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CHAPTER 1
HUMAN RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT:  
A CONTEMPORARY 
PERSPECTIVE
Adrian Wilkinson, Tom Redman and Tony Dundon

Introduction

This book is about Human Resource Management (HRM) and is concerned with 
the way in which organisations manage their people. In this introductory chapter we 
discuss our own approach to the study of HRM and the rationale underpinning the 
ordering and presentation of material in the book. Our aim is to chart the broad ter-
rain of a rapidly developing field of study in order to prepare the reader for the more 
finely grained treatment of specific HRM topics to be found in the individual chap-
ters. In particular, we examine the rise of HRM, the effects of the changing context 
of work on HRM, the strategic nature of HRM practice, its impact on organisational 
performance and the changing role of the HR function. The chapter concludes with a 
consideration of our views on the audience at which the book is targeted and some 
thoughts on how it may best be used.
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The development of HRM

The roots of HRM can be found in the emergence of industrial welfare work from the 
1890s, as organisations driven by a mix of humanitarian, religious and business motives 
began to provide workplace amenities such as medical care, housing and libraries. In addi-
tion, employment offices were established to deal with hiring, payroll and record keeping. 
When scientific management emerged, the principles of science were also to be applied to 
the management of people as well as the management of production. We see here the shift 
from direct systems of management (personal supervision, traditional paternalism and 
simple piecework systems) to more technical systems of management and bureaucratic 
forms of employment (Gospel, 2009). From here the HRM function came to life, respon-
sible for establishing modern personnel methods (Kaufman, 2010b), and we have seen a 
growing professionalisation of the role. However, it has been seen as largely an admin-
istrative function dealing with the ‘labour problem’ rather than contributing to strategic 
goals. The former welfare and personnel administrative tradition is the backcloth to the 
rise in HRM.

The past 20 years or so have seen the rise of what has been called the new HRM ortho-
doxy (Bacon, 2003; Guest, 1998; Torrington et al., 2014; Wilkinson et al., 2009). In the 
mid-1980s in the UK, and earlier in the US, the term ‘HRM’ became fashionable and  
gradually started to replace others such as ‘personnel management’, ‘industrial relations’ 
and ‘labour relations’. The practitioners of people management are no longer personnel 
officers and trainers but are HR managers and human resource developers (and importantly, 
line managers). The 1990s saw the launch of new journals and the flourishing of university 
courses in HRM; many of these in the UK are now endorsed and professionally accredited 
by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD). A new HRM bandwagon 
was well and truly rolling.

Early contributions on the implications of the rise of HRM were concerned to define it 
and to compare it with the more traditional approach to personnel management (e.g. Guest, 
1987). HRM was in turn both heralded as ‘a new era of humane people oriented employment 
management’ (Keenoy, 1990: 375) and derided as a ‘blunt instrument to bully workers’ 
(Monks, 1998), especially with the decline of collective bargaining and the reduced influ-
ence of trade unions (Nolan and Wood, 2003). There has been considerable ambiguity in the 
use of the term, with various commentators using ‘HRM’ as simply a more modern label for 
traditional personnel management, as a ‘re-conceptualising and re-organising of personnel 
roles’, or as a new and distinctive approach, attempting to develop and utilise the potential 
of human resources to the full in pursuit of an organisation’s strategic objectives. It is the 
promise that is held by this latter view that has most excited practitioners and attracted the 
attention of management academics (Marchington and Wilkinson, 2012; Kaufman, 2015; 
Wilkinson and Johnstone, 2016).

There has long been a debate over whether HRM is no more than a relabelling of 
personnel management, the ‘old wine in new bottles’ critique, or something more 
fundamental (Legge, 1995; Kaufman, 2015). Traditionally, personnel management 
was characterised as having little focus on broader business links and being overly 
concentrated on the activities of personnel professionals, unions and a range of oper-
ational techniques. Thus personnel management was seen as a low-level record- 
keeping and ‘people maintenance’ function. The HRM stereotype, in contrast, is 
characterised as being much more concerned with business strategy, taking the view that 
HR is the most important organisational resource. Thus there has been much talk of an 
HRM ‘revolution’ with a transformation from administrative efficiency to the role of 
HRM as a fully-fledged strategic business partner. HRM, speculate Ulrich and Dulebohn 
(2015), has been on a journey with the purposeful singular direction which is to ‘add value 
to the firm’.
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The new HRM?

