


 

 

What is ephemera: theory & politics in organization?  

ephemera is an independent journal, founded in 2001. ephemera provides its 
content free of charge, and charges its readers only with free thought. 

theory 
ephemera encourages contributions that explicitly engage with theoretical and 
conceptual understandings of organizational issues, organizational processes and 
organizational life. This does not preclude empirical studies or commentaries on 
contemporary issues, but such contributions consider how theory and practice 
intersect in these cases. We especially publish articles that apply or develop 
theoretical insights that are not part of the established canon of organization 
studies. ephemera counters the current hegemonization of social theory and 
operates at the borders of organization studies in that it continuously seeks to 
question what organization studies is and what it can become.  

politics 
ephemera encourages the amplification of the political problematics of 
organization within academic debate, which today is being actively de-politized by 
the current organization of thought within and without universities and business 
schools. We welcome papers that engage the political in a variety of ways as 
required by the organizational forms being interrogated in a given instance. 

organization 
Articles published in ephemera are concerned with theoretical and political aspects 
of organizations, organization and organizing. We refrain from imposing a narrow 
definition of organization, which would unnecessarily halt debate. Eager to avoid 
the charge of ‘anything goes’ however, we do invite our authors to state how their 
contributions connect to questions of organization and organizing, both 
theoretical and practical. 
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'Managing the human' in 21st century 
organizations: developing a critical and 
performative research agenda for HRM-studies 

Frans Bevort, Per Darmer and Sara Louise Muhr 

Introduction 

In Alvin Gouldner’s Patterns of Industrial Bureaucracy (Gouldner, 1954) the 
interaction between workers and management in a gypsum mine is studied 
following what he saw as an attempt to introduce an efficiency and accountability 
oriented bureaucratic management. The reason why this classic study is relevant 
to frame a 21st century special issue on managing the human is the lucid way that 
Gouldner shows, inspired by Weber and Marx, how the relations between workers 
and managers develop in unpredictable ways. The workers on the surface react in 
one way, and the workers in the pit in another, and eventually the new 
management has to give in, facing the enduring resistance of workers, after 
extended periods of faltering productivity.  

Hallett and Ventresca (2006) point out the subtlety and complexity of Gouldner’s 
analysis: how the ideal type of bureaucratic management is modified and the 
authority of management subverted by the interaction among the actors in the 
mine (Hallett and Ventresca, 2006: 220). Gouldner identifies three different ways 
that bureaucracy appears in the mine: 

These conflicts (in the mine) produced three different patterns of bureaucracy: (1): 
“mock-bureaucracy,” where bureaucratic rules are in place but are largely ignored, 
(2) “representative bureaucracy” where there is voluntary consent based on mutual 
interests and (3) “punishment-centered bureaucracy” where the focus is on the 
enforcement of rules regardless of their utility. (Hallett and Ventresca, 2006: 220) 
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The purpose of reminding us of the Gouldner study is that it shows how complex 
the processes of ‘managing the human’ are, how local and institutional 
embeddedness, interests and social interaction modify structural influences 
coming from other places, as with the bureaucratization studied by Gouldner 
(Hallett and Ventresca, 2006). What Gouldner shows us and what we sometimes 
seem to forget is that when workers and managers interact in local contexts, we 
cannot take the outcome for granted. 

One way to interpret the Gouldner study is to see how the ‘performativity’ of 
bureaucracy is contingent upon the social relations and context it is existing within. 
Performativity has famously been defined by Butler (1993: 2) as ‘… understood not 
as a singular or deliberate “act”, but, rather, as the reiterative and citational practice 
by which discourse produces the effects that it names’. For Butler (1993), therefore, 
performativity offers a framework through which one may explore and from which 
to challenge current conceptualizations of how humans are managed (or the 
attempts made to do so) in organizations, while remaining aware of the constraints 
and boundaries, which one’s own critique will necessarily incur. In some ways 
‘Human resource management’ (HRM) constitutes itself (illocutionarily) but in 
most cases HRM as an actual practice is dependent on the collaboration of the 
involved actors (perlocutionarily) (Butler, 2010).  

The main point of this special issue is to specifically analyze the performativity of 
HRM and investigate how it is possible to create a critical and engaged research 
agenda for studying the practices of managing the human. HRM has always been 
controversial as an object of scholarly research within the more critically inclined 
academic community (Legge, 2005; Storey, 1995). In fact, HRM has been seen as 
even more problematic as a research object than other management research 
programs and phenomena. We suggest that a very strong reason for this has been 
the ‘positive’ and management-oriented focus, which has dominated what we 
would call mainstream HRM thinking (Beer, 1984; Huselid, 1995; Ulrich, 1988; 
Walton, 1985). Mainstream HRM research has either been focused on the way 
HRM directly contributes to company profit and short-term organizational goal 
achievement (so-called Hard HRM), or on how HRM could contribute to creating 
long-term collaborative regimes (so-called Soft HRM) that develop the quality of 
working life and the long-term viability of the organization (Boxall and Purcell, 
2011). In other words, this is a managerial perspective, which leaves out other 
stakeholder interests than the management or owners. As Karen Legge once 
quipped: ‘who is best practice (in HRM) actually best for?’ (Boxall and Purcell, 
2011: 63). 

Within Critical Management Studies (CMS) and in this journal, many observers 
have contributed to critical investigations of various HRM phenomena. HRM-
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related debates have, for instance, been covered by ephemera special issues in 
recent years covering topics like Self-management (Lopdrup-Hjorth et al., 2011); 
Employability (Chertkovskaya et al., 2013); Free Work (Beverungen et al., 2013); and 
Consumption and Work (Chertkovskaya et al., 2016). True to the spirit of ephemera 
the chosen topics have focused on problematizing how management in 
organizations or government in society works in ways that are essentially 
oppressive and exploitative of the less powerful stakeholders in society: workers, 
unemployed, minority groups, etc. Self-management has for example been analyzed 
as a process of disciplining the self in the interest of organizations (Lopdrup-
Hjorth et al., 2011). The dream of freedom from work has been seen as an instance 
of oppression in itself (Chertkovskaya et al., 2013) and Employability as a way of 
transferring the burden of the contingencies and precariousness of modern work 
from managements or politicians to employees (Beverungen et al., 2013), and 
finally work has become fused with consumption in the way consumers are enrolled 
as co-workers in the production and the ways workers use work (compulsively) as 
an object of consumption in the need for identity building (Chertkovskaya et al., 
2016). All these voices, which can be regarded as belonging under the broad 
umbrella of CMS in some way or another, address ‘the management of the human’ 
in various ways. In this special issue, we will explore the performativity of HRM 
(‘what does HRM actually produce’) in organizations, and particularly inspired by 
the debate of critical performativity (Cabantous et al., 2016; Christensen, 2018; 
Just et al., 2017; Parker and Parker, 2017; Spicer et al., 2009; Spicer et al., 2016), 
argue for a critical and engaged agenda on managing the human and HRM. 

In line with the mentioned ephemera debates above, there is a tendency within 
CMS to see HRM as oppressive in favor of management or the owner’s interests 
(Fournier and Grey, 2000; Grey, 2013). Mainstream HRM studies have in this way 
been criticized for taking a managerial perspective, single-mindedly supporting 
exploitative and financial aims of modern capitalism (Grey, 2010). Thus a 
frequently published – and understandable – stance has been that the purpose of 
critical studies of management and HRM should be to uncover and de-mask the 
ugly face of neoliberal capitalist logic in the way humans are managed in 
organizations. In this view, the more veiled and insidious the kinds of exploitation 
and control (see Hanlon, 2015; Mogensen, this issue), the more should we strive 
to bring it into the light of day. A long way along the road we concur with this as 
an important and honorable objective of critical studies of HRM as well. The 
problem, however, with this view is that it is at the peril of describing the 
phenomenon of HRM, as sketched in the first paragraph, in an overdetermined 
and mechanically selective way – given that the overall conclusion is already made 
in advance. As the performativity of bureaucracy changes when meeting the 
situation on the ground at the gypsum mine, HRM ideology is a far cry from the 
actual HRM practice in organizations. Furthermore, as proponents of a more 
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‘performative critique’, or rather ‘critical performativity’ (Spicer et al., 2009) point 
out, an ‘anti-performative’ argument risks ending up in a blind alley project. Such 
a position leaves us with no hope of finding cracks of creative resistance in the 
industrial concrete or even more importantly, no hope of contributing to making 
a better world of work in which people can actually live better lives, exploring and 
developing personal and professional opportunities. Spicer et al. (2009) define 
critical performativity as the ‘active and subversive intervention into managerial 
discourses and practices’ (538). And they further elaborate that: 

CMS should seek to become more performative. This would require attempts to 
question, challenge and radically re-imagine management through practical and 
direct interventions into particular debates about management. Performativity is 
not bad in itself. The problem is to carefully decide what kind of performativity we 
want. (Ibid.: 554). 

Critical performativity theory in this way argues for the transformative potential of 
CMS (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012; Spicer et al., 2009).  

Reactions to this proposition have, however, been varied. Some argue that critical 
performativity theory gets the definition of performativity wrong, which has started 
a long debate about its basic definitions (Cabantous et al., 2016). Some even go as 
far as to claim that critical performativity is ‘the happy end of Critical Management 
Studies’ (Spoelstra and Svensson, 2016: 69). Importantly, however, the critique 
has cemented that a subject cannot freely ‘activate the performativity of language’, 
as Wickert and Schaefer (2015: 121) claimed, but it is constituted in and through 
this very performativity or as Butler (1993: 12) mused ‘subjected and subjectified 
within discourse’. CMS might then be in what Just et al. (2017: 205) call a 
‘performativity crisis with notions of alterity and effectivity at the center of the 
debate’. Critique, therefore, as Just et al. (2017: 206) continue, ‘rests on the 
simultaneously enabling and constraining basic condition of “repetition with a 
difference”; perpetual articulations and enactments that test, bend, and expand the 
boundaries of the intelligible whilst inevitably producing and reproducing these 
very boundaries’. 

With respect for the at times heated debate about critical performativity, we would 
argue that it should be possible for HRM scholars to stay critical and make an 
impact if we think of performativity as incremental and reflexive, undoing norms 
from within, rather than repeating a given set of (possibly new) norms. As Riach 
et al. (2016: 7) argue: 

As such, a reflexive undoing must contrast with a more performative, organisational 
undoing in revealing lived experiences of being subject to the ‘rules and norms’ we 
are required to conform to ‘if we are to exist’ not simply in a physical sense, but as 
viable, social subjects, within and through organisational settings.  
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In a recent interview for a research project by one of the authors, a senior British 
HRM scholar, with a HR practitioner background, expressed a kindred sentiment: 

I think that one of the things that distinguishes human resource management from 
other kinds of management – financial management, strategic management, 
marketing management and so on – is that we actually try to serve or should be 
trying to serve a number of different stakeholders including lower level managers, 
employees, the peripheral workers, the temporary part-time workers, people who’re 
trying to get into organisations and are currently unemployed, the families of these 
people and the communities that they work in. (CB in Pernkopf et al., forthcoming) 

Besides this ‘idealistic’ argument, it is also a problem that a polarized criticism, 
which looks for managerial exploitation as the motive (and consequence) of all 
organizational action, tends to overemphasize the rationality and agency of 
management and organizational behavior. After Gouldner, 30-50 years of 
organizational studies show that even if management have (which they probably 
often have) starkly exploitative intentions, their ability to carry these intentions out 
in practice is at best limited. Famously, Selznick (1957) showed that organizations 
swiftly move from ‘the initial technical objective’ to become ‘infused with value’ as 
institutions integrating much more complex aims and interests, which often run 
counter to the original goals. The significance here is that a point of view that just 
refers to the intentions of management as reality may miss the potential of 
emancipation in the fact that managerialism is not as totalitarian when carried out 
in practice as critical writers sometimes seem to believe, if only because of the 
boundedness of rationality. Taking a point from one of the earlier ephemera debates 
above, ‘employability’ can be seen as a way to leave responsibility of employment 
to the individual worker instead of ‘the system’. It could alternatively, as is often 
the case in a Danish social setting, be seen as a way for workers to put demands 
on employers, as well as the state, for meaningful work, proper training and 
education. That an employer can offer to maintain the ‘employability’ of the staff 
becomes a way of attracting and retaining employees, etc. Thus, we don’t see HRM 
as solely a tool for management control and exploitation, but a complex set of 
activities, which are always contested in the struggles, negotiations and 
sensemaking that go on between stakeholders within (and outside) organizations. 
Another example can be seen in Moon (this issue), who analyzes recruitment 
processes at universities, uncovering unethical aspects of this in the use of 
undisclosed, unlisted reference checks when hiring academics. The issue here is 
that this may be seen as yet another instance of managerialist pathology 
influencing university management, but less comfortably, it could also be seen as 
an unhealthy aspect of the collegial culture of academia. 

While critical scholarship has succeeded in supplying the research of management 
and organization with a perfectly necessary and relevant antidote to exploitative 
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management ideology and practice, we now need to expand our view and in some 
ways regain a more open-minded research focus, which is sensitive to complex 
empirical realities as well as alternative theoretical explanations. Mogensen (this 
issue) for example takes issue with the claustrophobia of the more recent debates 
of ‘self-exploitation’ and ‘neo-normativism’ within Critical Management Studies: 

When control becomes the primary focus, it diminishes the capacity of critical 
analyses to take into account other important aspects of organizational life. Indeed, 
the organization itself disappears from view. (Mogensen, this issue: 226) 

How can critical HRM studies be inspired by the debate on critical performativity? 
How can we achieve a more engaged and pragmatic approach to studying HRM? 
And how can we achieve a kind of HRM that is more democratic and fulfills a 
broader range of social stakeholders’ interests? With these questions in mind, we 
could study HRM practices critically by studying the kind of behavior and action 
that these practices produce among actors. Many HRM practices are based on 
technologies, for instance tests, interview protocols or surveys. The question for a 
critical approach would be to investigate what kind of action, meaning and 
subjectivities they produce, besides the intended outcomes. Thus, instead of 
criticizing idealized accounts of management omnipotence, assuming this is 
organizational reality, maybe we should study what actually happens ‘on the 
ground’ (and even under the ground, like Gouldner) when organizations work 
with HRM concepts and models? 

We think that the various ways of using (critical) performativity is a good starting 
point for a critical and engaged turn in HRM studies and that contributions in this 
special issue aim at doing exactly that. Therefore, such studies could have a more 
radical deconstructionist aim, i.e. analyzing the actual performativity of HRM 
practices in organizations. This has a constructive critical performative potential, 
because it short-circuits the espoused purpose of HRM policies with their actual 
consequences, opening up for the improvement of practices measured by their 
intentions. Gouldner and associates were allegedly looking for ways that 
bureaucracy could come to work in emancipating ways (Hallett and Ventresca, 
2006). Thus in our view, critical HRM studies should approach HRM practices 
with similar aims. That is basically taking a position of progressive pragmatism 
that supports the development of organizations, which work to a larger extent to 
the benefit the interest of their members and the broader civil society. 

