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Overview

The book "Human Resource Management: A Critical Approach" by David G. Collings and Geoffrey
Wood offers a comprehensive and critical examination of Human Resource Management (HRM)
theory and practice. Moving beyond conventional managerialist perspectives, the authors delve
into the complexities, contradictions, and power dynamics inherent in HRM. They challenge
readers to question the rhetoric surrounding HRM, exploring the gap between its espoused
goals of enhancing organizational performance and employee well-being, and its
often-problematic realities concerning control, exploitation, and ethical dilemmas.

Collings and Wood provide a robust framework for understanding HRM from various critical
standpoints, including labor process theory, post-structuralism, and critical realism. They analyze
key HRM functions—such as recruitment, performance management, reward, and employee
relations—through this critical lens, exposing the underlying assumptions and potential negative
consequences for employees and society. The book is essential for students and practitioners
seeking a deeper, more nuanced understanding of HRM, encouraging them to critically evaluate
its role in contemporary organizations and to consider more ethical and equitable approaches to
managing people.

Key Takeaways
* Always question the stated objectives of HRM practices, as they often mask underlying
power dynamics and control mechanisms.

* Recognize the inherent tensions and contradictions within HRM, particularly between
organizational efficiency and employee welfare.

« Understand that HRM is not a neutral function but is shaped by historical, political, and
economic contexts.

* Critically evaluate the ethical implications of HRM policies and practices, considering their
impact on employee autonomy and dignity.

* Be aware of the "rhetoric-reality gap" in HRM, where espoused values often differ
significantly from actual organizational practices.
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* Consider alternative perspectives to mainstream HRM, drawing on critical theories to foster
more equitable and sustainable workplaces.

Chapter Summaries

Chapter 1: Introduction to Critical Human Resource Management

This chapter sets the stage for a critical examination of Human Resource Management (HRM). It
defines what a critical approach entails, distinguishing it from mainstream or 'best practice'
perspectives. Collings and Wood argue that critical HRM questions the underlying assumptions,
power dynamics, and ideological functions of HRM, rather than merely describing its techniques.
It introduces the idea that HRM is not a neutral set of practices but is embedded in broader
social, economic, and political contexts, often serving managerial interests while potentially
masking conflict or exploitation. The chapter outlines the book's scope and its commitment to
exploring the contested nature of work and employment relations.

Chapter 2: The Historical and Theoretical Foundations of HRM

This chapter delves into the historical evolution of HRM, tracing its roots from welfare
management and scientific management to personnel management and its eventual
re-branding as HRM. It critically analyzes the theoretical underpinnings that have shaped HRM,
including the resource-based view, agency theory, and transaction cost economics, highlighting
their managerialist biases. The authors introduce alternative theoretical lenses crucial for a
critical perspective, such as labour process theory, post-structuralism, and critical realism, which
emphasize power relations, ideology, and the social construction of reality in the workplace. This
provides a framework for understanding how HRM practices are developed and implemented to
manage labor.

Chapter 3: HRM and the Global Context

This chapter explores the implications of globalization for HRM, moving beyond a simplistic view
of international best practices. Collings and Wood critically examine how multinational
corporations (MNCs) navigate diverse institutional and cultural contexts, often leading to
tensions between global standardization and local adaptation. They discuss the challenges of
managing global workforces, including issues of labor arbitrage, exploitation in global supply
chains, and the transfer of HRM practices across borders. The chapter highlights the power
imbalances inherent in global HRM, particularly concerning the impact on developing economies
and the role of international labor standards, often critiquing the limited effectiveness of
voluntary corporate social responsibility initiatives.

Chapter 4: Power, Control, and Resistance in the Workplace

This chapter is central to the critical approach, focusing on the inherent power dynamics within
organizations and how HRM practices function as mechanisms of managerial control. Drawing
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heavily on labor process theory, Collings and Wood analyze various forms of control, from direct
supervision and technical control (e.g., surveillance technologies) to more subtle forms like
normative control (e.g., corporate culture, employee engagement initiatives). The chapter also
explores the concept of employee resistance, demonstrating that workers are not passive
recipients of managerial strategies but actively engage in both overt and covert forms of
resistance, challenging managerial prerogatives and shaping the employment relationship.

Chapter 5: Employee Voice and Participation

This chapter critically examines different forms of employee voice and participation, questioning
their true intent and effectiveness. Collings and Wood distinguish between direct (e.g., team
briefings, surveys) and indirect (e.g., trade unions, works councils) forms of voice, analyzing their
potential to genuinely empower employees versus their use as tools for managerial legitimation
or co-option. The authors discuss the decline of traditional trade unionism in many contexts and
the rise of non-union forms of voice, often arguing that these can be designed to manage dissent
rather than facilitate genuine influence. The chapter emphasizes the importance of
understanding the power structures that shape the design and outcomes of voice mechanisms.