Boxall and Purcell (2011: 2) point out that defining HRM is important and should not be 
rushed. Definitions specify and clarify the intellectual space to be discussed and uncover 
the different perspectives on which to examine the subject and explain phenomenon. Some 
of the key defining features of HRM include ‘beliefs and assumptions’, ‘strategic qualities’, 
the ‘critical role of managers’, and finally ‘key levers’ (see Table 1.1). An earlier definition 
of HRM by Storey (1995) emphasises a particular set of policies identified with ‘high-
commitment management’ or ‘high-performance work systems’:

Human resource management is a distinctive approach to employment management 
which seeks to achieve competitive advantage through the strategic deployment of a 
highly committed and capable workforce, using an integrated array of cultural, structural 
and personnel techniques. (Storey, 1995: 5)

In contrast, a broader definition is provided by Boxall and Purcell:

HRM includes anything and everything associated with the management of employment 
relationships in the firm. We do not associate HRM solely with a high-commitment model 
of labour management or with any particular ideology or style of management. (Boxall 
and Purcell, 2000: 184)

Bacon (2003) points out that if HRM is defined exclusively as high-commitment man-
agement then the subject marginalises itself to the discussion of a relatively small num-
ber of distinct companies since many organisations pursue a ‘low-wage path’. The above 
‘exclusive’ definition thus identifies HRM in contrast to other forms of labour management 

Table 1.1  The new HRM model

1	 Beliefs and assumptions

•	That it is the human resource which gives competitive edge.
•	That the aim should not be mere compliance with rules, but employee commitment.
•	That therefore employees should, for example, be very carefully selected and 

developed.

2	 Strategic qualities

•	Because of the above factors, HR decisions are of strategic importance.
•	Top management involvement is necessary.
•	HR policies should be integrated into the business strategy – stemming from it and 

even contributing to it.

3	 Critical role of managers

•	Because HR practice is critical to the core activities of the business, it is too important 
to be left to personnel specialists alone.

•	Line managers are (or need to be) closely involved as both deliverers and drivers of 
the HR policies.

•	Much greater attention is paid to the management of managers themselves.

4	 Key levers

•	Managing culture is more important than managing procedures and systems.
•	 Integrated action on selection, communication, training, reward and development.
•	Restructuring and job redesign to allow devolved responsibility and empowerment.

Source: Storey, 2007: 9.
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(industrial relations or traditional personnel management), whereas the second inclusive 
definition covers all forms of labour management (Bacon, 2003: 73).

Slippage between these two differing definitions, the new HRM according to Storey and 
HRM as a more generic term, is the cause of considerable confusion, generating more heat 
than light in debates on HRM and its meaning. However, although evolution is less excit-
ing than revolution, Torrington et al.’s (2014) view was that HRM is merely the next stage 
in the development of personnel management is persuasive. Torrington (1993), a staunch 
defender of ‘good’ personnel management, has also suggested that much of what is now 
labelled ‘HRM’ may be seen much more simply as longstanding good people management 
practice, while what was less effective has been relegated to remain, rather unfairly it seems, 
with the ‘personnel management’ brand.

Lewin (2008) defines HRM as the attraction, retention, utilisation, motivation, reward-
ing and disciplining of employees in organisations, and this connects with other contem-
porary definitions that see HRM as the ‘management of people at work’ (Marchington and 
Wilkinson, 2012). This seems a good approach, which is broad and less subject to fashion. 
The idea also conveys the shift in terms of a greater emphasis on the ways in which people 
are managed is as a resource which may positively contribute to organisational success and 
effectiveness. In discussing the importance of a broad definition, Boxall and Purcell (2011) 
suggest that:

HRM refers to all those activities associated with the management of work and people in 
organisations . . . related terms such as ‘employee relations’, ‘labour management’ and 
‘people management’ are used as synonymous for HRM . . . defining HRM as a particular 
style is obviously a legitimate way to proceed. It opens up questions such as: What prac-
tices constitute a high-commitment model. . . . [An] inclusive definition of HRM is more 
appropriate. (Boxall and Purcell, 2011: 2, 9)

In this sense HRM has an aspirational quality that connects with perspectives to elaborate 
on concepts such as employee motivation, performance, commitment, managerial power 
and legitimacy and ideology. Even an inclusive definition of HRM about the management of 
people can have its origins in one or more competing perspectives to the study and practice 
of HRM. Table 1.2 summarises four such competing approaches.