The contributions in this special issue begin such an endeavor by addressing HRM 
critically and engaged along five important characteristics: 

• A commitment to taking the accounts of stakeholders seriously; 
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• Being explicit about the research interest of the author (or other 
stakeholder interests);  

• An interest in challenging conventional wisdom in the field as well as in 
the debates on the topic; 

• A common interest in finding ways to develop a performativity in HRM 
that serves all the stakeholders involved (as a minimum) and not just the 
privileged and powerful; 

• An in-depth interest in how humans are managed in organizations; e.g. 
how do people get selected in a field dominated by aesthetic judgment 
(Stjerne, this issue)? How is (critical) HRM taught (Taipale and Lindström, 
this issue)? How is performance of humans measured and with what 
consequences (Taskin and Ndayambaje, this issue)? How are management 
programs used by participants (Mogensen, this issue)? 

Introducing the papers 

This special issue features four articles, four notes, as well as a four book reviews. 
Below, we give the reader a brief overview of the different contributions. 

To start with, Mogensen takes a critical look at the authentic individual at work. It 
is, however, not authenticity as such which is at stake, she argues. Rather, the 
concept seems to distract the discussion from a more relevant and interesting 
discussion. Mogensen finds that the present critiques of HRM from critical 
management studies seem to shift the focus of authenticity to a matter of control 
and identity, that is, how the employee is not authentic but a victim of control and 
self-regulation that makes control (and authenticity) part of the individual’s self-
managed identity. Mogensen both identifies with – and distance herself from – 
critical management studies, as she argues that the focus on control and identity 
should be replaced by a focus on work tasks and work coordination. According to 
Mogensen, this would provide an opportunity for critical management studies to 
get closer to the everyday practices and challenges of the modern employee.  

In the second paper, Stjerne distances herself from the rational perspectives that 
currently dominate analyses of selection processes in HRM literature and develops 
an aesthetic perspective on selection. Stjerne bases her analysis of aesthetic 
selection in a practice-based study of selection decisions in the Danish film 
industry. Although her analysis is built on empirical data from the film industry, 
it is argued that the findings go beyond the film industry and have more general 
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applications for both theory and practice. The paper argues that the rational 
selection theories are supplemented (or partly replaced by) an aesthetic element, 
which is a non-rational and non-measurable part of the selection process, and 
Stjerne argues with conviction that such an aesthetic experience is an immanent 
part of any selection decision. It does not imply that the aesthetic experience is and 
will be the same for all selection decisions. On the contrary, it will always be 
contextual, but aesthetic experiences necessarily influence any selection decision. 

The third article, by Taskin and Ndayambaje, is based on a textual analysis of nine 
popular HRM textbooks (English- and French-language). The textual analysis has 
a particular focus on one specific HRM practice: Performance evaluation. The 
purpose is to analyze whether HRM is as amoral as most critics suggest. The 
authors suggest that HRM is the bearer of a univocal political project marked by 
objectification and subjectification. Objectification is about how humans are 
reduced to consumable objects, and subjectification is how the production of 
subjectivity is in line with the company strategy. In this way, the employee in the 
HRM textbooks become a normative foundation of the HRM theories and 
practices by being a resource that is and works to accomplish the strategy of the 
company. Taskin and Ndayambaje applies a phenomenological perspective to 
distance themselves from the most prevalent theories and critiques of 
management. The authors offer a different perspective to the normative 
foundation of HRM theories and practices, which both shows how humanity in 
HRM is currently constructed and develops the means to reflect upon it. 

In the fourth and final paper of the issue, Taipale and Lindström depart from their 
own HRM teaching practice to show and discuss how their teaching has developed 
them as teachers, their HRM teaching and the students of the HRM teaching. The 
paper focuses on a teaching model in three steps: Telling, challenging and 
engaging, which also structures the analysis of the teaching practice and how it 
has developed. The teaching practices of the authors has in accordance with the 
ambitions of the teachers developed to be more critical and engaged, and 
simultaneously developed students to become more responsible professionals. 
The paper also discusses how the teaching practice might be developed further.  

The note section is equally rich in contributions addressing the problematics 
around ways to manage the human. The section starts with Pedersen’s note about 
the resilience of habit. Pedersen’s note depart in the concept of resilience and how 
it has become a positive word in Danish HR, where employees are expected to be 
resilient and robust. Pedersen relates resilience to habits and highlights that 
resilience is not a character trait of the individual, but a complex dynamic process. 
Therefore, he finds that practitioners should focus on three features of habits that 
all stress the dynamic nature of habit (which at the same time counters our 
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commonsense view of habits as something stable). Pedersen uses the note to 
highlight the following features: Habits are dispositions, habits are plastic, and 
habits are social to underline the dynamic aspects of habits and how the three 
features of habit inform contemporary employee resilience. The main learning is 
that a theory of resilience has to take habits into account if it is to understand the 
complexity of what it means to create a resilient workforce, which seems to be a 
major purpose for HR and organizations at the moment. 

In the second note, Moon focuses on undisclosed or off-reference-list reference 
checks. Moon explains that off-list references are individuals not included on a job 
applicant’s CV list of references, but which are used by prospective employers as 
an instrument for background screening. Moon illustrates this briefly by examples 
from a university institution. Moon criticizes the HRM literature for not 
addressing this, as it is an immanent part of recruitment in many organizations 
(maybe even most organizations), and therefore ought not to be absent in the HRM 
literature. Moon also discusses the paradox that the information is suppressed or 
hidden in a process, which ought to be transparent in order to be considered ethical 
and legitimate. This might be more obvious in universities and public 
organizations than in private companies, but what it inflicts and means to the 
humans being ‘victims’ of this ‘procedure’ is the same.   

In the next note, Gerard starts out by asking how we can ‘develop a constructive 
and engaged critique of HRM’ and Gerard proposes that psychoanalysis can help 
us with that, as it attributes the cause of inhumanity to internal forces, which 
ignores the ‘unspeakable’, abominable’ and ‘unfathomable’. Doing so, Gerard 
argues, risk ignoring a more reflective, more radical and ‘truer and deeper’ 
discussion of what it means to be human. Gerard finds that psychoanalysis is 
unique among the critical approaches to HRM, as it emphasizes experience, and 
the note is a rather convincing argument for this positive view on the critical 
potential of psychoanalysis.  

The last note, written by Kirkegaard, makes an allegory between contemporary 
working life and elite sport. Kirkegaard does so by looking at the many and very 
explicit similarities between consultants and elite sport people. Kirkegaard has 
interviewed 25 consultants from the Danish department of an international 
consulting firm, where some of them has been within elite sports before they 
became consultants. The similarities are many, but Kirkegaard has a focus on the 
fact that both elite sports people and consultants are very focused on success, 
which means that performance management is essential in all aspects of their 
lives. The point with the comparison is that the consultants cannot distinguish 
between personal and professional norms as it is all about performance and 
success. The note illustrates this by providing two personal narratives from the 
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consultants and how performance management is an integrated part of their very 
being.   

Finally, this issue features four book reviews: Husted discusses the relationship 
between political parties and crowds in his reading of Jodi Dean’s  Crowds and 
Party. Next, Barinaga takes us into a discussion of whether critical management 
scholars take responsibility for the performative consequences of their concepts 
and methods in her review of Jeanes and Huzzard’s Critical Management Research: 
Reflections from the Field. Next, Osmann takes us into the scene of immigrants, 
workers unions and gay/lesbian scenes of the (supposed) sexual revolution. 
Finally, Butler gives his take on the publish or perish dilemma in his review of 
Clark, Wright and Ketchen’s How to get published in the best management journals. 
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Beyond happy families and authenticity: Back to 
work organisation and mundaneness in the 
critique of ‘authenticating’ management 
programs 

Mette Mogensen 

abstract 

Over the past 10 years, a concern for the ‘authentic’ individual at work has taken up the 
agenda within HRM, as well as that of critics of HRM. Within Critical Management Studies 
(CMS) in particular, spirituality, fun programs and health discourses are treated as forms 
of neo-normative control – a sophisticated way for modern capitalism to tap into the very 
existence of the employee. Arguing that this kind of critique mimics rather than challenges 
the state of affairs, a de-dramatization and re-contextualization of the critique is suggested, 
based on (re)introducing a classical concern for the organization of work. Shifting the focus 
from control and identity to mundane matters of work tasks and work coordination 
produces less sophisticated analysis, but may help CMS critique out of its current state of 
paralysis and move it closer to the everyday challenges faced by organizational actors. 

Introduction 

In current HRM practice, ‘fun’ initiatives are becoming widespread (Ford et al., 
2003; Schoeneman, 2006) and maintaining a focus on individual health and 
spirituality has increasingly been embraced as a legitimate way to develop and 
manage human resources (Lips-Wiersma and Mills, 2014; Grawitch et al., 2006; 
Nash, 2003). Regardless of the specific program offered, the general idea is to 
encourage employees to become ‘whole human beings’, while simultaneously 
enhancing organizational productivity. Alongside this development, a body of 
critical literature has emerged on the subject of ‘authenticating’ management 
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techniques (Fleming, 2009; Fleming and Sturdy, 2009; Cederstöm and Fleming, 
2012; Cederström and Spicer, 2015; Spicer, 2011; Pedersen, 2008, 2011). Critics 
argue that the alleged ‘win-win’ situation is, in fact, exploitative in nature. When 
employees are offered the chance to ‘become themselves’ in a workplace setting, 
whether this entails becoming healthier, freer, happier, more spiritually 
enlightened, a painstaking quest to tease out the inner potentialities of the single 
individual in the name of productivity is set in course. These various management 
technologies have been characterized as forms of ‘neo-normative control’, and is 
seen as being representative of a historic change in management control (Fleming 
and Sturdy, 2009). The power of capital and management is no longer an external 
force, as was the case in the traditional bureaucracy (Weber, 2007; Walton, 1989). 
It does not even seek the conformity of the single individual employee to a 
common culture (Kunda, 1992; Casey, 1999; Willmott, 1993), but instead has 
developed into an existential mechanism rooted in the ability of employees to 
realize their own full potential by ‘just being themselves’ (Fleming and Sturdy, 
2009). However, implicit in all of this is a constant demand for the employee to 
become ‘someone else’: to realize their own full potential in accordance with an 
external norm (Cederström, 2011). As a consequence, the critical literature depicts 
employees as serving as mere cogs in the wheel of modern-day capitalism, left 
feeling perpetually guilty and facing the ever-present danger of suffering from self-
exploitation or stress-related breakdowns (Spicer, 2011; Pedersen, 2008). The 
possibility of resistance is considered to be a frantic gesture, a decaf resistance or 
an act of cynicism, which serves yet another source of productivity, holding no 
currency or implying no power to make a change (Contu, 2008; Johnsen et al., 
2009; Fleming and Spicer, 2003, 2008; Maravelias, 2007). 

The ambition of this article is to challenge and reorient this HRM critique, thus 
joining forces with those engaged in the ongoing, self-reflexive debates on the 
status of critique within critical management studies (Fournier and Grey, 2000; 
Adler, 2008; Spicer et al., 2009; Hartman, 2014; Wickert and Schaefer, 2015). 
Doubts and regrets have been aired widely as to whether or not CMS critique may 
in fact live up to its inherent ambition of reversing and making an impact on 
current management rhetoric and practice. As argued by Spicer et al. (2009), there 
is a need for critical scholars to engage more closely with the management 
practices under study and thus refrain from adopting the common stance and 
shying away from a means-ends logic in knowledge production, refusing to deliver 
alternatives to HR managers and remaining ‘anti-performative’ (Spicer et al., 
2009). A ‘cynical distance’ is upheld (Ibid.: 542). Adler speaks of a certain 
‘complacency’ within CMS (Adler, 2008) and Hartman adds to this by pointing 
out that the habitual preference of critical scholars to adopt inaccessible 
philosophical theories and styles of writing is the main problem (Hartman, 2014). 
‘CMS satisfies itself with attempts to shock the mainstream out of its ideological 
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slumber’ (Spicer et al., 2009: 542). As such, the divide between practice and 
critique widens. 

While the distance between critics and practice is often framed as being the main 
problem, the mimetic tendencies shared by HRM discourses and CMS critique 
have remained largely unaddressed. As this article will argue, in the context of the 
neo-normative analyses of employee authenticity at work, it is proximity, as much 
as distance, that forms an obstacle to critique being politically and practically 
relevant. Accordingly, neo-normative critique may not serve to counter capitalism, 
but in fact support its very machinery. The divide becomes an indiscernible crack.  

A possible response to the double-edged challenge of distance and proximity 
within CMS critique could be a renewed, yet classical, focus on the organization of 
work. When the analysis and critique of authenticating management programs are 
situated within specific organizational settings, it serves to de-dramatize and re-
contextualize the widely-held preoccupation with control; to specify often-
abstracted individual identities and to question the explanatory power attributed to 
ideology within CMS. Acknowledging the organization of work in the critical 
analysis of management may produce less-entertaining analyses, but it offers 
specification, which may very well be the antidote to both sophisticated critique 
and high-flying HRM rhetoric. 

In order to present this argument, the article proceeds in two subsequent steps. 
First, following the work of Gabriel (1999, 2001), the ongoing preoccupation with 
control within CMS is addressed, and it is argued that this preoccupation still 
seems to ‘blind us’. Using Gabriel as a catalyst in this critical reading, the focus 
will be on the theoretical repertoire and assumptions at play within the debate on 
neo-normative control and employee authenticity (Fleming, 2009; Fleming and 
Sturdy, 2009; Cederström, 2011; Spicer 2011; Pedersen, 2011; Cederstöm and 
Fleming, 2012; Cederström and Spicer, 2015). While this debate really only 
includes a few scholars, their voices have succeeded in establishing quite a solid 
and continuous discourse, crosscutting a range of journals, as well as finding its 
way into the public debate. Furthermore, these scholars have continued to address 
the long-standing controversy related to the essential triad of CMS: control, 
resistance and identity, thus also extending beyond the specific neo-normative 
debates. 

Second, an alternative approach to HRM analysis and critique is proposed. This 
alternative finds its inspiration in a recent effort to bring the organization of work 
back to organization and management theory (Barley and Kunda, 2001; du Gay 
and Vikkelsø, 2012, 2014; Vikkelsø, 2015; Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015). Following from 
this particular ‘stance’, classical yet mundane concerns such as the work task, work 
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roles and work coordination become decisive contextual components in the 
analysis of HRM programs. The potential of this approach is then shown in the 
analysis of a spiritual program made available to social workers in the Danish 
Probation Service. The analysis first shows how authenticating management 
techniques are organizationally embedded and are highly fragile activities, a far cry 
from the well-oiled machinery of neo-normative control and self-capitalization. 
Second, it suggests that attending to the mundane challenges of everyday work 
organization is as important to the critical and political project of CMS as is 
attending to the latest management discourses. 