Chapter 6: Performance Management: A Critical Perspective

This chapter offers a critical analysis of performance management systems, moving beyond their
stated aims of improving individual and organizational performance. Collings and Wood argue
that performance management often serves multiple, sometimes contradictory, purposes,
including control, surveillance, and the justification of reward differentials. They critique the
assumptions of objectivity and fairness often associated with performance appraisals,
highlighting issues such as bias, subjectivity, and the potential for stress and demotivation
among employees. The chapter also explores the link between performance management and
broader organizational strategies, suggesting that these systems can reinforce existing power
hierarchies and contribute to a culture of individualism and competition.

Chapter 7: Reward Management and the Psychological Contract

This chapter critically examines reward management, exploring how pay and benefits are
designed and implemented, and their broader implications. Collings and Wood discuss the
complexities of pay determination, including issues of equity, fairness, and the impact of market
forces. They critique the emphasis on individual performance-related pay, arguing that it can
foster competition, undermine teamwork, and may not genuinely motivate employees in the
long term. The chapter also delves into the psychological contract, analyzing how unwritten
expectations between employees and employers shape the employment relationship, and how
breaches of this contract, often linked to reward practices, can lead to distrust and
disengagement.

Chapter 8: Learning, Development, and Knowledge Management
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This chapter critically assesses learning and development (L&D) initiatives and their relationship
to knowledge management. Collings and Wood move beyond a purely functional view of L&D,
exploring how these practices are shaped by organizational power dynamics and economic
imperatives. They discuss the tension between developing employees for their own growth
versus training them to meet specific organizational needs, often critiquing the instrumental use
of L&D to enhance productivity or control. The chapter also examines knowledge management
from a critical perspective, questioning who benefits from knowledge capture and sharing, and
how it can be used to reinforce managerial control over expertise rather than genuinely
empower employees.

Chapter 9: Diversity, Inclusion, and Equality

This chapter provides a critical examination of diversity, inclusion, and equality initiatives in HRM.
Collings and Wood argue that while these initiatives often aim to promote fairness, they can
sometimes be superficial or fail to address deeper structural inequalities. They critique
approaches that focus solely on 'managing diversity' as a business case, suggesting this can
instrumentalize diversity without challenging underlying power imbalances or systemic
discrimination. The chapter explores various dimensions of diversity (e.g., gender, race,
disability) and the challenges of achieving genuine inclusion, emphasizing the need for a critical
understanding of intersectionality and the political nature of equality struggles within
organizations.

Chapter 10: Ethics, Corporate Social Responsibility, and Sustainability

This chapter critically engages with the concepts of ethics, corporate social responsibility (CSR),
and sustainability within the context of HRM. Collings and Wood question the motivations behind
corporate engagement with these issues, exploring whether they represent genuine
commitment or are primarily driven by reputation management and stakeholder pressure. They
discuss the ethical dilemmas faced by HR professionals and organizations, particularly
concerning issues like privacy, surveillance, and fair treatment. The chapter also examines the
role of HRM in promoting sustainable practices, critically assessing the limitations of voluntary
initiatives and advocating for a more robust, systemic approach to integrating social and
environmental concerns into core business and HR strategies.

Chapter 11: The Future of Critical HRM

The concluding chapter reflects on the ongoing relevance and future trajectory of critical HRM.
Collings and Wood synthesize the key arguments presented throughout the book, reiterating the
importance of questioning mainstream HRM assumptions and understanding the power
dynamics at play. They discuss emerging challenges and trends that critical HRM needs to
address, such as the rise of precarious work, the impact of artificial intelligence and automation
on employment, and the increasing politicization of the workplace. The chapter encourages
readers to adopt a critical mindset, advocating for HR practices that genuinely promote fairness,
equity, and human well-being, rather than solely serving managerial or shareholder interests. It
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calls for continued scholarly engagement with the complex and contested nature of work.

Themes

* Critical HRM perspective
* Power dynamics in HRM
* HRM rhetoric vs. reality

* Ethical challenges in HRM
* Global HRM complexities

* Employee control and resistance

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Human resource management A critical approach about?

This book offers a critical examination of Human Resource Management, moving beyond
traditional managerialist views. It explores the theoretical underpinnings, practical implications,
and ethical dilemmas of HRM, highlighting power dynamics and the gap between espoused
theory and actual practice.

