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Foreword

Over the years, the profile of students studying human resource management
has changed significantly. Not so long ago, the emphasis was much more on
specialist professional development courses or specialist pathways on a lim-
ited number of undergraduate and postgraduate programmes in business or
management.

However, there has been a significant growth in the popularity of generalist
undergraduate courses and in particular post-experience management pro-
grammes at the DMS and MBA levels. There has also been a growth in the
number of postgraduate degrees in general or international management. On
such courses, human resource management is one of many important topics
and, therefore, hard choices need to be made about what realistically the
generalist student can be introduced to and, equally important, what is relevant.
We have sensed a growing appreciation of human resource management as a
core activity on these courses, but one for which line managers are expected to
do more themselves, often with reduced support from specialist human
resource management professionals: indeed, often some key specialist functions
have been outsourced out of the organization altogether.

Rather than being driven by the personal preferences of the then small
fledgling writing team, we did two things: reviewed the literature available
and conducted a small survey amongst post-experience DMS and MBA students.
What we found confirmed what we had sensed: that we needed a core of what
we were already delivering on these programmes - what we can think about asa
‘core curriculum’. There was also a great deal of interest in specific applications
of human resource management, such as international resource management
and human resource management within the context of small to medium-sized
companies.

Clearly, our final decisions about what should and should not be included was
always going to be a compromise. However, we did make the decision to ensure
that we would write informatively beyond our core curriculum, that we would
involve those who had an interest in the teaching and research of human
resource management issues, and who held primary research and practitioner
interests in related disciplines, such as employment law, information technol-
ogy, international management policy and strategy, and the management of
small to medium sized enterprises.

We have taken the ‘dedicated specialist’ route. All of the writers have taught
and researched in the areas they have written about, many have worked in these
fields prior to undertaking an academic career and continue working as
consultants in these areas. All have considerable expertise in teaching post-
experience students and many have written materials for and taught on distance
learning programmes at certificate, diploma and masters levels of instruction.
This expertise has shaped the structure and many features of the book. There are
clear learning objectives and self-test questions for each chapter. A detailed
glossary of key terms is also available at the end of the text. We felt that it was
particularly important that the sections on employment law, which take the



Foreword

form of ‘Legal briefings’ at the end of each chapter, should have more
frequent updates. The resources area of the ITBP website at www.itbp.com
will include annual updates of all the legal briefings covered in the book. Sets
of the key diagrams and tables included in the text are also available to download
from the Internet as full-sized overhead transparencies.

Although every effort has been made to avoid burdening the reader unneces-
sarily, we have taken particular pains to ensure that our writing is underpinned
with theories and concepts drawn not only from the mainstream human
resource management literature but more broadly, including organizational
behaviour, strategic and international management, information technology,
small business theory and change management theory.

We would anticipate that this book would be particularly suitable for students
on post-experience programmes, but would also be suitable for the student
reading for a general business or management degree. Throughout, we have
tried to relate theory to practice, and would anticipate that the line manager
with significant responsibilities for human resourcing issues will also find much
to interest them.
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Introduction and
overview

Nelarine Cornelius

HRM themes addressed in this book

In this textbook, rather than accepting or rejecting specific models of HRM or
indeed personnel management as appropriate or not, we have identified a
number of themes that we believe provide important insights into systems of
employment management. These reflect changes in the theories and practice of
the world of work to which the line manager or those interested in general
management need to be attuned to in order to understand how such changes
can be tackled from a ‘people management’ perspective.

We do not claim that these themes are a definitive list, but have opted to select
themes which appear on the surface at least to be attracting the attention of
those who work or research in the area of HRM and also those who are in fields
in which an appreciation of the significance of effective employment manage-
ment is growing (Figure 0.1).

The first of these themes concerns the relationship between the line
manager, his or her subordinates, and the HRM or personnel professional.
The line manager-HR professional relationship can be represented on a
continuum from a great degree of specialization and tight lines of demarcation
of roles and responsibilities with the HR professional in ‘large’ departments,

Figure 0.1 Areas of research and practice informing our understanding of employment management.

Information and
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taking the primary lead and responsibility for HR issues, through to HR
practice in which the line manager has full control of HR issues and the
role of personnel is exclusively advisory, and there is essentially no HR
department at all. Clearly, the greater the move towards line managers hold-
ing key roles and real responsibility for HR practice, the less acceptable is the
‘gifted HRM amateur’. Specifically, there is an obvious training and develop-
ment need for the line manager in order to be able to take on these tasks and
execute them effectively.

Second, there is the theme of the interrelatedness and more holistic
approaches in the practice of HRM. These interrelationships include:

B the links between general and HRM-specific strategic decision making and
planning;

B the links between strategic HRM and more operational HRM;

B the interrelationship between parts of the HRM sub-systems, for example
between the quality of the recruitment and selection process and the type of
training and development plans that should be followed;

B the perception that traditional line and staff activities are now more difficult
to separate and, indeed, that there is a greater degree of overlap reflected in
increasing HR responsibilities for the line manager.