‘Mordantly entertaining’ 

Capitalist and management critique is no longer the exclusive concern of 
academics; it has become fashionable among a wider public (Piketty, 2014; 
Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005; Cederström and Fleming, 2012; Cederström and 
Spicer, 2015). Indeed, it seems that the more entrapped and cynical the take on our 
current circumstances the better. Reading the endorsements of ‘Dead Man 
Working’ by Cederström and Fleming (2012), it is difficult not to sense the almost 
masochistic pleasure invoked: 

Cederström and Fleming’s brilliant dark and witty book tells us the truth. Working 
in our sleep? Dressing up as infants? Deprivation tank addiction? Fitness centers? 
Suicide? Email? If you didn’t already know what work has made you become then 
this book might have a devastating effect on your life. Read it! (Simon Critchley, 
Hans Jonas Professor, New School for Social Research) […] The book is mordantly 
entertaining. (Stephen Poole, The Guardian) 

Building on the academic research and publications of the two authors, the book 
describes vigorously, and entertainingly, how the widespread focus on individual 
wellness, authenticity and fun at work can be seen not just as a matter of individual 
choice or a passing management fad, but, indeed, as emblematic of our current 
capitalist society. Similarly, reading ‘The Wellness Syndrome’ (Cederström and 
Spicer, 2015), the engagement of employees, students and mothers in various 
health and wellness practices is described, not simply as a matter of grooming 
individual well-being and health, but equally as practices in service of the 
persuasive yet invisible dynamic of modern capitalism. As individuals strive to 
become increasingly healthy, unique and authentic, they unwittingly become the 
indispensable ‘Other’ to capitalism. It is devastating news – but still a good read, 
as the reviewers suggest. While the critique presented is dark and paralytic, this is 
precisely why reading it is a thrilling experience overall. It really is ‘mordantly 
entertaining’. 
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The tendency to dramatize our shared misery is not just found in the popular 
versions of CMS. It shows up in many journal articles on the subject of 
authenticating management as well. According to Spicer (2011), drawing on 
psycho-analyst Basterra (2004), we live in ‘authenticity traps’ that keep us 
struggling against outside symbolic orders in order to become authentic, while at 
the same time failing to recognize that these very structures are the ones that give 
us a sense of authenticity. The situation is tragic and there is no way out. Similarly, 
Pedersen (2008) describes stress management programs as being based on the 
ability of the employee to constantly balance, or rather capitalize on, the inner 
tension between full engagement and a potential stress-related breakdown. As 
Pedersen argues, stress management feeds on the individual’s ability to engage 
productively in a constant ‘tune-in, break-down and re-boot’ – process, serving not 
to prevent stress in the first place, but to create a machinery of perpetual 
productivity, with the very stress breakdown as an integral component. Again, the 
point is dramatic, serving to show that to modern capitalism, there is no outside, 
no escape. Following Contu, when we seek to escape as individuals, even our 
various attempts at resistance are already part and parcel of the capitalist logic itself 
and thus amount to no more than what Contu has coined ‘decaf resistance’ (Contu, 
2008). A resistance without any real effect. 

This is not to say that scholars are not supposed to write passionately and in an 
engaged fashion about the dangers of our current circumstances. There is every 
reason to be suspicious when HR programs uncritically present the employment 
relationship as a matter of employee self-fulfillment. Yet, if critique is intended to 
highlight opportunities for change and to set out alternative routes, overly 
dramatized writings do not seem conducive to us escaping the ‘authenticity trap’. 

‘Blinded by control’ 

In an article published in 1999, Gabriel already addresses the gloomy tendency 
within critical management studies to focus primarily on the control aspects of 
organizations. Taking as his point of departure the still widely cited article by Casey 
(1999), in which the company and the form of control it relies on are likened to 
the normative and psychological pressures a of family context, Gabriel outlines the 
critical academic debate at the time - a debate, he argues, that revolves around a 
recurring ‘problematic’ with organizational control, identity and resistance as its 
cornerstones. According to Gabriel, the corporate control addressed by CMS 
scholars can be seen as ‘totalizing’, referring specifically to the attitude and focus 
of the critical scholars themselves. Calling the preoccupation with control an 
expression of a ‘metaphysical pathos’ (Gabriel, 1999: 194), Gabriel argues that 
control has become ‘totalizing’ in so far as academics themselves have been 
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‘blinded by the discourses of control and surveillance’ (Ibid.: 192), as if control were 
the only concern worth mentioning in the analysis of organizations. Gabriel 
reflects: 

That our lives are controlled by diverse forces operating both on us and through us 
cannot be doubted. That our lives can be reduced to these forces in a totalitarian 
gloom runs against what history has to tell us. (Ibid.: 192) 

Sixteen years later, the debate on control has only been amplified (Mumby, 2005; 
Fleming and Spicer, 2008). Control comes in various forms: those running the 
gamut from bureaucratic to normative, as well the recent addition of the notion of 
neo-normative control (Fleming and Sturdy, 2009, 2011). Equally, critical 
researchers have found that control appears in a variety of combinations, as 
bureaucratic forms of control are not simply superseded by normative and neo-
normative variations. Forms of control are analyzed in order to unravel their 
specific co-existences. Forms of control are seen as ‘hybrids’ (Fleming and Sturdy, 
2011; Callaghan and Thompson, 2001), as ‘cages in tandem’ (Kärreman and 
Alvesson, 2004; Kärreman et al., 2006). Basically, the overall message is that 
organizational control is becoming more and more pervasive and, as a result, more 
difficult to resist. According to a more recent article by Gabriel, the control 
discourse has grown into ‘a safe haven’ for researchers, as well as a commodity 
that circulates in the market (Gabriel, 2001). Much the same as with ‘The Wellness 
Syndrome’ and ‘Dead Man Working’, here critique has become an aesthetic 
product, applauded for its ability to be ‘mordantly entertaining’.  

De-contextualized critique 

When control becomes the primary focus, it diminishes the capacity of critical 
analyses to take into account other important aspects of organizational life. Indeed, 
the organization itself disappears from view. As pointed out by Gabriel, within 
CMS, the organization tends to be conceptualized as a ‘symbolic universe’, in 
which the control of individual desires and drives has become a key issue, whereas 
economic and political features have lost traction (Gabriel, 1999: 188). This 
diagnosis quite closely mirrors the recent critical studies of authenticating 
management programs: they too, are set within a contextual vacuum, as the 
organization is often overlooked or treated as an empty and unspecified container. 
In a recent special issue of Work, Employment and Society entitled ‘Managerial 
control and workplace regimes’ (2010), the editors, specifically referring to the 
debate on neo-normative control, note that: 

[t]here is a recurrent danger of focusing on control practices and mechanisms 
themselves (or surveillance in the context of call centres), in relative isolation from 
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the contextual conditions and characteristics that give them meaning. (Thompson 
and Van den Broek, 2010: 9) 

Gabriel discusses the de-contextualization of critique using broad-stroke labels 
such as ‘post-modernism’, ‘plural perspectives’ and ‘anti-essentialism’. With no 
clear directions and fixed normativities, critique finds itself multiplying endlessly, 
in an ‘unfettered unfolding of fantasy’ (Gabriel, 2001: 27). While these post-
modern characteristics certainly form part of the picture, fixed normativities are, 
however, not entirely absent within neo-normative critique. On the contrary, there 
is a quite consistent preoccupation with ideology as a structural explanatory force. 

Ideology trumps 

Neo-normative analysis often starts, and ends, with the same overall agenda: 
unraveling the workings and pitfalls of the ideologies underpinning modern day 
capitalism. As stressed by Cederström and Spicer, ‘[o]ur concern in this book is 
not with wellness per se. Our concern is how wellness has become an ideology’ 
(Cederström and Spicer, 2015: 3). Equally, as Fleming (2009) sets out to critically 
address the latest tendency among managers to ‘corporatize’ employees’ personal 
authenticity, he states his objective as follows: 

My objective in writing this book is to develop a kind of ideology critique whereby 
the appearance of this discursive practice is unpacked to reveal half-hidden 
structures, contradictions, and even unintended opportunities for real progressive 
change. (Fleming, 2009: viii) 

Just a page later Fleming continues: 

I will argue that difference, diversity and the sui generis of individual actualization 
become expressive instruments that reinforce the conservative politics of 
accumulation. (Ibid.: ix) 

Irrespective of the specific empirical focus (health, fun-programs, spirituality, etc.) 
the aim is to discover the more or less hidden ideological structures at work 
beneath the surface, feeding the accumulative and exploitative logic of capitalism. 
Under the label of neo-normative control, what has been added to this otherwise 
classical structural reading and critique of capitalism is that the previous 
distinction between labor and life is no longer sustainable. Rather, life itself has 
become a component of the production apparatus. As Fleming states: ‘[…] it is this 
imaginary outsideness that capital relies upon to sustain its own rhythms’ (Ibid.: 
117). Treating the ideologies of modern capitalism as the overall framework, or 
rather the underlying mechanism and explanatory force, is, however, what 
generates the insensitivity towards the specificities of different programs and their 
organizational contexts. Following Ekman (2012), CMS is often cast as a story of 
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‘the usual suspects’, implying highly predefined roles, with ‘capitalism, managers, 
instrumental goals and control’ as the bad guys, and the employees as the 
subjugated party, with the normative promise of liberation and autonomy on the 
horizon (Ibid.: 22). In CMS analysis, managers as well as employees participate in 
what is an already tightly choreographed game of ideological control, with no 
apparent alternatives (see also Mogensen, 2012). However, even ideological forces 
appear in context. 

Generic identities  

In the article by Fleming and Sturdy (2009), in which the notion of ‘neo-normative 
control’ is framed for the first time, the authors do recognize that types of control 
are, and should be, studied as tightly linked to the specific work context under 
study. Referring to the dominant focus on identity prevalent within the critical 
literature, they self-critically reflect: 

The focus on identity appears to be impoverished if it does not also correspond with 
task, job and role autonomy/creativity. Indeed, we may expect different employee 
responses in different contexts. (Ibid.: 580). 

In the quote, the authors thus appreciate that studying control systems in a high 
school and those in a high-tech company is not the same. Since the contexts, as 
well as the ‘occupational status’ of the individuals under study, are so disparate, 
the interplay between identity and control cannot be considered to be generic. In 
principle, they invite to nuance the otherwise set choreography of ideology critique. 
While the importance of the organizational context is honored as a general stance, 
however, it remains largely absent from the analysis. Despite the differentiation 
according to classical sociological parameters, individuals are analyzed primarily 
in relation to the management program itself. In effect, the exclusive focus on 
managerial discourses and control renders the analysis unable to situate the notion 
of neo-normative control within a particular context, and consequently makes it 
impossible to differentiate between contexts, as well as between identities, 
including both employees and managers. 

Returning to the quote by Fleming in which he argues how individual actualization 
is something that is sui generis, existing beyond any kind of questioning and 
politics, his statement becomes paradoxically emblematic; not only to modern 
capitalism, but equally to its critics. While the critics blame capitalist ideology for 
having turned individual self-actualization into a mere instrument of 
accumulation, they should also be pointing the finger toward themselves. The 
individuals in their critical analyses are never treated as having any other 
possibility available to them than staying self-actualizing individuals, sui generis. In 
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other words, they remain abstracted and unspecified individuals, defined by 
ideological forces and characterized by the universal ability to self-actualize. This 
approach, in effect, mimics the very management discourses the critics aim to 
subvert. This is where high flying ideology critique collapses into mimesis.  

Now the question is what might the alternative outset be for critique? In the work 
of Gabriel, psychoanalysis and the ‘struggling, interacting, feeling, thinking and 
suffering subject’ (Gabriel, 1999: 179) is suggested as an alternative analytical 
starting point. In light of the above, however, this does not seem a viable solution. 
Despite the current hype around the (re-)introduction of Lacan to organization 
theory (Cederström and Hoedemaeker, 2010; Contu et al., 2010; Fotaki et al., 
2012), when psychoanalysis is applied to authenticating management techniques, 
we still seem blinded. As we are invited to unearth the fantasies of modern work 
life, the focus on the symbolic imaginaries of abstracted employee subjects tends 
to produce the very same problems identified above (see Cederström, 2011). 
Furthermore, moving critique even further into Lacanian controversies and the 
psychodynamics of the individual simply serves to nurture the unfortunate 
mimetic tendency within neo-normative critique to turn the individual subject into 
the abstracted, yet prime nexus and battleground for both management discourse 
and management critique. The antidote and possible road ahead suggested here 
takes the work organization as its analytical starting point, thus targeting both the 
drama, the de-contextualized critique and the abstracted individual identities 
caught up in self-actualization. 

A way forward: Bringing work organization back in  

Within organization theorizing, there is a nascent interest in the reintroduction of 
the organization. This may seem odd, but it relates to the historical fact that 
increasingly, the organization as a formalized and purposeful entity has 
disappeared from organization theory (Barley and Kunda, 2001; Vikkelsø, 2015; 
Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015; du Gay and Vikkelsø, 2012, 2014, 2016). According to 
Barley and Kunda, regrettably, the acknowledgement of the intimate link between 
the organization and work, characteristic of the historical lineage of organization 
theory, no longer holds traction in the field (Barley and Kunda, 2001: 76). 
Theorizing and analyzing the organization as an entity with an identifiable 
purpose in terms of a primary task (whether this task is the production of toilet 
paper or providing counselling) requiring specific organizational measures in 
terms of division of labor, specification of work and work roles, choice of 
management, etc. has fallen out of favor. While concern with the proper 
organization of work was dominant among early organizational theorists (Taylor, 
1967; Weber, 2007; Barnard, 1938; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967; Trist and 
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Bamforth, 1951), today, the organization as an object of study has changed. Using 
verbs instead of nouns (Weick, 1979), organizations are conceptualized as 
processes of ‘organizing’; as the product of social constructions and ongoing sense-
making; as a defocused entity with no clear boundaries, defined in terms of a 
plurality of concepts like ‘discourse’, ‘power’ and ‘subjectivity’ (Lopdrup-Hjorth, 
2015: 450). Indeed, as an object of study, the organization has increasingly become 
‘symbolic’ (Gabriel, 1999). As Vikkelsø argues, the research agenda that goes 
along with this is increasingly characterized by a ‘critical disposition’, at the 
expense of the classical and mundane aspects of work organization: ‘[…] “task” and 
“purpose” are rejected as self-evident matters and displaced by analyses of power 
plays that can and should be critiqued’ (Vikkelsø, 2015: 423). Without going further 
into the historical reasons for this development, a political unease in response to 
the instrumental rationality and ‘life-crushing facets’ of organizations, as well as a 
skepticism of the positivist and functional approach in classic organization theory 
have been critical in producing this development (Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015: 447, 451; 
du Gay, 2000, Hartman, 2014). Lopdrup-Hjorth (2015) goes so far as to refer to a 
veritable ‘organization phobia’. According to Lopdrup-Hjorth, the current dismay 
within critical organization theory, including CMS, is, in fact, related to the turn 
away from organizations as functional systems. The political ambition in 
organization theorizing to adopt ‘a critical dispostion’, implying a rejection of 
instrumental rationality and ‘putting the human centre stage’ (Vikkelsø, 2015: 
423), has left this very same human in a vacuum. As argued by Barley and Kunda, 
neglecting the study of organizations without relating this to specific work 
activities has serious consequences when it comes to our current understanding 
of modern forms of organizing: ‘[…] until our images of work are updated, efforts 
at specifying postbureaucratic forms will continue to be seriously hampered’ 
(Barley and Kunda, 2001: 77). As is the argument here, this also has important 
implications when it comes to critique. When management critique no longer 
involves a notion of the organization of work, the ability to represent the reality 
and identities of key actors – employees and managers – is diminished. As argued 
by du Gay and Vikkelsø (2012), being able to pose critique and intervene in 
organizations requires specificity. It requires a closer look at the ‘practical realities’ 
of organizations (Vikkelsø, 2015), analytically implying that once again concepts 
such as ‘work task’, ‘work coordination’ and ‘work roles’ become important 
conceptual outsets for organizational theorists, critical or otherwise.  