Is Human resource management A critical approach worth reading?

Yes, it is highly recommended for anyone seeking a deeper, more nuanced understanding of
HRM. It challenges conventional wisdom, encouraging critical thinking about the role of HRM in
organizations and its impact on employees, making it a valuable academic resource.

Who should read Human resource management A critical approach?

This book is ideal for students of HRM, organizational studies, and industrial relations, as well as
HR practitioners and academics interested in a critical perspective on people management. It
provides a robust framework for advanced study and professional reflection.

How long does it take to read Human resource management A critical approach?

Based on its academic depth and typical textbook length, it would likely take approximately 13 to
15 hours to read thoroughly, depending on reading speed and the level of engagement with the
complex theoretical material.

Questions & Answers

What is the central argument of Collings and Wood's "Human Resource Management: A
Critical Approach"?
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The book argues that mainstream HRM literature often presents a sanitized, managerialist view,
overlooking the inherent tensions, power imbalances, and ideological underpinnings of HR
practices. It advocates for a critical perspective that exposes the contested nature of HRM, its
historical development, and its often-unacknowledged role in shaping employment relations and
organizational power structures. It emphasizes the need to question assumptions and consider
alternative theoretical lenses.

How do Collings and Wood define “critical” in the context of their approach to HRM?

For Collings and Wood, "critical" means moving beyond descriptive accounts of HRM practices to
interrogate their underlying assumptions, power dynamics, and ideological implications. It
involves questioning the taken-for-granted notions of "best practice," examining whose interests
are served by particular HR initiatives, and exploring the often-contradictory outcomes of HRM.
This critical lens encourages readers to analyze HRM within broader socio-economic and political
contexts.

What are some of the limitations of traditional HRM perspectives that Collings and Wood
highlight?

Collings and Wood argue that traditional HRM perspectives often suffer from a lack of theoretical
depth, a managerialist bias, and an overemphasis on universal "best practices" without sufficient
consideration for context. They criticize the tendency to present HRM as a neutral, value-free
function, ignoring its role in reinforcing managerial control and potentially marginalizing
employee interests. They also point out the failure to adequately address power relations and
conflict within organizations.

How do the authors challenge the notion of "strategic HRM"?

Collings and Wood critically examine strategic HRM by questioning its claims of integration and
its ability to genuinely align HR with business strategy in a way that benefits all stakeholders.
They often highlight the gap between rhetoric and reality, suggesting that strategic HRM can
sometimes be a tool for managerial control or a rationalization for cost-cutting, rather than a
truly collaborative and value-adding function. They also explore the political processes involved
in strategy formulation.

What role do power and politics play in HRM according to Collings and Wood?

The authors assert that power and politics are inherent and central to HRM. They argue that HR
practices are not neutral but are shaped by, and in turn shape, power relations within
organizations. HRM can be used as a tool to exert managerial control, manage employee
resistance, and legitimize certain organizational agendas. Understanding these power dynamics
is crucial for a critical analysis of how HRM functions in practice.

How do Collings and Wood discuss the concept of "employee engagement"?
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Collings and Wood approach "employee engagement" critically, often questioning its origins, its
managerialist framing, and its potential to place the burden of responsibility for organizational
success solely on employees. They might explore how engagement initiatives can be used to
elicit greater effort and commitment without necessarily addressing underlying issues of
workload, fairness, or power imbalances, potentially leading to burnout or a sense of
exploitation.

What is the significance of the "resource-based view" in the context of this book?

While the resource-based view (RBV) is often presented as a foundational theory for strategic
HRM, Collings and Wood discuss it critically. They acknowledge its contribution to linking HR to
competitive advantage but also point out its limitations, such as its focus on firm-level resources
rather than the agency of employees, and its potential to instrumentalize human capital without
fully considering ethical or social dimensions.

How do Collings and Wood address the ethical dimensions of HRM?

The book places a strong emphasis on the ethical dimensions of HRM by exposing the moral
implications of HR practices that might appear neutral on the surface. They encourage readers to
consider issues of fairness, justice, transparency, and employee well-being, often highlighting
how managerial decisions in areas like performance management, reward, or restructuring can
have significant ethical consequences for individuals and society.

What is the authors' perspective on the role of the HR professional?

Collings and Wood present a nuanced and often challenging view of the HR professional. They
move beyond the traditional "business partner" rhetoric to explore the inherent dilemmas and
contradictions faced by HR managers. They discuss how HR professionals navigate competing
demands from management and employees, often acting as agents of control while
simultaneously being expected to advocate for employees, highlighting the ethical tightrope
they walk.

