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The Stream 
In a forthcoming publication Trehan and Rigg make the point that despite recent interest and publications, including two previous streams at this conference, it is still not clear whether Critical Human Resource Development constitutes an incremental development of or radical departure from HRD. They further argue this is in part because the concept of critical HRD is still conceptually and theoretically under-developed. That said, there is clear evidence of an emerging tension between a (dominant, orthodox) focus on performance and a (more humanitarian, emancipatory) focus on learning.  HRD stakeholders operate in a complex context, facing a reality of serving two masters; both dominant social structures (usually organizations with a performative orientation) and those who work within those structures who may be more likely to have learning as a focus. Significant foci of research and writing on critical HRD include power and emotion, both of which are implicated if not immanent in the emerging tension between performance and learning. Of current interest and the main theme of this stream is the extent to which these analytical concepts have a place in understanding the role of HRD in the recent economic crisis and if so whether applying them to gain an understanding will advance the development of critical HRD.  

It is possible that the performative orientation was at play to some extent in the recent financial crisis and a further possibility is that HRD played a part in creating the societal and organisational conditions which at least allowed and perhaps even facilitated those events. Researchers, especially those on the ethics of HRD, have previously cited infamous examples of financial and corporate scandals to support the need for ethical HRD practice and Trehan and Rigg do likewise in their forthcoming article. We are interested in this stream in work which addresses these possibilities. 

Trehan and Rigg usefully identify four themes and reasons for engaging in critical HRD research and practice which are largely related to characteristics of what they term traditional HRD. The first is the focus on performance already referred to, whether of individuals or organisations, and that in turn being defined and/or valued in economic terms only. This limitation has of course been recognised before (e.g. McGoldrick, Stewart and Watson, 2002). However, it is likely to be significant in the role of HRD in the financial crisis. A related feature is the contradiction between espoused values of HRD and its practice in organisations, as illustrated by Hatcher and Lee; 

How can a profession that espouses democratic ideals such as workplace empowerment, teamwork and the promise of ethical behaviours support systems (defined here as organizations) that are undemocratic even totalitarian; that view workers and society as mere resources or worse as objects of abuse?’ 






(Hatcher and Lee, 2003: p55 )

The second theme is an unbalanced reliance on humanist assumptions about self and identity which imbue traditional HRD. Key elements of traditional HRD are self-development and personal development, which are commonly used unquestioningly. A number of writers on HRD have critiqued theses assumptions, including Kuchinke (2005) who argues that the literatures on HRD, HR, and management are dominated by an instrumental view of identity and self, to the exclusion of alternative discourses.  He argues this limited insight into how the ‘self’ is constructed has curtailed understanding, theorising, and practical application of HRD. Hughes (2005) observes how Human Resource Development as a concept tends to be assumed to be an egalitarian and gender neutral one.  She argues to the contrary that HRD is predicated on Enlightenment and Cartesian rationality and that “humanist personhood privileges a masculine, self-directed, autonomous choosing subject’’. Dirkx (2005) highlights how behavioural and humanistic perspectives have largely dominated the discourse of workplace learning. Grounded in modernist assumptions of rationality and the progressive accumulation of knowledge and skill, he argues that these perspectives oversimplify our complex relationships with work. As Trehan and Rigg argue, assumptions about identity informing traditional HRD do not support change in workplaces and so maintain the status quo (see also Francis, 2007). That maintenance is likely to have had a contribution to what happened in the banking sector in 2008/2009.  

The third theme is reliance of traditional HRD on representationalist perspectives on organization, and the limiting consequences this has for research and practice. The consequences for HRD have been highlighted by McGoldrick et al (2001a), who argue that impoverished research has a seriously detrimental impact on theory. Going beyond representationalist perspectives in HRD raises new possibilities for research in terms of what is researched and how. For example, Rigg and Trehan (2004) argue if HRD is framed as learning, the research focus shifts to processes through which individuals learn and onto organizational processes which promote learning. If a discourse perspective is taken where ‘organizations’ are conceived as ‘networks of shared meaning which are created, perpetuated and modified through discursive practices’, research can focus on the ‘social relationship processes’, the language used, the discursive resources and practices deployed. These two examples show how changes in perspective can bring about change in understanding and practice. However traditional HRD research and practice has been based on the presumption that knowledge and practice is objective, apolitical and value-free; all features utilised to explain and justify the consequences of free rein being given in capitalist economies; it is the ‘objective’ hand of the markets that caused the crisis rather than humans.  

The final theme is that of critical pedagogy. The ‘critical turn’ on HRD urges HRD teachers to ‘analyse HRD in terms of its social, moral and political significance and to challenge HRD practice rather than seek to sustain it’ (Hughes, 2000). Reynolds and Trehan (2003) describe critical pedagogy as a combination of content radical (subject matter that raises questions of power, social relations, environmental consequences etc), and process radical (pedagogical relations that are likely to include some of action learning sets, learning community, and critical reflection, which subvert traditional teacher/learner power relations). In the context of this stream we suggest that HRD educators cannot be excused from a role in populating organisations with professionals, managers and decision makers whose actions led to crisis and recession. Of interest here is how education can influence and change practice through critical pedagogy and whether that might have made a difference and could make a difference in the future shaping of professional practice and perhaps even political economies. 

We use these themes as suggestions of perspectives that might be taken on conceptual and empirical work examining the role of HRD in the financial crises. That focus is not though exclusive in the sense that contributions have to be directly related. We are interested in work that may shed conceptual, theoretical or empirical light on that focus but these can be drawn from other contexts; for example studies of mergers and 

acquisitions, organisation restructures, responses to financial downturns or bankruptcies and closures. Proposals should though make clear how they will contribute to the stream and address the questions implicit in the title.    
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