Following this classical and also quite pragmatic stance, the analysis presented 
below has been conducted with the aim of firmly situating the discursive and 
ideological underpinnings of a spiritual program within the specific work 
organization in which it appears. The analysis specifies the effects of a meditation 
program by relating it to the purpose, work tasks and work coordination 
characteristic of the Probation Services, as well as to the particular people working 
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there in terms of their roles, relationships, responsibilities and, not least, the 
concerns they have in relation to their work situation. By asking how the program, 
‘Project Peace’, was taken up by employees and management and how it was 
related to the specific organization of work, we are able to specify and thus qualify 
the kinds of effects – negative or otherwise – that we may claim emerge from the 
introduction of an authenticating management program. 

The analysis is divided into two parts. The first lays out the overall intentions and 
discourse of the program, as well as the reactions of the employees vis-à-vis the 
program. In many respects, this follows the dimensions normally accounted for 
within a critical neo-normative analysis, having as its primary focus the 
relationship between the program and the individual. As a consequence, the 
employees in this section are not differentiated, but are aggregated under the 
common category ‘employees’. The second part then sets out to show what 
happens when we analyze the meditation program, as well as the employees, 
beyond the scope of neo-normative critique, situating both within the work setting 
of the Probation Services. It proceeds by discerning three displacements as a 
consequence of the proposed alternative analytical perspective: 1) from generic 
identities to specific tasks and work roles 2) From work as life to work or life, and 
finally 3) from powerful to powerless management. 

Method and the search for black swans  

This analysis is based on qualitative data (interviews and documents) on a 
meditation program initiated by the Danish Probation Services (DPS). The 
primary focus of the data collection was to evaluate ‘Project Peace’, seeking to 
uncover the managerial intentions behind its implementation, the methods 
employed and how employees experienced the program. Due to the author’s 
general interest in work environment, questions pertaining to the conditions of 
work were included in the interview design. All in all, eight interviews were 
conducted. First, an initial interview with an employee and a manager was held in 
order to become acquainted with the context of the Probation Services and the 
particular challenges employees faced that were associated with stress, which the 
mediation program was aiming to address. The intentions behind the 
implementation of the meditation program and the methods used were then 
investigated by interviewing the external consultant (a peace-to-mind therapist) 
involved in the project, as well as the responsible HR professional in the 
directorate. Documents including the peace-to-mind website, as well as documents 
and power points used for communication by the HR department and the 
consultants working with the local probation offices were also included in the 
dataset. To understand the ‘effects’ of the program at the local level, group 
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interviews of employees were conducted across three different probation offices. 
The groups consisted of between three and eight people and included both social 
workers and administrative staff. Local managers at each site were interviewed 
and, finally, two non-participants were interviewed over the phone in an effort to 
get an impression of why they chose not to participate. With the exception of the 
interview with the HR professional, all interviews were subsequently transcribed. 
Finally, the author herself conducted a participant observation in the context of a 
peace-to mind treatment offered by an external consultant/therapist. The empirical 
material would no doubt have been strengthened had it also included close 
observations of everyday work and management; unfortunately, however, this was 
not possible. For the purposes of this article, the data presented here is still valid, 
as the interviews give us valuable insights into the mundane, yet decisive aspects 
of the work and its organization within the Probation Services. 

As the data collection preceded the ambition to write this article, one cannot speak 
of a strategic choice of case (Flyvbjerg, 2004). As a state-run bureaucracy, however, 
it does provide us with a case that is more likely to contrast to the post-bureaucratic 
discourse of the meditation program; the role and status of the employee and work 
being the most poignant examples. As shown in the analysis, the Danish Prison 
and Probation Services works according to a rather classical, Weberian divide 
between personality/life and office. As such, the powerlessness of the meditation 
program could be explained by a clash between a strong bureaucratic mode of 
organization and a post-bureaucratic discourse less potent. As indirect support for 
this argument, the CMS critique around normative and neo-normative control has 
often taken knowledge work, consultancies and other classical, post-bureaucratic 
organizations as their empirical points of departure (Kunda, 1992; Alvesson and 
Willmott, 2002; Kärreman and Alvesson, 2004; Costas and Fleming, 2009).  

Yet, in terms of this article’s main argument and its concern with re-
contextualizing critique in HRM using close studies of work and its organization, 
the main justification for the choice of case study is methodological and analytical 
in character. It is based on the question of whether or not it succeeds at providing 
sufficient insight into not only management discourses, but also the specific work 
being done and its related organizational efforts. As argued in the critical reading 
above, in many cases empirical studies of neo-normative control are hardly 
situated at all, given their primary focus on management discourses and ideology. 
Following from this, even the studies situated within classical bureaucratic 
organizations, whether call centers or public schools (Fleming and Sturdy, 2009, 
2011; Kärreman et al., 2006), fail to produce conclusions that depart from the 
analysis of their post-bureaucratic counterparts. As argued elsewhere (Mogensen, 
2012), judging the quality of the critical analysis requires us to ask whether or not 
the data and the theoretical framework actually allow the analysis to extend beyond 
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the powers already assumed by ideology and managerial discourse. Does it move 
beyond the ‘usual supsects’ (Ekman, 2012)? If not, the choice of case organization 
– bureaucratic or otherwise – seems less important. Despret (2006) suggests that 
we let the field ‘resist’, and uses the study of sheep as an illustrative example, while 
Popper (1992/1959) chose the image of the black swan. No matter which animal 
analogy you prefer, the principle of falsification is the same. In other words, the 
quality and validity of a case study, including this one, depends on whether or not 
its empirical and analytical focus actually allow the field of study (authenticating 
management programs) to appear different – black instead of white – in order to 
create the possibility of extending beyond the accepted wisdom of CMS critique. 

The Probation Services and ‘Project Peace’ 

The main purpose of the Probation Services is to supervise and support parolees, 
as well as clients that have been sentenced to community service, electronic 
tagging or treatment. While prison officers are the professional group within the 
Prison and Probation Services at large who have the most challenging work 
environment (Prison and Probation Services, 2015), general budget cuts and an 
increased workload, including an increase in potentially risky house calls brought 
about by an increase in the use of electronic tagging, has strained social workers 
within the Probation Offices considerably, as well. Furthermore, clients are 
generally considered to have become more complex and demanding, an issue that 
has increased the need for more elaborate and often difficult collaboration with the 
psychiatric system and other public authorities. As a consequence, sick-leave 
statistics show increase in short term illness in particular. ‘Project Peace’ was a 
seven-week program initiated by the central HR department of the Danish Prison 
and Probation Services and was run by the external consultancy firm ‘Peace-to-
Mind’. The program’s aim was to decrease stress among employees of the 
Probation Services and addressed counsellors in particular. Using individual 
healing and so-called peace-to-mind-treatments in combination with group 
meditation, employees were offered the chance to (re)connect to their ‘inner 
peace’. As it is put in the official presentation:  

The Peace to Mind Treatment helps employees recreate contact with their inner 
peace; a contact that will lead to greater happiness as well as performance both in 
their private life and their work life.  

During a peace-to-mind session, the employee would spend the 30-minute 
treatment lying on a fold-out treatment table, covered with a blanket, while the 
therapist would sit at the top end of the table holding her hands on either side of 
the employee’s head without making contact, yet transferring her peace to the body 
of the client. If necessary, the client was invited to start the session by voicing a 
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particular concern or, afterward to briefly discuss the experiences and thoughts 
that may have come up during the session. Outside of this, not many words were 
spoken. The treatment was offered during work hours. The group meditation, on 
the other hand, was held after work and lasted one-and-a-half hours, commencing 
at 4:00 pm. The locale, a large meeting room with chairs set up in a circle set the 
scene. First, the group of employees would be introduced to a specific meditation 
technique: body scanning, visualization, mental travel or specific breathing 
exercises. Next, they were offered the opportunity to try it out and share their 
experiences within the group afterward. They were then prompted to go home and 
practice the different techniques between sessions. A variety of techniques were 
offered in an effort to increase the likelihood that the employees found a method 
that matched their specific preferences in order to strengthen the ‘self-help’ aspect 
of Project Peace:  

The goal is for both employees and the offices to become self-reliant – that they are 
able to restore the peace and focus that characterizes the optimal employee, even 
after the collaboration with Peace to Mind has ended. 

Authenticating techniques and individualized responsibility 

The employees interviewed were generally very positive about the program. This 
was confirmed in the official final evaluation carried out among the 130 
participants and it came through in the group interviews, as well. One of the initial 
challenges the program faced, especially in relation to the peace-to-mind 
treatment, was that it was considered to be somewhat mystical in nature. When 
the employees described their initial reactions, terms like ‘mumbo-jumbo’, 
‘hippie’ and ‘flaky’ were used and associations to popular TV programs on 
exorcism were made. However, with only a few exceptions, the participants said 
that they managed to let go of their initial skepticism. The ‘mystical’ nature of the 
program notwithstanding, the simple act of lying on the bench made them feel 
extraordinarily relaxed and calm. It was ‘super nice’, as one employee put it, while 
another had the feeling of being ‘in seventh heaven’. Still another referred to a 
sense of ‘coming home’.  

When asked about specific effects of the program as they pertained to their work 
situation, the employees had a harder time articulating their views. Taking the 
results of the group interviews as a whole, however, it is clear that the program was 
generally considered to offer a kind of ‘protective shield’ against stress. As one 
employee explains: 

I was going to do a presentation and all… and when I was sitting on the highway, I 
thought [breathes in loudly]: Breathe! I can’t get there any faster anyway. And that 
was really helpful, since stress was just about to creep up on me. 
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Knowing how to breathe in this way helped the employee to avoid becoming 
overwhelmed by stress. She was able to defend herself against it using the 
breathing exercises she learned. As a result, it also makes her feel safer. She 
continues: 

Well, I think it makes you calmer – that you know you have these tools to grab, if 
you end up in situations like that. This is certainly what makes me feel safer; that 
you are not in unknown territory if all of a sudden you find yourself in some kind 
of trouble. 

The simple breathing technique is seen as a handy tool, something the employees 
carry with them ‘in their back pocket’. As another employee puts it, ‘[it is] ready to 
use when needed’. In line with this, a therapist is cited as saying that meditation 
is like saving money; it is a way to ‘put energy in the bank’. Meditating on a regular 
basis makes employees better equipped to resist external pressure, so the 
argument goes. Taking an aggregate look at the attitudes of the employees vis-à-
vis the program, the employees seemed generally positive about it, as they 
gradually accepted the core of the program: the idea of the responsible employee 
who is able to self-help in response to stress and to self-reflexively evaluate the 
effects according to the authority of their own experience.  

Speaking with the therapist, she readily confirmed this program discourse. While 
I was curious to know whether some employees might have felt overwhelmed by 
this level of intimacy in a work setting, the therapist assured me that this was not 
the case with Project Peace. As it was 100 % tailor made to each individual 
employee, it rarely led to situations that brought people out of their comfort zones. 
‘What happens is exactly what you need today’, she emphasized. Referring to 
herself as a ‘medium’, the therapist explained that the ‘truth’ about what happens 
is sanctioned by the client him or herself. Contrasting her work to that of a 
psychologist, the therapist did not define her ‘professionalism’ in terms of a 
specific body of knowledge, but rather in her ability to sense the client´s needs. 
She added, ‘[…] it is your responsibility. It is your life. I am simply helping you’. 
As such, the program provided individuals with a mirror, leaving both the nature 
of the stress, as well as possible solutions to specific problems to be determined by 
the ability and will of the single employee him or herself to self-monitor and self-
heal.  

From this, one could, indeed, conduct a critical analysis along the lines of neo-
normative control: ‘Project Peace’ is about controlling the productive resources of 
the employee by letting the employee ‘become themselves’. Indeed, Pedersen’s 
(2008) description of the perpetual machinery of stress-management, tuning in, 
breaking down and rebooting, comes fairly close to the description above. 
However, adhering to this analysis would mean ignoring other relevant aspects of 
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the empirical data. It would be but one side of the story. In discussing the 
intentions and effects of the meditation program with the employees, mundane 
aspects of work and work organization popped up continuously, reminding us that 
work stress and its possible solutions cannot be reduced to a relationship between 
management programs and generic authentic employees. Though both do play a 
role, they do so in a way that is inevitably situated, shaped and also displaced by 
the specific work task and work organization at hand, which calls for analysis and 
critique that takes this into account.  

From generic identities to specific tasks and work roles 

The main target of the meditation program was the counsellors within the Danish 
Probation Services (DPS), but interviewees in the group interviews, appointed by 
local managers, also consisted of administrative staff who had participated in the 
program. Rather than being a problem, the mixed groups helped clarify the 
importance of the division and coordination of work in relation to the program, as 
well as to work stress.  

Counsellors carry out the primary task of the Probation Services, namely 
monitoring and supporting clients when they are on conditional probation. 
Typically, clients are required to visit the counsellors’ office once every two weeks 
in order to follow up on their action plan, which specifies the parameters of what 
is normally a two-year probation period, as appointed by the judicial system. In 
spite of the increasing number of administrative procedures and political/legal 
demands on case processing that have been introduced, including, for example, a 
checklist-guideline for conducting ‘motivating conversations’, the counsellors’ 
work is characterized by the reliance on professional judgement and a high degree 
of autonomy around work planning. While the counsellors tended to describe their 
work as being unpredictable as a result of the close relationship they have with 
complex clients, they remain flexible and define the content and flow of their work 
themselves, creating their own schedules and also working from home every once 
in a while. 

The administrative staff, on the other hand, work in a supporting role vis-à-vis the 
counsellors. Administrative tasks are often ‘produced’ and defined by the 
counsellors, as they ask admin staff to inquire about important information with 
collaborators (prison institutions, lawyers, the municipality, the psychiatric 
system) in relation to their clients. Furthermore, admin staff work out of open 
offices and have a shared responsibility to be available at certain time intervals 
during the day when phones are open for incoming calls and clients show up at 
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the front desk. Their work and the execution of their work is, thus, far less flexible, 
as it is more dependent on others.  

As becomes obvious from the information presented above, employees in the DPS 
are not generic individuals. When analytically attending to their work and their 
mutual work coordination, they become particular kinds of professionals with 
different types of tasks, roles and, not least, different conditions in terms of the 
coordination of work. These differences have a proximate effect when it comes to 
the meditation program, but they also produce fairly different work environments. 
In relation to the former, both counsellors and admin staff were prompted to 
meditate during work hours, but due to the nature of their work and its 
organization, the two professional groups faced very different situations. A 
dialogue between a counsellor and an admin staff went as follows: 

Counsellor: With regard to the mornings […] you have expressed that while I go up 
to my office and just shut my door, you are not able to do the same. 