How does the book discuss the impact of globalization on HRM?

The book critically examines how globalization influences HRM practices, particularly in
multinational corporations. It explores issues such as the transferability of HR practices across
different national contexts, the challenges of managing diverse workforces, and the ethical
implications of global supply chains. It questions whether global HRM models genuinely adapt to
local contexts or impose dominant Western approaches.

What is meant by "decoupling” in the context of HRM, as discussed by Collings and Wood?

Collings and Wood, drawing on institutional theory, discuss "decoupling" as the phenomenon
where organizations adopt fashionable HR practices or policies (e.g., diversity initiatives,
performance management systems) to gain legitimacy or conform to external pressures, but
these practices are not genuinely implemented or integrated into daily operations. This creates a
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gap between espoused theory and actual practice, often serving symbolic rather than
substantive purposes.

How do the authors approach the topic of performance management?

Collings and Wood critically analyze performance management systems, questioning their
effectiveness, fairness, and underlying assumptions. They highlight how such systems can be
used for control, create unhealthy competition, or lead to subjective biases, rather than
genuinely fostering development and improving performance. They also discuss the political
nature of performance appraisals and their link to reward, often revealing inherent
contradictions.

What is the book's stance on "best practice" versus "best fit" approaches in HRM?

The authors generally critique the universalistic "best practice" approach, arguing that what
works in one context may not work in another due to varying institutional, cultural, and
organizational factors. They lean towards a "best fit" perspective, emphasizing the importance of
contextualizing HRM practices. However, they also critically examine "best fit" to ensure it
doesn't simply rationalize existing power structures or managerial preferences.

How does the book contribute to understanding the historical development of HRM?

Collings and Wood provide a historical overview of HRM, not just as a progression of ideas but as
a contested field shaped by economic, social, and political forces. They trace its evolution from
personnel management, highlighting how different approaches emerged in response to
changing industrial relations, labor market conditions, and managerial ideologies, often
revealing the underlying power struggles and shifts in focus over time.

What is the main takeaway for HR practitioners reading this book?

The main takeaway for HR practitioners is to adopt a more critical, reflective, and ethically
informed approach to their work. The book encourages them to question assumptions,
understand the power dynamics at play, recognize the potential for unintended consequences of
HR practices, and consider the broader societal and ethical implications of their decisions, rather
than simply implementing prescribed "best practices" without critical thought.

How do Collings and Wood discuss the concept of "flexibility" in the workplace?

Collings and Wood critically analyze "flexibility" in the workplace, distinguishing between
different forms (e.g., numerical, functional, financial) and exploring whose interests are primarily
served. They highlight how flexibility, while often presented as beneficial for employees, can also
lead to precarity, increased workload, and a transfer of risk from employers to employees,
particularly in the context of neoliberal labor markets and changing employment contracts.

What is the book's perspective on the relationship between HRM and organizational
culture?
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The authors view organizational culture not as a neutral backdrop but as a site of power and
contestation, significantly shaped by HRM practices. They explore how HRM attempts to manage
or engineer culture to align with managerial objectives, and critically examine the effectiveness
and ethical implications of such interventions, often highlighting the resistance or unintended
consequences that can arise from top-down cultural change initiatives.

How do Collings and Wood address the impact of technology on HRM?

The book critically examines the impact of technology on HRM, moving beyond simply describing
new HR tech. They explore how technology (e.g., Al, big data analytics) can reshape power
relations, influence decision-making (e.g., in recruitment, performance monitoring), raise ethical
concerns about surveillance and bias, and potentially deskill or empower HR professionals,
depending on its implementation and purpose within an organization.

What is the significance of the "psychological contract” in the authors' analysis?

Collings and Wood discuss the psychological contract as a key concept for understanding the
unwritten expectations between employees and employers. They critically analyze how changes
in the labor market and managerial practices (e.g., downsizing, increased flexibility) have
impacted the psychological contract, often leading to its erosion, reduced trust, and increased
feelings of insecurity among employees, thereby affecting motivation and commitment.

Spoiler: What is the overall conclusion or call to action presented by Collings and Wood?

Spoiler: The book doesn't offer a simple prescriptive solution but rather a call for continuous
critical engagement. Its overall conclusion is that HRM is a complex, often contradictory, and
politically charged field. It urges readers, especially future HR professionals, to develop a critical
consciousness, to question dominant narratives, to understand the ethical implications of their
actions, and to strive for more equitable and just employment relations, rather than passively
accepting managerialist agendas.
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