-focused but also context-sensitive
and socially responsible - we will explain our rationale for this below.

The emergence of HRM in the 1980s was accompanied by a sustained theo-
retical assault on its pretensions, highlighting the gap between the rhetoric of
HRM and the reality, which was focused on impersonal economic rationalism. '
The reconstruction of the employment relationship as a singularly individual
market exchange did not go uncontested in management education. However,
whereas the proponents of HRM once felt the need to engage and respond to
critique, the field now seems to have narrowed as the major concerns relate
merely to strategic ‘fit’ and identifying mechanisms to facilitate ‘high-commit-
ment’ and ‘high-performance’ organizations.

We consider the overemphasis of HRM on strategic performance to be prob-
lematic in view of the considerable gap between the policy and practice of stra-
tegic HRM. Vaughan (1994) argues that although organizational mission
statements usually hold that employees are their most important asset, organi-
zational reality is characterized by impersonal economic rationalism. Wilmott
(1993) asserts that the rhetoric of HRM tends to turn employees into ‘willing
slaves’ who negate their own interests, assuming the organization will take care
of them. Seen from this angle, HRM’s unitary rhetoric may compromise the
individual and collective needs of employees and may instill an HRM culture



2 Introduction

that advantages organizations at the expense of employees. This is particularly
true in periods of economic recession and instability. Although the economic
gains for the organization are always a priority, issues related to individuals and
societies remain subject to various concerns and tensions. Furthermore, a
number of changes have occurred in factors influencing the way people are
used in organizations, for example globalization, migration, environmental
sustainability, governance, ethics, work-life balance and workforce diversity.

Bringing together eminent international scholars, this book places a premium
on the critical thinking and analytical abilities that can be successfully applied
to HRM. We take a different view of HRM theory and practice from that of often
mechanically prescriptive orthodox texts. Our take on the theory and practice of
HRM is far from US- or UK-centric: our choice of the topics as well as geogra-
phies covered in the text (that is, continental Europe and Asia-Pacific} is an
attempt to situate the critical issues facing HRM in a global context.

Each chapter in this volume addresses a core topic and reflects the current
state of critical scholarly activity in the field, highlighting some enduring theo-
ries and approaches, and then pushing the boundaries of HRM beyond those
ideas. Our approach differs most widely when we consider that the practice and
theory of HRM involves a number of key issues, including but not limited to
managing diversity, ethics, corporate social responsibility, national context,
knowledge management, relationship between work and non-work, imple-
menting HRM (which often requires managing change), understanding the
expectations and motivations of individuals and groups, and the role of external
factors, for example legal and regulatory requirements, in influencing HRM. We
consider these topics to lie at the heart of real-life HRM situations, and we
believe that a critical approach offers a more effective coutcome. We identify and
challenge assumptions, develop an awareness of the context, seek alternative
ways of seeing a situation and relate these to real-world examples in contexts
as diverse as Europe and the Asia-Pacific region.

Each chapter follows a common structure by first identifying learning
outcomes, and then moving on to a discussion of fundamental theories and key
concepts related to the chapter, an integration of contextual and critical insights
with the HRM literature, and one or more case studies exemplifying the applic-
ation of theory to the world of HRM practice.

Each case study is designed for students who are taking a course in HRM
with a significant international component. The aim is to provide a dynamic
example and critical illustration of the HRM theory that readers are studying. As
a learning tool, Clegg et al. (1984) and Hoffman and Ruemper (1991) identify
several advantages of the case study approach:

O For students, case studies provide an opportunity to think logically and
imaginatively, to experiment and to debate ideas free of risk.

O Cases provide an opportunity for experiential learning with particular refer-
ence to interpersonal skills and group work.

O Cases provide an opportunity to evaluate critically some of the theories
covered in the textbook and on the course.