Admin staff: No I can’t. It will take its toll on my colleagues… Even if I just have to 
go down to the bathroom, I have to announce: “I’m just going to run to the 
bathroom”. 

Given the flexibility of her work, the counsellor is able to decide for herself when 
she wants to take time for meditation and also has the facilities that allow her to 
do so: a single office and a door to close. This is, however, not an option for the 
admin staff. Their work tasks are beyond their control and are highly dependent 
on coordination with colleagues. In this setting, obviously, individual meditation 
practices become an organizational impossibility, as even taking time off to go to 
the restroom is seen as an obstacle in terms of the completion of daily work. 
Relating this to the power – or powerlessness – of the meditation program, 
adequate explanations will have to extend beyond the program discourse and the 
individual. Whether these employees take on the program identity, reliably doing 
their mediation, or are unable to do so, the reasons can and should be found as 
much in work and its organization as in the program discourse and the individual. 
This begs a shift in our analytical focus from identities and self-work of the 
individual, to organizational and collective concerns such as the character, 
distribution and coordination of work.  

From work as life to work or life 

An important assumption within neo-normative critique is the idea that 
authenticating management programs are set in place and act as productivity 
enhancing devices. Across the Probation Offices, employees confirmed that they 
have become better in prioritizing assignments, able to juggle more assignments 
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at a time, and to remain more ‘cool-headed’ when facing conflicts at work. Thus, 
apart from acting as a protective shield against stress, the meditation program was 
also experienced as supporting productivity, i.e. the ability of the employees to 
more effectively handle the general increase in number and complexity of cases in 
a normal workday. In this sense, the official win-win approach of increasing 
worker well-being and productivity simultaneously seemed to be readily 
reproduced. However, taking into consideration other statements made during 
employee and management interviews, the program was also seen as being in 
competition with demands of everyday work. This became particularly evident 
during discussions of the possibility of sustaining the meditation practice after the 
program. As a counsellor states: 

When you reach the time of day where you might need it [meditation], it’s also when 
you realize: “my god, I only have two hours left before I go home”. Then you don´t 
manage to do it. 

The work situation as it stands makes it very difficult for both counsellors and 
admin staff to prioritize meditation, even if busy times are exactly when meditation 
is most needed. As one employee succinctly puts it, ‘one also wants to go home’. 
One of the managers supports this position by expressing her concern that the 
program is, in fact, not alleviating work stress of her employees, but actually 
making things worse: 

Many employees have a lot of overtime, which makes it [the meditation program] 
less appropriate. It is just adding things on. It becomes a vicious circle 

Another manager reflects a similar concern by bluntly stating: 

Well, you cannot meditate your way to everything. Now, a couple of extra hands here 
and there? That I wouldn’t mind. 

In line with what was conveyed by the employees, the piles of work on desks, the 
workload present as a constant pressure at the DPS, are not considered to be 
resolved by the use of meditation. According to the managers, it is not peace to 
mind but man power that they are short of.  

In reading the critical literature, one of the most important characteristics of 
modern day capitalism that is identified is the blurring of life and work. Indeed, 
the whole mechanism of neo-normative control and authenticating self-techniques 
is based on the ability of the employee to set aside the distinction between life and 
work and bring into play highly personalized resources that were previously not 
considered relevant in a work place setting at all. Revisiting the employee quote 
above, this is related quite closely to the demarcation of work and its opposite. 
‘When there are only two hours left’, this employee goes home, leaving piles of 
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work behind. To her, work is measured in hours and when those seven-and-a-half 
hours have passed, work is over. No negotiations are had as to whether work could 
or should spill over into her private life. No blurring of the lines between work and 
non-work seems to take place. In fact, following both managers and employees 
they all agree on a very clear distinction between work and non-work. This is 
evidenced by the fact that in one of the departments, previous negotiations 
between employees and management have given employees 20 minutes every 
second day for optional recreational purposes. At one point, taking a walk was 
popular, but collectively, employees and management have decided to exchange 
this practice for meditation. The local manager is supportive of whatever activity 
the employees might chose and only stipulates that they are not allowed to use 
more than the allotted time. While respecting the choice of the individual 
employee, work is still measured and managed in terms of time. As she stresses:  

Officially one does not do things like that [meditating or walking] during work 
hours. You work when you are here. And that is what we do. Only now we have this 
old agreement, which we have expanded to involve meditation as another alternative 
to walking. 

The roles and responsibilities of the employees in the DPS are still framed in terms 
of a traditional concern for (work) time. As such, introducing meditation does not 
decisively blur the distinction between work and life, as modern capitalist ideology 
and neo-normative critics would have us believe. To both employees and 
management at the DPS, it seems, the work place is still considered a specific 
arena – separate from life – with a specific, yet limited set of responsibilities for 
employees and managers respectively. Those responsibilities may be negotiable, 
by giving employees the extraordinary right to spend 20 minutes of work time 
meditating, for example, yet the DPS is basically a classical bureaucratic 
organization, far from the unbounded and existential employment relationship 
described by CMS scholars. 

From powerful to powerless management  

Consequently, it becomes difficult to define Project Peace as simply a way for 
management to tap into and control the existential potential of the individual. 
Though, this might be the result if we stay with the program discourse; if we look 
at the managers in the DPS, an alternative storyline is supported. As we have seen 
above, local managers were largely on the same side as the employees, as they 
found the meditation program to be at odds with daily productivity demands. 
Furthermore, they appeared rather disconnected and far from powerful in relation 
to the program. This was not least due to the fact that Program Peace was run by 
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external consultants and that a confidentiality agreement between the external 
therapists and employees had been included in the project:  

In relation to collective meditation, the issues, experiences etc. that may arise in 
conversations during meditation sessions are covered by a mutual contract of 
confidentiality between employees and Peace-to-Mind therapists.  

Not being able or rather, not being allowed to know what was going on with their 
employees made it difficult for local managers to even become managers of the 
project: ‘what happens in there has a certain sacredness to it’, as one of the 
managers stated, at the same time expressing regret about his limited involvement. 
There was never any collective feedback, he explained. Reflecting on Project Peace 
was something that happened around the water cooler, as it was informally 
discussed and experiences were shared among employees. Thus, although local 
managers generally supported the project, they found themselves side-stepped by 
Project Peace. Compounding this, as the project was only economically able to 
offer the meditation program to a select few employees in the Probation Services, 
this made it even harder for local managers to integrate the program in their 
managerial portfolio. In this sense, the discourse of the authentic and self-
responsible individual informing Project Peace is shown to have an impact at the 
managerial level. Yet, it tended to leave managers weak rather than potent.  

To present this kind of analysis, however, requires a clear differentiation between 
the program discourse and the specific managers within the organization. In CMS 
analysis, as has been pointed out by Ekman (2012, 2014), the two are often 
mistaken as one and the same. In a recent edited collection on the Spirit of 
Capitalism, Ekman writes: 

In other words, my empirical data suggest that the ‘exploitation’ of authenticity 
discourses at work is practiced by employees as much as by management and 
organizations, and that the ensuing vulnerability is distributed across the manager-
employee distinction rather than along it. (Ekman, 2014: 304) 

While authenticity discourses might exploit workers, workers may also seek to 
exploit the potentialities of the ambiguous and undetermined work settings (see 
also Maravelias, 2007). Or as was the case here, authenticating management 
programs aimed at enhancing worker well-being and productivity concurrently 
may have only little to do with specific managers. The relationship between 
managers and managerial discourses cannot be presupposed. It requires specific 
empirical investigation. In the case of the Probation Services, the relationship 
between the spiritual program and the specific managers is revealed to be feeble, 
as are the managerial powers, thus situating Project Peace fairly far away from the 
power storyline of neo-normative control. 
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Conclusion 

This article challenges the standpoints in the current battleground of neo-
normative HRM critique by highlighting the limits imposed by its recurrent focus 
on control, ideology, and employee identities. While the critique might produce 
highly dramatic and thrilling analyses, they are often too abstracted from specific 
organizational contexts and the organizational actors under study.  

As a consequence, the critical analyses tend to overestimate the importance and 
power of managerial programs, leaving readers entertained, but also paralyzed. 
Paradoxically, by focusing on managerial programs, ideology and employee 
identities without situating them within a specific organizational context, we risk 
mimicking and even support the machinery of authenticating management 
programs, as they feed from the very same abstracted ideas of organizations and 
self-actualizing individuals. The renewed performative role of CMS, as called for 
by Spicer, Alvesson and Kärreman thus comes to the forefront with an unpleasant 
twist. When neo-normative critique draws on a theoretical and discursive 
repertoire, which, in fact, mimics current HRM discourses, it leaves us with only 
a limited capacity to produce the ‘subversive mobilizations’ sought for (Spicer et 
al., 2009: 544). 

The antidote to this development within neo-normative critique, it is suggested, 
comes from the re-introduction of classical organization theory: the idea that the 
organization is a functional entity preoccupied with the division and coordination 
of tasks and work roles in relation to a specific purpose. Even if organizations are 
becoming more flexible, networked, unbounded, etc., making the work task harder 
to delineate as a principle of organizing (Hackman and Oldman, 2010), as pointed 
out by Barley and Kunda (2001), we should not allow for the historically intimate 
relationship between organization and work to disappear from organization theory 
and analysis altogether. 

First of all, as this analysis shows, when we focus on mundane features of every 
day work organization, such as work tasks, work coordination and work roles, 
claims as to the actual effects of authenticating management programs become 
decidedly more nuanced. Project Peace never becomes a story of the powerful and 
all-encompassing logic of modern capitalism. It is, however, a story of how the 
techniques and discourses of authenticity, despite their immediate resonance with 
the social workers in question, lack the power to be sustained. As such, this 
analysis suggests that authenticating management programs are highly feeble and 
may play out quite differently than the discourses, ideologies and managerial 
intentions supporting it might specify. In the Probation Services, at least, among 
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both employees and local managers, getting everyday work done seems more 
important and more powerful than becoming authentic. 

Second, what we, as critical management scholars, might gain from shifting our 
focus to a mundane interest in the organization of work, is the ability to get closer 
to the organizational reality that confronts the organizational actors of concern. In 
fact, what seems to be the most pressing issue to address within the Probation 
Services, given the current challenges of work stress, is not Project Peace. Rather, 
the most pressing issues from the perspective of the employees is the daily 
organization of work: matching workloads with work time and employee 
resources, finding new ways of coordinating work and addressing the current 
imbalances in the division of labor and coordination between counsellors and 
admin staff. While this certainly still involves the actions of management and 
managers, managerial ambition and scope – as well as the critical analysis that 
goes with it – will have to be radically reframed from a concern with nurturing and 
shaping ‘the authentic employee’, to more broadly supporting the organization of 
collaborative efforts to achieve common goals. A recourse to the basic tenets of 
Socio-Technical Systems theory, as it was initially developed from coal mining 
studies in the fifties (Trist and Bamforth, 1951) could serve as a source of 
inspiration. As they argued, taking care of the human relations of production, 
including the psycho-social well-being of the employees, calls for an integrated 
view of the organization: a detailed knowledge of the work task and its 
technical/organizational aspects, as well as the social dimensions relating to the 
interpersonal dynamics of work relationships. As argued by Mogensen (2012), 
rather than letting issues of work stress implode into the individual by reducing 
them to matters of authentic existence and self-identity, worker well-being may 
once again become linked to classical organizational, and indeed political, 
concerns of work tasks, workloads, work time and work responsibilities.  

Whether this analytical approach to HRM and HRM critique should be called an 
‘empirical stance’ (du Gay and Vikkelsø, 2014), ‘critical realism’ (Thompson, 
2004), or, indeed, ‘subversive functionalism’ (Hartman, 2014) is a matter of 
temperament. Of importance is the implied agenda for critical management 
scholars: to favor empirical sensitivity and a practical concern for the work people 
are actually doing and how they organize and coordinate their collective efforts. 
Certainly, this mundane version of work life and its managerial concerns and 
challenges might lack sophistication, entertainment, and drama, but it undeniably 
leads to a far less paralytic analysis and critique of modern day HRM, as it seeks to 
tap into the specific, everyday concerns of organizational actors.  
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Closing the HRM scholar-practitioner gap: 
Turning to the aesthetic experience in human 
resource selection∗ 

Iben Sandal Stjerne 

abstract 

HR selection practice seems to differ from the way much existing literature theorizes about 
it, where emphasis is placed on the rational and measurable aspects of selection, creating 
an HR science-practitioner gap. This paper seeks to address this gap by introducing 
aesthetics to selection, adding non-rational and non-measurable aspects by investigating 
how practitioners select for aesthetic skills in practice. This is done through a practice-
based study, emphasizing aesthetic experience in selection decisions made in situ in 
various projects within the Danish film industry. The findings of this paper show that 
aesthetic experience is inherently part of any selection decision, and that attempts to 
implement strictly rational means in practice cause confusion and inability to order 
candidates into a meaningful short list. These findings contribute to the debate about 
critical HRM by providing a more nuanced perspective on selection, seeking to close the 
gap between HRM practitioners and scholars. 
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Introduction 

This study seeks to challenge the way HR professionals and scholars think about 
HR selection, seeking to address the current gap between theory and the way HR 
practitioners practice employee selection. This links to the broader debate on 
managing the human, as human skills consist of more than that which can be 
measured through tests. The sparse theoretical insights on these matters is one 
essential explanation for the HR theory-practitioner gap (Rynes et al., 2002; Rynes 
et al., 2007; Bartunek and Rynes, 2014). The underlying assumption that HRM 
selection theory builds on is that of the human as a ‘resource’ that can be measured 
and managed in order to predict future job performance, however this has proven 
to be much more difficult in practice. Reducing the human to a measurable 
resource is a fallacy as it oversees the importance of aesthetics, a perspective that 
has increasingly been recognized in management literature (Springborg, 2010; 
Taylor and Ladkin, 2010; Springborg and Sutherland, 2014; Strati, 2010). 
Aesthetics is an essential and natural aspect of decision making in various work 
practices, such as medicine, firefighting, the armed services, law enforcement, 
airline traffic control and aviation (Langan-Fox and Vranic, 2011). It is also crucial 
in teaching practices (see for example Burke and Sadler-Smith, 2011; Kuhnle, 2011) 
or in the broader field of management executives (Sadler-Smith and Shefy, 2004), 
and not least in HRM practices (Caudron, 2001). 

In the past decades there has been an increasing professionalization of HRM 
practices in the western world (Bevort and Poulfelt, 2015). This has entailed a 
pressure to follow standard procedures, best-case practices and the use of tests (Iles 
and Robertson, 1995), based on validated methods provided by academics from 
the psychometric and competency based approaches, that are based on rational 
means. Likewise, there has been a theoretical push towards more test based HR 
selection (Lievens et al., 2002). Despite the illegitimacy of using informal selection 
practices, studies that look inside the practices of selection decisions show that HR 
professionals stubbornly emphasize the results from informal interviews when 
making selection decisions, compared to the results coming from the tests. This is 
despite research showing that using tests provides more valid results for retention 
(Highhouse, 2008; Lodato et al., 2011; Langhammer et al., 2012; Miles and Sadler-
Smith, 2014).  