Table 1.2  Alternative approaches to the study and practice of HRM

 
Approach

Beliefs and 
Assumptions

Strategic  
Qualities

Role Line  
Mangers

 
Key Drivers

Matching Models
(Hard)

 
Compliance

 
Calculative efficiency

 
Rule-bound

 
Product demand

(Soft) Nurturing 
commitment

People-supportive 
policies

Coaching Training and 
development

Organisational  
Performance

Performance-
enhancing

Bundles of 
complementary  
HR policies

Strategic and  
measured KPIs

Internal and external 
fit (integration)

Radical (Critical) 
Management

Exploitation of  
people at work

Global business  
model (capitalist)  
sources of power

Authority agents  
of owners

Peer surveillance/  
Control of labour 
process

Employee-Centric 
Approach

Critical of cause- 
and-effect 
assumptions

Balance of  
opposing  
interests

Significant and  
active agents

Integration of 
individual and 
collective orientated 
processes

Developed from ideas in Storey, 2007; Sisson, 2010; Kaufman, 2010b, 2015
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The first can be labelled as ‘Matching HR Models’. An early and influential Matching 
Model was that known as the Michigan School of HRM, developed by Fombrun et al. 
(1984) and regarded as ‘hard’ HRM. The approach is to stress a very tight calculative (hard) 
fit between business needs and the way people are managed to ensure optimum employee 
effort and performance. The latter is measured by strict rules to select, reward, train and/
or replace employees. Hard HRM is often seen as an approach that views employees as 
akin to any other factor of production to be hired and fired on purely efficiency grounds. In 
contrast, another Matching Model was developed by Harvard Business School and became 
known as a ‘soft’ variant of HRM. Pioneered by Beer et al. (1985), the starting point was 
to consider stakeholder interests – including employee well-being – relative to business and 
context factors. It was known as an approach that sought to stress the word ‘human’ rather 
than the word ‘resource’. While considered to be richer and more analytically fruitful than 
its harder variant, it was also more difficult to specify and assess such softer human attrib-
utes (Guest, 2015b).

A second perspective to the study and practice of HRM can be described as the ‘Organ-
isational Performance’ school. This will be discussed more extensively shortly, for now it 
is sufficient to acknowledge that for some, people management styles and HRM is ‘the’ key 
driver of sustainable competitive advantage and improved organisational performance. The 
Organisational Performance school has its roots in the Matching Models approach noted 
above; however, contemporary perspectives seek to present something of a universalistic 
and one-best-way scientific approach to quantify and measure bundles of HR practices that 
predict causal impact on profit, performance, productivity and employee effort (Huselid, 
1995; Pfeffer, 1998). The guiding principle is that performance is first and foremost, with 
employee interests of lower order importance or significance (Guthrie et al., 2011).

A third and long-standing stream of literature engaged with the journey concerned with 
the way people are managed at work is a ‘Radical’ or ‘Critical Management’ perspective. 
Scholars such as Keenoy (1997; 2014), Thompson (2011) and Willmott (1993), among 
others, have a suspicion of what HRM claims to be from the start, even when they dif-
fer in terms of structural or post-structural explanations. The core intellectual contribution 
is rather than view HRM as a particular discursive model which may be performance- 
enhancing for the good of the firm, and by association good for employees and society, 
the radical perspective is much more critical and seeks to contextualise the management 
of people at work within the stages of capitalist development and managerial power 
and authority relations. The Radical school is concerned with power relationships at the 
workplace and across society, often explained by a global neo-liberal economic and 
political agenda that engenders discrimination and unfairness and not universal performance- 
enhancing outcomes. Interestingly, radical scholars further question the ethos and evolu-
tion of much university business school curricula and what and how the subject of HRM is 
taught Thompson (2011: 364) articulates the critical agenda to HRM thus:

Employees do not expect a ‘champion’, but within the constraints of the capitalist 
employment relationship and organisational power structure, they would prefer to not 
be fed crap in the name of communication and to be treated with a degree of fairness. 
(Thompson, 2011: 364)