There are changes in work organizations that have been regarded by some as
major step changes. These would include:

B The impact of information technology, which has been a primary driver
in securing efficiency gains but, beyond this, potentially provides the basis
for new ways of working and sources of sustainable competitive advantage.
As with the introduction of most technologies, there is the potential to
generate more rewarding working lives for knowledge workers but also to
create Taylorist-like controls over employees, such as electronic surveillance
and monitoring of employee performance.

B A combination of economic pressures to downsize or restructure, coupled
with the enabling device of new technology, has led to a renewed interest in
different organizational forms. Some of these, such as the virtual orga-
nization (in reality, more likely to be a virtualized part of a large, more
conventional enterprise) and more broadly, network structures made up
of associates, have captured the imagination. However, what is seen as a
desirable organizational form should go beyond an uncritical consideration
of short-term financial gains or pursuing the latest fashion. There have
always been, and always will be, specific organizational structures that alone
or in combination best suit the needs of a specific organization at a given
moment in time.

B More firmly established is the flexible organization (Figure 0.2). Flexibility
is sometimes considered in terms of functional flexibility the range of skills
and competences that employees possess that enable them to complete a
wide range of jobs. However, organizational flexibility is usually considered
in terms of numerical flexibility, with a core of permanent, often full-time
employees, and other part-time or short-term contract workers used and the
latter in particular shed as required.

B Technological advances and a desire to exploit labour markets around the
world have increasingly led to organizations undertaking the production
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Figure 0.2 The flexible firm. Source: Atkinson, 1984.
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and delivery of goods and services from a global perspective. This has
meant that increased competence is required on the part of HRM profes-
sionals and line managers in order to cope with different approaches to
people management and the difficulties that may arise when attempting to
‘manage abroad’ or deal with the cultural differences associated with multi-
national teams.

B Organizational flexibility has been accompanied by increasing uncer-
tainty about job security, with a job for life becoming a thing of the
past in particular industries and sectors. Against a background of heightened
pressure on the welfare safety nets provided by many governments, there
are also increasing anxieties about the type of support that will be secured if
made unemployed, and in this climate, anxiety about the need to ‘fend for
oneself’ is heightened. The responsibility for the management of security of
employment is shifting among many from the responsibility of the employer
to more proactive strategies on the part of employees to ensure that they
remain employable. Therefore, the management and continual updating of a
personal portfolio of skills, knowledge and expertise is seen as core to
ensuring continuity of employment, if not continuity with a specific
employer.

B Other changes in organizational structure centre around the permanent
issue of deciding upon the degree of centralization or decentralization
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desirable. In recent times, many companies have moved towards decentra-
lization, with significant reductions in headquarters and support staff.
Within the context of the downsizing that often accompanies it, this means
that more traditional support activities are either being contracted out and
brought in when required or more support staff activities end up devolved
down to the line.

B On the back of Japanese models of management there is the increasing
popularity of high commitment management and employee empow-
erment. This in part reflects a shift in the industrial relations landscape of
many organizations. At its most positive, commitment management may
ensure more active engagement with getting the job done by heightening
employee motivation. However, a more cynical view is that it represents a
sophisticated form of employee manipulation with a view to securing
compliance.

B Issues which have also gained importance are actual and quasi-measure-
ment, in the form of standard setting, and value for money in manage-
ment in general, and HRM is no exception to this. Added to this list is our
observation that when any HR activity or intervention is introduced, set
measures of success need to be established at the outset of their design, so
that monitoring and evaluation can be put into train. The development of
financial and non-financial measures of corporate performance at the strate-
gic level is mirrored by a trend to monitor more closely the performance of
individuals and teams. However, if well designed and managed, such sys-
tems provide important information through providing a more transparent
and systematic approach to employee assessment; the setting out of expec-
tations may also increase the expectations of employees regarding resources
that the organization/manager will provide in order that these targets can be
met.

B The identification of areas in which performance can be improved requires
some form of assessment of the nature of the gap between desired and actual
outcomes. Often, the cost of living with below standard performance
is greater than making good the deficit, even if time and money need to be
spent on improving performance. Again, the importance of training and
development to the organization is highlighted.

Rise in consumerism and an awareness of rights reflected in the
workplace also. Western societies are becoming increasingly litigious,
with employees often seeking legal recourse if they feel that they have
been badly treated by their employers. For many of these employee grie-
vances, the role of the line manager in reducing the likelihood of complaint
or alternatively, being the central cause of the complaint is significant.
Brewster et al. found in their survey that line managers were very reticent
about becoming involved in legal issues (Brewster and Hegewisch, 1994).
The reality is that they often have no choice. For example, many will be
expected to provide key information for disciplinary action.

The themes outlined above appear throughout the chapters in the book, and are
illustrated in Figure 0.3.