Practitioner’s pretense of performing science-based selection, while deviating 
from this approach in the actual practices performed, have created a gap between 
practitioners and academics, making it difficult for a fruitful mutual learning 
process to take place (Bartunek and Rynes, 2014). More recently scholars have 
intended to bridge this gap by questioning if the formalized processes, such as 
rational and ‘one way fits all’, test based and ’best-case practice’ approaches in 
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selection actually capture how practitioners work with selection in practice. 
Bolander and Sandberg (2013) showed that decision makers in practice mutually 
adjusted their different versions of the candidate in light of temporal meanings of 
the persons’ performance in relation to company standards. These insights are a 
step towards a more integrated framework that could be useful to practitioners, 
however this could be forged more strongly by adding the aesthetic experience that 
is inherent in practice (Gherardi, 2009). Aesthetics recognizes the fact that we 
know more than we can verbally express, measure through logically deduced 
arguments, and understand through tests. These non-scientific aspects such as 
intuition based selection became perceived as illegitimate and unprofessional, and 
hence most decision makers rationalize their choice after having made the 
decision based on intuition or ‘gut feeling’ earlier on in the process (Timming, 
2011; Kreiner, 2012; Ambadi and Rosenthal, 1993; Silverman and Jones, 1973, 
1976).  

This paper contributes to the literature on critical HRM by bringing back the 
aesthetic experience to selection practices, showing how aesthetic experiences are 
essential in enabling the decision to be made. Aesthetics are inherently part of any 
selection process based on a more nuanced understanding, despite attempts to 
downplay these aspects formally (Mears, 2014; Entwissle and Wissinger, 2006). 
The paper provides insights into the role of aesthetics in selection practices, 
establishing a new conceptual framework that expands our understanding of HR 
practices. This framework may add the missing dimension to the selection 
literature wherein aesthetics play an essential role – not least when selecting for 
people with the right taste, expression or ‘feel’ and contribute to closing the HR 
scholar-practitioner gap. 

Looking at HR selection from an aesthetic perspective provides insights into the 
processes of selection based on precognitive, non-discursive, ‘vaguely conceivable’ 
skills that are experienced intuitively. Similar debates about the importance of 
aesthetics in hiring and how employers utilize the aesthetics of their staff as a 
source of competitive advantage exist in the literature about aesthetic labor 
(Warhurst and Nickson, 2007), emphasizing the importance of managing the way 
employees look, feel and behave (see, Hochschild, 1983; Warhurst et al., 2000; 
Macdonald and Sirianni, 1996; Warhurst and Nickson, 2001). These debates were 
important, providing new facets of what it can mean to be ‘skilled’ (Grugulis et al., 
2004). These are issues that this paper is related to, but also distinctive from. 
These previous debates center on aesthetic ‘appearance’ such as: ‘grooming, dress 
sense, deportment, manner, tone and accent of voice and shape and size of body’ 
(Grugulis et al., 2004: 7). This paper diverts attention away from physical 
appearance to candidates’ aesthetic knowledge as an intuitive expertise or skill: 
‘based on people’s experience, and that people’s experience differs’ (Hogarth, 
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2001: 23). Although intuitive skills are individually experienced, they are 
embedded and learned socially in communities of practitioners allowing 
increasing insightfulness into the given practice. (Gherardi, 2009).  

This paper proceeds as follows. First, I provide a literature review guiding the 
reader though the different dominant perspectives within HR selection, followed 
by a theoretical background about John Dewey’s aesthetic experience centering on 
intuition as imagination. Thirdly, I outline the study’s methodology and main 
features of the Danish film industry as the empirical context. I then proceed to 
reveal the findings of the paper that point to three iterative selection practices that 
emphasize the role of aesthetic experience in HR selection. The paper concludes 
with contributions that critically debate how aesthetics can inform HR 
professionals in selection processes and potentially provide a more nuanced 
perspective on selection and can potentially help close the gap between HRM 
practitioners and scholars.  

HR selection  

Traditional HRM selection literature is based on the overall idea that the best 
candidate for the job is found through rational and measurable means, matching 
the organization’s need for specific well-defined skills with the most appropriate 
applicant. Emotions and sense-based knowledge have not been accepted or 
recognized as part of selection practices.  

Firstly, I would like to clarify the concepts and differences between recruitment 
and selection. While recruitment is defined as ‘practices and activities that 
organizations undertake to attract quality applicants to an organization’e.g. human 
resource planning, identifying market segments and attracting the right job 
applicants (Klotz et al., 2013: 104), selection is defined as ‘the process of collecting 
and evaluating information about an individual or group of individuals in order to 
(initiate) or extend an offer of employment’ (Gatewood et al., 2010: 3). 

This paper focuses strictly on selection. The standard process used for selection 
contains – with small theoretical variations – the following tasks: firstly, a primary 
sorting of candidates, based on their CV’s and applications. Secondly, sorting 
through valid selection procedures and tools, and based on these tests, selection of 
the few top candidates for the job. Thirdly, proceeding with these top candidates 
to other, often more qualitative assessment tools, and finally based on these 
assessments making a rational choice about the best candidate, who will be offered 
the job (Larsen 2010). 
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Within the selection literature, four perspectives are identified; the psychometric 
approach, the competency based approach, the social process approach and the 
practice-based approach. 

Within the psychometric approach, grounded in psychology, the emphasis is on 
rational choice, testing, improving validity and reliability in the methods and 
measurements utilized to select candidates. This approach has, like the rest of 
society, developed towards increasing rationalization, and as a result 
overemphasizes the importance of validity and reliability in methods forecasting 
individuals’ job performance (see for example, Rynes et al., 2002; Lievens et al., 
2002; Dudleyet al., 2006; Hogan and Holland, 2003). Later debates within the 
psychometric approach focus on improving and refining the validity and reliability 
of tests (see for example, Hough and Oswald, 2008; Bäckström et al., 2009; Morris 
et al., 2015) and more recently emphasizing the avoidance of deception and faking 
in tests (Schneider and Goffin, 2012; Fell et al., 2016; Feeney and Goffin, 2015; 
Fine and Pirak, 2015; Lievens, 2015). 

The second approach mainly championed by management scholars, is the 
competency based approach that emphasizes the need to better integrate employee 
resourcing to the business strategy (Chanda et al., 2010; Orlitzky, 2007). This 
requires ensuring a fit between the employee and the organization rather than 
matching them to the specific job (Bowen et al., 2001). In order to do this, 
organizations must perform strategic personnel planning and find a match to the 
skills, qualifications, attributes and characteristics offered by the various job 
candidates (Taylor and Collins, 2000; Millmore, 2003), ensuring that recruiters 
know the company goals and align those vertically and horizontally when 
recruiting (Phillips and Gully, 2015).  

The third approach is the social process approach; it supports the use of tests, while 
pointing out that invalid tests serve a function of supporting the establishment of 
a psychological contract. They suggest that attempts at rational practices will 
always be skewed because the information available is limited and manipulated, 
which problematizes the idea of technical rationality (Lockyer and Scholarios, 
2004; Herriot, 1993) despite the intent to perform ‘realistic recruitment’ (Wanous, 
2006). Both the competency based and the social process approach buy into the 
same key assumptions about selecting for the right fit, as those found in the 
psychometric approach. This presumes that skills can be measured and matched 
to predefined needs, goals and values, by utilizing methods such as tests and 
interviews to measure the candidates. 

The fourth, practice-based, approach states the importance of deviation from tests 
and consideration of the context, by understanding how selection is practiced in 
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situ. As pointed out by Van Vianen (2000), in practice, fit assessment is often 
based on the impression of the applicants’ personality, knowledge, skills and 
abilities (KSA) more than on formalized tests and measurements. Hence tests are 
only used to justify decisions already made much earlier in the process (Ambadi 
and Rosenthal, 1993; Silverman and Jones 1973, 1976; Kreiner, 2012). Rynes et al. 
(2002), through their study of 1000 HR VP’s, managers and directors, show that 
HR practitioners disbelieve or are unaware of essential findings within the 
psychometric research e.g. the forecasting of job performance through testing 
(Rynes et al., 2002: 2007). From this perspective, focus is placed on the gap 
between tests and ideal processes and how selection is performed in practice 
(Anderson et al., 2001; Silverman and Jones, 1973, 1976; Bolander and Sandberg, 
2007). Some of the debates evolve around themes such as: employee’s perceptions 
and the mutual evaluation of employers and job candidates (Ryan and Ployhart, 
2000; Diab et al., 2011), the role of rumors in hiring (Dalal et al., 2015), selecting 
for emotional compatibility to job function (Woodruffe, 2006), the role of gut 
feeling in selection processes (Miles and Sadler-Smith, 2014; Highhouse, 2008; 
Klimoski and Jones, 2008; Kreiner, 2012), and how selection decisions are made 
within a social context (Bolander and Sandberg 2013; Lockyer and Scholarios, 
2007; Silverman and Jones, 1973, 1976). Despite claims from the psychometric 
researchers, that this gap has been increasingly closed over the last decade with 
improved test validity and reliability (Bäckström et al., 2009), this seems not to be 
the case (Bolander and Sandberg, 2013). Instead, a form of practical knowledge 
unfolding in situ is in play, which can be difficult to rationalize and discursively 
express. This paper accompanies the latter practice-based literature stream by 
seeking to understand how it is possible to select for aesthetic skills that are 
difficult to express discursively and objectively test. 

Theoretical stance and concepts: Aesthetic experience, intuition and 
imagination 

The concept of aesthetics has many ambiguous meanings and scholars have not 
yet come to a conceptual agreement (Shusterman, 2006). Overall, the term 
aesthetics can be understood from two different perspectives. The first perceives 
aesthetics as ‘beauty’ which implies that aesthetics exist objectively in the object 
itself, on its own terms. In opposition to this is the view of aesthetics as a subjective 
experience or perception of an object (Stolnitz, 1960: 32-36). The perspective taken 
in this paper is that of pragmatist aesthetics, established by John Dewey in his 
work ‘art as experience’. It belongs to the latter perspective, implying that while 
aesthetics are subjectively felt, they are, however, social to the core and can never 
be isolated from the experience in a specific context (Dewey, 1934). Aesthetics is a 
vague signifier concerning knowledge that is created from our sensory 
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experiences. It both engages with and feeds into the conceptually opposing idea of 
rational knowledge (Dewey, 1958; Gagliardi, 1996). This sensory knowledge is 
apprehended through our senses, derived from the experience of being in the 
world. The pragmatist’s stance has a strong linkage with the practical and implies 
that aesthetics will always be part of the way in which we experience the world. 
Furthermore the concept and insights to selection practices provided in this paper 
are may help to solve the practical problems of selection in practice, and hence 
attempt bridge the HR practitioner-theory gap. Dewey defines aesthetics as: 

That what refers […] to experience as appreciative, perceiving and enjoying, words 
indicating the inherent connection to experience, from which it can never be 
identified in isolated form. (Dewey, 1934: 49) 

Aesthetics is an inherently integrated part of experiencing and, as such, can never 
be understood in isolation from experience. In Dewey’s (1934) perspective, 
experience plays a central role in which action and environment is interlinked. 
Materials have inner natural demarcations that imply that people have an 
experience when the material experienced runs its course to fulfillment. E.g. the 
film came to an end, or the book was written. The experience stands out from ‘life’ 
as one long experiencing, because of what comes before and after. This rounding 
out of an experience that gives it a sense of completeness has an aesthetic quality. 
It distinguishes that experience from other experiences because every material has 
its own aesthetic quality which implies that it has an interest and a course of 
fulfillment that allows it to be demarked from that what comes before and after. 
Dewey emphasizes that emotions are manifested in experience, and he stated that: 

[They are the] moving and cementing force of having an experience […] It [emotions] 
selects what is congruous and dyes what is selected with its color. (Ibid.: 43ff)  

However, they are constantly evolving with the experience and hence can never be 
understood separate from this experience): ‘Experience is emotional but there is 
no separate thing called emotions in it’ (Ibid.: 43ff). Emotions are not the 
experience itself but feeds into the experience and without emotions people would 
be unable to make distinctions that enable them to make sense of the world. 

Dewey builds on this argument and defines a new term ‘aesthetic experience’. An 
aesthetic experience is distinct and stands out from the stream of ordinary 
humdrum experiences we have in life. It is outstanding because of an intensified 
feeling of affect that appears in this type of experience that is activated with all 
senses in play, avoiding the separation of observation, action and foresight. It is a 
state of mind and knowledge, experienced as intuition and imagination (Ibid.) 
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Now moving closer to the core of this argument in order to operationalize this 
framework to explain how people experience and hence make judgement of 
candidates in selection, the following sections elaborate on two essential concepts 
of perception, namely intuition and imagination.  

Dewey describes intuition as a precognitive state of knowing that determines 
whether objects become accepted and noticed in thought or remains cognitively 
unnoticed. It goes beyond that of expressive reasoning. Intuition is: ‘that meeting 
of old and new in which readjustment involved in every form, of consciousness is 
effected suddenly by means of a quick and unexpected harmony, which in its 
bright abruptness is like a flash of revelation’ (Dewey, 1934: 266). It appears as a 
moment of an intensive aha- experience: ‘like sparks, when poles are adjusted, 
there is intuition’ (Ibid.: 266). Although this seems like an abrupt experience, like 
a moment of truth, it is based on a slow enduring process of interest below the 
surface. Inseparable from this is judgement that can never be objective as it is 
always based on an experience of someone. This implies that subject-matter of 
perception is all that makes the difference in judgement. The material enters into 
our experience, and is therefore never objective:  

Criticism is judgement. The material out of which judgement grows is the work, the 
object, as it enters into the experience of the critic by interaction with his own 
sensitivity and his knowledge and funded store from past experiences. (Ibid.: 322) 

This underlines that judgement will vary with both the material and the prior 
knowledge that enters into experience. Judgement also implies being engaged in 
prior experiences with the tradition (Ibid.) or practice (Gherardi, 2012; Hennion, 
2007). Dewey describes this as interest that provides a ‘rich and developed 
background which, whether it be painting in the field of poetry, or music, cannot 
be achieved except by consistent nurture of interest’ (Dewey, 1934: 277). This 
background of experiences provides a foundation for which the person can 
experience. Although having an experience is individually perceived, it is never 
solely individual as it connects to a community or a tradition. The experienced 
practitioner, bases decision making on a skillful probing of the material which 
purchases a deeper, more informed response and with it the possibility of greater, 
more intense gratification, which can be conceptualized as ‘aesthetic skills’ (Smith 
and Smith, 1977). 