A final perspective is the ‘Employee-Centric Approach’, also summarised in Table 1.2. 
This perspective maybe defined as more pluralist in seeking to manage and mediate diver-
gent interests that are both cooperative but also antagonistic when managing people at work. 
It recognises collective as well as individual practices to manage people (Boxall and Purcell, 
2011). As a perspective it is critical of normative cause-and-effect claims about HRM lead-
ing to improved organisational effectiveness, or as a system premised on an overly simplistic 
view of mutual cooperation between employer and employee (Boxall, 2013; Marchington, 
2015; Purcell, 1999). A key feature of the ‘Employee-Centric Approach’ is how employees 
experience work and react to management policy and action. To this end, both workers and 
line managers are not assumed to be passive recipients but active agents embedded in a 
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system to balance opposing interests and objectives. As such, HRM involves a process of 
management–employee mutuality, or the balance of the need to both control employee effort 
while simultaneously seeking workforce cooperation (Boxall and Macky, 2014). At its very 
core, it relates back to Boxall and Purcell’s (2011) extended discussion about the impor-
tance of definition, including influences such as managerial power and authority, union rep-
resentation as well as non-union voice, management ideologies and societal and institutional 
embeddedness.

The changing context of work

Things are happening in employment that are neither a cause nor an effect of HRM 
but which could have some impact on it. These include the intensification of work, the 
choices of work location provided by technology and the divisive nature of a society in 
which many are idle and impoverished while many others are seriously over-worked. 
(Guest, 1998: 51)

Even the more ‘upbeat’ HRM work such as that of Storey (1992), Pfeffer (1998) or Ulrich  
et al. (2007) indicates that changes in the arena of HRM did not come from initiatives 
designed directly to do this. Change was driven by broader organisational initiatives, 
and thus personnel specialists have not been seen as the key drivers of change. Similarly, 
Wood’s (1999) work on high-commitment practices suggests that innovations in HRM tend 
to accompany changes in production systems and that innovations on humanistic grounds 
are unrealistic. Thus in part HRM can be seen as a consequence of managing in ‘uncharted 
territory’ with new rules governing the employment relationship (Wilkinson et al., 2014).

In the main, developments in HRM have been driven by large-scale organisational 
changes as employers adjust to a more competitive external neo-liberal global economic 
environment (Sisson, 2010). To meet some of the challenges posed by intense competition, 
organisations have been downsized, delayered and decentralised (Nolan, 2011). Organisa-
tions are now less hierarchical in nature; have adopted more flexible forms and have been 
subjected to continuing waves of organisational change programmes such as total quality 
management, business process re-engineering, performance management, modernisation, 
lean production, outsourcing and off-shoring of core activities resulting in a seemingly 
relentless pressure on employees and line managers to push through culture change initia-
tives (Taylor et al., 2014; Townsend and Dundon, 2015).

But we need to be careful: there is a danger that, because of the economic crisis, accounts 
of new managerial initiatives, internal policy changes or some sort of wider organisational 
restructuring are portrayed as some major paradigm-shifting transformation, when the real-
ity might be rather different. The rhetoric of organisational change often relies too heavily 
on hype from unrepresentative examples (Beynon et al., 2002; Thompson and O’Connel 
Davidson, 1995). Crouch (2013), for instance, argues that the power of large corporations 
has remained relatively intact if not, paradoxically, increased through the financial crisis. 
Corporate governance models project an image that some corporations or banks are assumed 
to be ‘too big to fail’ with a power resource to shape and control their own markets, dominate 
supply chain networks and how smaller firms manage their workers. Managers, it seems, 
often perceive themselves to be in the midst of massive organisational change. Eccles and 
Nohira’s (1992) historical account of post-Second World War management traces how it has 
been the norm rather than the exception for practitioners and writers to view their organisa-
tional environment as turbulent and characterised by transformative change or, as Sorge and 
van Witteloostuijn (2004) put it, the nature of the change hype changes regularly just as flu 
viruses mutate over time.

Nevertheless, it does appear that the type of staff employed and the way they are man-
aged has also undergone change. Rubery (2015) charts four specific changes, driven in part 
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