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Appendix 4

A Feminist Critique of HRM

Jenny Onyx, Bob Kane & Anne Ross-Smith

Abstract

Ovwer the past 10 years there have been a number of
attempts to make human resource management, or HRM,
more strategic, by integrating HRM practices more closely
to corporate strategy and to other aspects of organisational
management. Nontheless, HRM theory and practice contin-
ues to exist in relative isolation from current developments.
This paper uses a feminist discourse to highlight some of the
continuing contradictions and dysfunctions that occur
within HRM practice at both the micro level of personnel
practices, and at the macro level of organisational life. The
analysis takes as a starting point, a largely unexamined
masculinist organisational discourse which provides the deep
structure, around which the rhetoric of managerial fashion
provides at best surface variations. The dimensions that will
be explored in particular include the importance of control
through domination, the emphasis on rationality, the focus
on competitive advantage as a zero sum game, and the
compartmentalisation of experience. Each of these dimen-
sions contains implications for the reality of HRM practice
which have been largely unexamined. They also provide the
possibility of enriching HRM theory leading to a diversity of
paradigms that may be more appropriate in a variety of
cultural and intercultural contexts.

Strategic HRM

As the world in which organisations operate becomes
more complex and rapidly evolving, discussion of and
experimentation with alternative forms of organising
and of management is increasing. Traditional manage-
ment styles, and incremental change is not enough.
Both practitioners and academics are calling for a
major paradigm shift (Sproull, 1995). The mainstream
management literature has responded with such
approaches as total quality management (Deming,
1986), business process re-engineering (Hammer and
Champy, 1993) and the concept of the learning organi-
sation (Senge, 1990). In spite of these options, debate
continues about what is needed to “transform” organi-
sations and what they need to become (Luthans,
Hodgetts and Lee, 1994). The debate has led, for
example, into an exploration of paradigms drawn from
other disciplines, including postmodernism (Cooper
and Burrell, 1988) and chaos theory (Priesmeyer, 1992).

Whilst debate about new forms of organisation and
about the limitations imposed by traditional business

management frames of reference are valuable, these
general arguments need to be focused to explore
alternative perspectives in particular management
functions. In this case, the focus is on the concept of
“strategic human resource management”, or Strategic
HRM. Much of the discussion of the needs of current
and future organisations has focused on people needs,
particularly as organisations downsize and apply
technology to reduce the need for unskilled labour and
become more dependent upon “knowledge workers”.
Its advocates see Strategic HRM as offering a way of
maximising the contribution of this new, more sophisti-
cated workforce.

It is somewhat difficult to identify an agreed defini-
tion of Strategic HRM, since the term has come to
mean different things. The term “human resource
management” itself was developed to include a longer
term, strategic focus, which the older “personnel
management” was said to lack (Legge, 1989). How-
ever, as Blyton and Turnbull (1992:3) point out, the
term HRM is now used to include all aspects of per-
sonnel management rather than implying a strategic
approach. This has led writers from the USA such as
Dyer and Holder (1988) and Wright and McMahan
(1992) to prefer the term Strategic HRM to attempt to
maintain the distinction from the range of operational
level concerns that have become labelled as HRM.

Within mainstream management literature, there is
also a growing interest in gender issues, (Blum, Fields
and Goodman, 1994). Most of this interest is con-
cerned with practical, operational level issues rather
than with any analysis of alternative, feminist para-
digms. There has, for example, been a growing interest
in the segmentation of the labour market in which
women are consistently over represented in secondary
labour market positions, lower levels of organisation
hierarchy or located in occupational “ghettoes” (Gutek,
Larwood and Stromberg, 1986; Fricko and Beehr, 1992).
There has also been a concern with management
practices within large organisations that systemically
discriminate against women. Examples of this research
include a long-standing interest in biases in recruit-
ment and selection ( Arvey, 1979), a somewhat more
recent interest in promotions - the so-called “glass
ceiling” effect (Davidson and Cooper, 1992), as well as
other areas such as pay and benefits (Jacobs, 1992), and
the provision of on-site childcare facilities (Kossek and
Nichol, 1992). Much of this work appears to be driven
by the pragmatic “imperatives” created by equal