Dewey develops the concept of intuition further, into the more specific concept of 
imagination, ‘when the old and familiar things are made new in experience there 
is imagination’ (1934: 178). Imagination implies seeing things as they compose an 
integral whole, and a transformation from the particular to the universal. It is an 
image of ‘things-that-might-be’ and a ‘tapping of a situation’s possibilities’, that at 
that moment in time is not present but a desired future state that is not yet 
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actualized. Therefore, in that moment of time, imagination is also realizing ‘what 
is not present’. It takes action for the idea to transform and be ‘shown’, and in the 
act of trying out the idea, the idea is transformed into a different appearance from 
the one prior to the action. Imagination, in other words, signifies: ‘the capacity to 
concretely perceive what is before us in light of what could be’ (Ibid.: 278) and can 
bring to light undisclosed possibilities inherent in the situation at hand. The image 
created in imagination provides a desire that guides the direction for actions. 
Dewey elaborates this in the temporal understanding of the concept: 

So far as we refer a value backward, so far as we are thinking of it with reference to 
its origin, it is sensation. We create a figurative image as we are thinking of it with 
reference to what we are going to do – not the object that we had, but the object that 
we want to get. (Ibid.: 278) 

Aesthetic experience as imagination breaks with the traditional understanding that 
every conscious experience has some imaginative quality. Instead Dewey 
emphasizes that conscious experience happens in interaction with the 
environment, and the only gateway that adds means and meaning of past 
experiences to these interactions is imagination. This is the only way in which the 
here and now can be bridged with past experiences (Ibid.). 

The Danish Film Industry as research context 

The film industry represents an extreme case of intuitive selection practices 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). It provides access to studying the intuitive aspects of selection, 
as these are more accepted here (Coget, 2014) and hence more pronounced and 
overt. This does not make intuitive selection a phenomenon that only appears in 
creative industries. 

The Danish film industry is a small but segmented industry, with a surplus supply 
of qualified film freelance workers, who are hired when needed and matched for 
project-specific skills instead of company-specific skills (Bielby and Bielby, 1999). 
On many projects entire team constellations from prior movies are hired, in so 
called semi-permanent work relations (Blair, 2003) or project networks (Burt, 
2004). Despite these social structures organizing the work, changes arise due to 
unavailability, or desire for renewal and innovative expressions, and often results 
in new team constellations being established (Stjerne and Svejenova, 2016; 
Mathieu and Stjerne, 2012).  

In the Danish film industry, recruitment is an informal process with no formal job 
advertisements or job applications in the traditional sense. It is based on informal 
social networks, wherein people are recommended through word of mouth (Blair, 
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2003; Jones, 1996). This makes reputation essential in selection, as indicated by 
the film industry’s well-known saying: ‘you are only as good as your last 
production’ (Blair, 2001). At the Danish Film Institute, there is a book that 
includes the names, phone numbers and addresses of all film workers sorted by 
professions. This can also be found on the home page of the Danish Film Institute 
and the International Movie Data Base (IMDB), which makes it easy to track down 
and contact all film workers in the Danish film industry when needed. It also 
allows an overview of which film projects people have worked on, indicating work 
experience and with whom they collaborate, indicating their taste community 
(Mathieu and Stjerne, 2012) which can vaguely indicate if that person could fit to 
the project. 

A film can be divided into 4 different stages; pre-production, production, post-
production and distribution. The producers execute most recruitment and 
selection within the project (Baker and Faulkner, 1991: 283) in the first phase 
during preproduction. At this stage, the film travels from being a vast idea and 
vision to a story line. This is further concretized into a manuscript and other visual 
materials, encompassing team lists, cast, materials and time plans approximating 
the production phase. All projects are initiated with an idea, coming from one 
function belonging to the ‘creative triangle’ that comprises a director, manuscript 
writer and producer. The project owner, most commonly the producer or director, 
takes initiative to bring onboard the other members of the creative triangle and 
later on, as the project develops, the main functional posts are distributed – for 
example, cinematographer, costume, production designer, and makeup artist. 
These main functional posts are essential aesthetic contributors to the final 
product (Becker, 1984) and consequently essential key players when assembling 
for aesthetics because they in totality carry the main artistic responsibility in the 
film production. After the project is granted production money, the main 
functional posts on the film often get to select their own sub-team within their 
department e.g. the cinematographer selects her/his sub-functions. 

Methodology and data collection 

Data for this paper was collected as multi-sited ethnography with an emphasis on 
aesthetic in practices (Gherardi, 2006). Observing judgements of aesthetic skills 
in selection practices is problematic because intuitive knowledge is most often, as 
previously mentioned, an internal embodied process. The main focus in my 
ethnographic practice based study was, as suggested by Davide Nicolini (2012) and 
Silviya Gherardi (2012), on the senses, such as: touching, hearing, seeing, tasting 
and feeling, especially in situations of decision making and selection. This study 
was conducted with five focal points: aesthetic judgements, materials, temporality 
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and on the reproduction vs. renewal of practices. The Danish film industry as a 
case provided a context where emotions and intuition is more pronounced and 
accepted (Coget, 2014) because aesthetics is at the forefront of the product that is 
being developed. I experienced that intuiting in selection is a recognized and 
openly debated aspect of the decision making process, regarding whom to hire as 
well as whom not to hire. Observations were supplemented with informal dinner 
conversations and unstructured in-depth interviews with key decision-makers 
from all of the film projects followed, resulting in 30 interviews conducted with 22 
informants. 

When seeking to observe selection practices in this process it is a question of 
where, when and whom to start observing. Taking on a processual methodology 
in order to understand the evolution of how selection happens is essential as these 
practices can endure over a period of time. This is a crucial factor because, as 
Dewey explains, despite intuition being seemingly immediate, it is based on a slow 
enduring process of interest occurring beneath the surface of daily experience. 
Taking on a processual methodology entails that we as researchers always enter ‘in 
the middle of action’, and therefore the definition of a neatly outlined methodology 
a priori, would be a mistake. Instead we need to go there and investigate. I started 
this investigation about the film industry in 2009 doing research about creative 
careers in film, interviewing 42 of the most prominent film workers from the 
Danish film industry. At this point, I learned that producers, in consultation with 
the director, are the ones that select those to occupy the main functional posts of 
the film. Reentering the field in 2013, I decided to follow different projects within 
different film production companies that vary greatly in taste and market segment. 
Within these different settings, I followed various film projects through their 
preproduction stage where the main selection of the main functional posts takes 
place. The duration of this study was from August to November 2013, and was 
augmented by reentering one of the production companies’ film projects during 
the last part of preproduction from January to February 2014. The main locations 
of my research took place in the production room and at the lunch table of the 
production companies, and in different film-related sites in Copenhagen. 

Findings: Selecting people through aesthetic experience 

This analysis reveals how aesthetic experiences, which is often intuitive as it is the 
intensified immediacy that occur when poles meet. Intuition is defined as 
‘knowledge of a state of mind’ (Dewey, 1934: 299). Imagination is a kind of 
intuition. Imagination played an essential role on the practices of selecting 
candidates to fill the creative main functional posts for different film projects in 
the Danish film industry. It highlights the practices of selecting candidates with 
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the right tastes and expression (aesthetic skills) matching the vision (a future 
prospect of what should become) of the creative project and the people already on 
board. The selection process contains three different practices that should be 
understood as iterative and ultimately constituting a basis for deciding on the final 
candidate. I have conceptualized the first practices as imagining, which is the ability 
to create an image of the candidates’ future performance in a given project or 
context. The second practice is exchanging aesthetic knowledge, which implies 
gaining input for potential candidates from others through a shared vocabulary 
that is based on prior film references and metaphors. The third practice is listing, 
which is performed to get potential top candidates on the list appraised by trusted 
former partners, and can be perceived as a final quality control.  

Selection is the process of matching candidates to projects. It comprises iterative 
processes that include three practices that can never be separated into sequential 
well-defined steps, but should instead be understood as iterative processes 
continued until the aesthetic experience appears that intuitively enables a decision, 
as it points to the right candidate. The following analyses show, through examples 
of selection in different film projects, that selection cannot be carried out as a 
merely rational process isolated from aesthetic experience.  

Searching for aesthetic skills and selection methods  

The challenge of seeking to apply traditional selection practices when selecting for 
aesthetic skills was explicated when a young producer was selecting her core team 
in the youth-TV comedy series named ‘Sjit happens’. This production was striving 
for innovation within the Danish comedy genre, which required new unexplored 
talents to be found and hired. The production was initiated by a producer together 
with the person appointed head of the manuscript department. When selecting the 
core team, especially the other manuscript writers and directors, it was difficult 
finding someone available with the necessary experience and the right taste and 
style. First of all the project still only existed as a vision (Styhre, 2009) with all its 
serendipity and suspense, and hence the necessary skills were blurry. As the 
producers in charge of selecting the team stated:  

There was nothing that resembled what we wanted to create, and that which existed 
[within comedy] wasn’t really funny or cool. And… [the few] who had already proven 
their worth…, we didn’t want to pick because then it becomes the same all over 
again. So we preferred gambling on someone new. (Producer interview, 2013, 
Fridthjof Film) 

The producer was looking for someone just one level beneath the famous names 
that everybody knows, and a shortlist of five experienced and five inexperienced 
writers was created in order to live up to the coproduction company’s (ZULU) 
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demands. The producer explained that the perfect candidate, who ultimately got 
the job, had already been on her mind from the very beginning, but because of 
lack of experience had been ‘parked’ in the line of maybes at the early selection 
stage. The producer thought that the level of experience was important to the 
stakeholder at ZULU and in the time after the producer was asking trusted 
partners both from within the production firm, their network of collaboration 
partners from previous movies and important cofounders of the project, who they 
thought would be the right candidate for the filmic vision of the project. She looked 
into previous movies and TV series within the comedy genre, seeking to find 
someone interesting and attempting to make a list of other relevant film workers. 
She looked into the data based on rationally defined parameters, seeking to follow 
a more traditional HR selection process. In this process she tried to arrange people 
from the online databases of the DFI and IMDB systematically, drawing on their 
relevant experience and what films they were working on at that moment. Looking 
back at this process the producer stated that: 

It’s not like I look into the DFI book, or sometimes I do… [this time she did]. It’s 
actually as if you look into some foggy stuff… I was actually attempting to make a 
small list but then no! I really didn’t feel that there was anyone other than him who 
had precisely what I wanted. (Producer interview, 2013, Fridthjof Film)  

In this, it is clear that the producer had already found the right candidate, but due 
to their lack of experience she needed to continue her search and the candidate 
was ‘parked’ in the back of mind. The producer afterwards tried to follow a rational 
approach of ordering other candidates into a list according to measurable 
parameters. She was continuously searching and imagining how different 
candidates would interpret and carry out the vision of ‘Sjit happens’. One day in a 
meeting with the manager from ZULU, they talked about potential candidates and 
the manager suggested the person who had already been identified and ‘parked’ 
because of lack of experience:  

It’s evidently as if a lightning struck… When I later on came to think about him, I 
then thought, ’of course its him!’... It’s like wow… [a revelation]. (Producer interview, 
2013: Fridthjof Film) 

The producer learned through a thorough and in-depth search over time that no 
other candidate had more fitting experience than the candidate she had already 
considered at the beginning of the selection process. The database did not prove 
useful for making a list, as it does not provide any indicators of people’s aesthetic 
skills that can provide an experience from which to judge and select. 

They ended up hiring two directors, one with vast experience – who was 
recommended by ZULU and seemed just right for the job – and the ‘newcomer’ 
who intuitively seemed right. However, his identified potential was not sufficient 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  18(2): 249-276 

262 | article  

in itself, because the investors didn’t have the same insight into the vision and the 
market as the producer had at the time. This challenge was solved by creating a 
shared position. When producing the second season of ‘Sjit happens’ the 
‘newcomer’ was rehired, while the experienced director had pulled the genre in an 
overly dramatic direction, and was therefore not rehired, causing a very delicate 
and emotional situation. It cannot be argued rationally why the newcomer seemed 
right, it is intuitively felt, but as Dewey explains it is based on a longue-dureé 
interest (Dewey, 1934). In this case, an interest in creating a filmic universe, 
identifying and always openly sensing the environment with this specific 
interestedness, encountering objects and people that match them, imagining the 
possible match between those seeking out an aesthetic experience through this 
process. Instead of selecting based on measurable means, the process was iterative; 
involving the exchange of aesthetic references, imagining and listing.  

Exchanging aesthetic references 

In order to get suggestions for candidates, producers seek input from trusted 
partners in their social networks. People present ideas and visions for each other 
on a daily basis and discuss films as small talk in the morning, over lunch etc. As 
a result, many ideas and aesthetics coexist and people work on many different 
projects in different teams at once. Such conversations often took place around the 
lunch table. As exemplified in the following interaction between two female 
directors Vibeke and Lone that I observed during a lunch meeting at the Danish 
film school (June, 2011):  

V: Do you know an editor who is funny?  

L: Yes I know someone who is definitely funny [Lone provides name]  

V: Is he funny? I didn’t think so. 

L: Yes he is funny when you get to know him.  

In an interview afterwards it became clear that funny didn’t mean ‘humorous’, but 
‘untraditional’: 

 …funny, yes but I could also have chosen a different word. With funny I mean 
untraditional…. an editor who comes up with funny, untraditional ideas (Director 
Interview, 2012).  

At Nimbus film, I observed a discussion between two producers. ‘I am looking for 
a production designer who can do ‘Rubber Tarzan’ (a Danish children’s cartoon) 
meets ‘Iron man’. These are two different film references used to guide the 
colleague who presumably has watched the films, and has the aesthetic skill to 
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draw the aesthetic signifier from those movies and imagines it as a personal skill 
of someone who could potentially produce that specific filmic expression. The 
essential part is being able to verbalize what you mean: ‘it’s not enough to say for 
instance that you want something to be luxurious, you need to clarify what you 
mean…’ (Producer Interview, 2013, Nimbus Film) and having a shared vocabulary 
implies also having shared references – or a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998) – 
of which films you like and dislike. Therefore, colleagues are trusted partners for 
giving references for selection, as they have exchanged such preferences and 
discussed likes and dislikes based on discussions over lunch. 

Exchanging references was also used as a replacement for the formal interview, 
often used as the third step in standard HR selection. In this process the short 
listed top-two (or three) candidates were tested aesthetically by sending them the 
manuscript and meeting them subsequently to discuss their interpretation and 
possible contribution to the film. At Nimbus Film, the project ‘Antboy II’ was 
looking for a production designer and two different candidates were in contention. 
They were both invited to show up for a meeting where the vision was 
communicated and the director sat down and exchanged references to test for an 
aesthetic match. The crucial aspect of discussion came down to the repertoire of 
filmic references used. As the director stated in an interview after having made the 
decision:  

One of the references he used is one that everybody in the industry uses when 
people don’t really know where to position something, when something falls in 
between genres and it’s not really clear where it fits in. (Director, interview, 2014, 
Nimbus Film)  

This was interpreted as revealing a lack of commitment, vision or common 
language, where the director thought that the production designer with his 
experience level would be able to come up with more precise interpretations and 
references for the direction of the movie. The director had a very clear vision about 
a genre mix, combining a hero film with a twist of social realism. Therefore, the 
vague reference didn’t establish a common ground or provide any insights as to 
how the candidate interpreted the director’s vision and what aesthetics he would 
add to the project. The other references to movies he used were more in the 
direction of social realism and didn’t match the vision of the director. Because of 
this perceived lack, he was not selected for the job. This gap was elaborated further 
in an interview with the producers of the project:  

Yes, and it is very far from the direction [name of director] wanted to pull it in, so it 
was very clear that the position of tastes, or the vision for where they wanted to go 
with this concept were too far from each other. (Producer, Interview, 2014, Nimbus 
Film) 
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The other less experienced production designer got the job because she managed 
to interpret the taste of the director in relation to the vision of the ‘Antboy II’ film 
project and match it to her own taste. She came up with references to other movies 
that made it clear to the director that she intended in creating a ‘larger than life 
universe’ that did not fall within the widely established practice in the social 
realism genre in the Danish film industry. The production designer used 
references from movies that successfully mixed social realism with an adventure 
universe, especially those drawing on an American ‘larger than life’ look.  

Imagining 

Imagination combines the vision and the candidate’s aesthetic into an abstract 
whole. This image provides an aesthetic experience and hence enables an aesthetic 
judgement as the experience inevitably provokes feelings that lead to judgement. 
Imagination implies envisioning how peoples’ tastes would interact with the vision 
of the project, where this interaction creates a unique expression of the filmic 
product. The manuscript in play is always interpreted and communicated through 
the eyes of the film worker. There are many ways in which the words of a 
manuscript can be translated into a visible filmic expression, and hence it is 
essential to find someone with the right aesthetic skills:  

… When you read a manuscript you can express yourself a million ways… The way 
you act can range from being very theatrical, to scenes where they don’t say a 
word…[another directors name] would have made it much more rough and fierce, 
where Natasha is more sensitive in her expression. (Executive producer interview, 
2013, Fridthjof Film) 

Imagination, as that which is not there yet but is potentially there to become, is 
created as an image in the mind that is the aesthetic experience. This is what allows 
people to experience an image of the person working in the project. In an interview 
with two of the ‘Antboy II’ producers they reflected on their own practices, 
performed when selecting candidates. 

…it’s about being able to imagine the movie in hindsight before you make it with 
the director in question in mind. How would that film or that product look like 
filtered through that person…, that is what you have to be able to see… Sometimes 
you can think that something you read is terribly mundane and boring, but then 
‘ahh, okay!’ With his or her take on things added, it becomes something completely 
different. (Producer interview, 2013, Nimbus Film) 

It is never solely a matter of the person, although personality is undeniably 
important. It is always about the image produced in connecting the person’s 
aesthetic skills to the vision of the project. Imagination is needed, and this 
qualified probing of the object is essential for finding the right candidate for the 
vision of the project. The aesthetic skills acquired in the process of becoming a 
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skillful practitioner instills experience that allows for the possibility of greater, 
more intense understanding of the object. It is a sensitizing of this imagination 
that allows qualified decisions to be made.  

Listing candidates 

Listing was an attempt to rank candidates into a prioritized order, which was at 
times difficult or directly impossible, but nonetheless necessary in order to have 
more options in case that the first choice was not interested, or was preoccupied 
with other projects. Listing was an attempt at making a more rational selection 
process that included all options available. Often the lists were written as an 
outcome of the other aesthetic practices and hence they resembled more an 
attempt to qualify the outcome of these prior processes. These lists were used to 
add rational parameters, often to legitimize that all options had been considered 
rationally and candidates had been ranked. These lists also allowed the further 
practices of recruiting people to be outsourced to assistants that did not have the 
necessary aesthetic skills.  

Discussion  

This study provided insights into the role of aesthetic experience in HR selection 
practices in several film projects within the Danish film industry, delving into the 
iterative processes of 1) exchanging aesthetic references, 2) imagining and 3) 
listing candidates which may lead to having an aesthetic experience that allow for 
selecting the right candidate (see figure 1 below) 

Exchanging aesthetic references shows that through a shared vocabulary, decision 
makers share the vision of the project and seek input for suitable candidates from 
trusted collaboration partners with whom they have shared experiences, both from 
prior collaborations on projects but also as a shared knowledge base of common 
movies they have watched. In this process, these references allow a newly informed 
imagination to take place when the trusted partner gives input on a future state of 
the desired vision, communicated by references to previously shared experiences.  

Imagination is a practice that allows decision makers to link past experiences with 
the future vision of the project as well as potential candidates for positions. Since 
the candidate and the project are potential future happenings, imagination enables 
bridging the past and future in a figurative image that can judged as a new object 
created in mind, providing a new experience rather than merely isolated 
experiences of the movie or the person on their own. This is why sometimes a 
project that at first seems boring can become very interesting when another 
candidate is added to the future image.  
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Listing is a practice that seeks to rank candidates in prioritized order. Some of the 
imagined candidates do not provoke the same aesthetic experience in the decision 
maker as with their trusted partner. In some cases, the adjustment of past 
experiences and future projections of the vision never meet and the decision maker 
is stuck. In the case of ‘Sjit Happens’ the response to this happening was to search 
for further information in databases. This did not provide any input for 
imagination, as it did not offer any qualitative and aesthetic information, which 
was necessary to imagine the candidate in relation to a specific product. 

These three concepts are interconnected and link to aesthetic experience in the 
following manner (see figure 1). Exchanging aesthetic references is the first step 
in which repertoires of references are shared in a more general term of liking and 
disliking, but also on more specific interpretations of the vision. This enables 
imagination, in which the vision and the candidate’s aesthetics are merged into an 
abstract image. This image provokes feelings that enable judgement which leads 
to the process of listing candidates into a preferred order. The process of imagining 
and listing happens in an ongoing interplay that continues until it leads to 
aesthetic experience that allow for the final decision of which candidate to offer the 
job. Aesthetic experience is what allows judgement to happen. This can never be 
anything but inter-subjective, as skills are experienced by people in a context and 
often in work-related settings with professionals who have learned socially through 
previously shared experiences in a community. These values have been 
intrinsically embedded so that people feel and act on them, without necessarily 
being conscious of them entering into their experience base and emotions. If no 
images create an aesthetic experience often more candidates are brought in-and 
the selection process starts over.  
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Figure 1: The process of aesthetic selection 

The importance of selecting for aesthetic skills has been largely overlooked by both 
scholars and practitioners, which is a result of the dominance and spread of 
rational, scientific approaches escalating with professionalization of HRM (Bevort 
and Poulfelt, 2015). The relatively large amount of practitioners who admit to 
sticking with intuition as a selection practice have been criticized for ignoring the 
scientific proof that tests and rational methods create more successful selections 
(Highhouse, 2008). Intuition is still an unresolved issue and is perceived as the 
‘elephant in the room’ in HR practice (Myers, 2002: 189, in Miles and Sadler-
Smith, 2014). The reason for HR practitioners still depending on their intuitive 
overall impression when making selection decisions has in prior research been 
explained by various means such as: up-front cost reduction and dismissing the 
risk of long term costs that follows poor selection decisions (see Fisher, 2008; 
Klimoski and Jones, 2008). This paper offers a different answer to this puzzle, and 
seeks to provide new concepts and a framework that is closer to practice. The paper 
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adds a new perspective of imagination that points to the aesthetic and temporal 
dimensions of HR selection. Although this study has been carried out in the film 
industry, that has many unique features – for example that it is project-based, that 
artistic products emphasize aesthetics and that recruitment happens without CVs 
and based on social networks. As already stated, the film industry is an extreme 
case that enables a closer look into these practices. However, the concepts and 
framework developed in these findings contributes to companies in other 
industries for several reasons: Firstly, in most industries candidates are hired by 
drawing on recommendations from social networks. Secondly, hiring decisions 
are rarely based on a CV (Granovetter, 1973). Thirdly, jobs define people and people 
define jobs (Boxall, 2013) which makes the future outcome serendipitous with 
similarities to hiring for imagined visions in projects. Last, but not least, creative 
industries are unique in the sense that their products are aesthetic to their very 
core, however as for any material product, it will be just as important to imagine 
potential candidates in relation to such a product. Therefore, when matching jobs 
and candidates, aesthetic experience as imagination becomes essential as decision 
makers need to close the temporal gap. This may be even more prominent in 
industries organized around projects, where people are hired into these projects.  

It is more questionable as to what extent the practice of exchanging aesthetic 
references can be found in other industries, as this requires a common language 
that is social and conscious to people in the company/industry. Similar knowledge 
is often embedded in the stories of the company and taps into cultural aspects that 
can also be understood as a common experience background (Dewey, 1934), an 
understanding more generally applicable across different industries.  

Sadler-Smith and Shefy (2004), show the potential benefits in bringing out the 
best of intuition and seeking to avoid the pitfalls. They contend that intuition 
provides an opportunity to turn ideas into action and speed up decision-making. 
By bringing intuitive practices out into the open and providing concepts with 
which to talk about them, the pitfalls of unconscious and un-reflected intuitive 
decision-making can be reduced. ‘The concomitant danger is that if intuition is 
continually suppressed, it may cease to operate or may be driven underground’ 
(Ibid.: 25), as is the case in many current HR selection practices. This situation is 
dangerous because intuition then operates underneath the surface, which 
promotes the well-known segmentation problem in both organizations and in 
society in general (Tilly and Tilly, 1994). This study, however, provides an insight 
into the intuitive practices that enables in-depth insight and provides a vocabulary 
to talk about such intuitive practices, which may be useful to HRM practitioners. 
This paper responds to the recent call for empirical descriptive papers about how 
intuition-based hiring decisions are made and why intuition is still important for 
practitioners (Slaughter and Kausel, 2014), as it elaborates empirically on how 
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aesthetic experience is part of HR selection practices, while adding new concepts 
to the aesthetic dimension of HR selection process. This concurs with the study by 
Bolander and Sandberg (2013) that emphasizes the importance of understanding 
the practices of ‘how selection happens in practice’. I contribute to this stance by 
adding the dimension of ‘aesthetic HR selection in practice’. This paper 
contributes a new framework and concepts that expand our current understanding 
of HR practices. This debate has primarily argued that practitioners use intuition 
in contexts that lack hard data, or where the data available is not perceived to be 
useful, or to be less useful than in more formalized contexts requiring competency-
based assessment and quantifiable results. 

Conclusion 

The central issue with which this paper seeks to engage is the current theory-
practitioner gap that exists within HR selection. Much of the current selection 
theory has overemphasized the importance of tests and rational measurements, as 
it assumes that future job performance can be measured through valid tests of job 
candidates. However, studies on how practitioners carry out selection in practice 
show that these practices happen in a very different and more intuitive manner. 
This paper has reintroduced aesthetic experience into this perspective and brought 
in an essential aspect that is essential to any decision process, as aesthetic 
experience can never be separated from judgement. Through a study on the 
Danish film industry three inter-linked practices and concepts were identified: 1) 
exchanging aesthetic references, 2) imagining and 3) listing candidates. These 
insights on how aesthetics are carried out in the practice of selection bring the 
theories closer to practice where aesthetics can never be separated, as suggested by 
many of the previous selection theories. The findings call for more studies from 
different industries on the role of aesthetics in selection and not least intrinsic 
aesthetic skills. This is by no means a blind declaration into the pitfalls of selection 
based on intuition without seeking to limit biases. Rather, it is a declaration of a 
severe need to include aesthetics into HR selection theory, in order to give HR 
practitioners a language and enabling them to work and develop – not just with 
the rational aspects in tests, that have been highlighted so thoroughly, but also with 
the aesthetic skills that are inherently part of HR selection.  
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Revealing the dominant anthropological 
consideration of humankind in the teaching of 
Human Resource Management: A critique of 
individual performance evaluation 

Laurent Taskin and Juvénal Ndayambaje 

abstract 

For many, as is clear from the contents of the most widely disseminated publications on 
human resource management (HRM) in English- and French-speaking countries, the 
teaching and practices of HRM are amoral. They believe there is no underlying political 
project or ideological vision of humans in the workplace in HRM as it is taught and 
practised in the West. When it comes to management techniques, there is nothing 
surprising about this acceptance: the question is not even raised. It is a managerial self-
evidence. Based on a textual analysis of nine English- and French-language HRM textbooks 
among the most widely disseminated worldwide, we set out to denaturalise this 
presupposition. With a particular focus on one HRM practice – performance evaluation – 
as presented in these texts, which shape the perceptions held by tens of thousands of 
students and practitioners each year, we demonstrate that HRM is not amoral. On the 
contrary, it is the bearer of a univocal political project marked by objectification (i.e. the 
reduction of humans to consumable objects) and subjectification (i.e. the production of 
subjectivity in line with company strategy). Adopting a phenomenological perspective, 
necessarily distant from the usual theories and critiques of management, this article offers 
a fresh look on the normative foundations of HRM theories and practices. Building on an 
awareness of these normative presuppositions, we invite readers to build a body of 
knowledge in the field of management based on other presuppositions about humankind. 

Introduction 

Questioning the normative foundations of management is an essential reflective 
undertaking but one that is limited in management science. Yet as early as 1958, 
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Hannah Arendt suggested a dissociation between the instrumental end of one’s 
labour (embodied by her animal laborens) and its creative and durable end (homo 
faber). By asserting that work has multiple ends, she paved the way for a critical 
anthropology of work that was later to be taken up by other philosophers, 
sociologists, ergonomists, economists and managers. But, if economics is a moral 
science first and foremost, it has been established that it now constitutes a complex 
technical corpus (Sen, 2004; Etzioni, 1990), and the same can be said about 
management. There is a powerful force acting in our fields, which some refer to 
as a ‘stupid instrumentalization’ (Ajzen et al., 2015), that turns means to an end into 
ends in themselves (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012). Therefore, in current 
management research and education, little room is given to question the 
underlying anthropological foundation of management, i.e. the vision of the 
person behind management theories, models and practices. It seems especially 
critical in the field of HRM where alternative ways of managing people are widely 
promoted, calling for management by values, proposing to give meaning to work, 
to share leadership or to free organizations and, in general, to put the human 
element first. But who is the person that we want to liberate and acculturate? To 
whom do we want to restore meaning in the workplace? Together with Aktouf 
(1992), we do not think management mechanisms can be understood – and 
changed – independently of the vision of humans shared in the workplace. 

This process of reflexivity is made all the more crucial today by the fact that 
management methods, as well as management ethics, are now being publicly 
questioned: violence at the workplace (brutal restructuring processes, 
management practices resulting in the suicide of employees), mis-management 
and lies (VW, Enron, etc.) have brought opprobrium on management, both as 
theories and practices, making it more than necessary to reflect on the underlying 
vision of humans which shape mainstream HRM practices and models. While 
such questioning is largely absent from management research studies, thus 
explaining its amoral nature (ultimately, management is just a series of 
techniques, right?), we propose to investigate the underlying vision of humankind 
in the teaching of HRM in some Western countries. 

This is achieved by selecting nine of the most widely disseminated HRM textbooks 
– six in English and three in French. Our multidisciplinary research team, 
bringing together expertise in philosophy and management, conducted a content 
analysis of the introductions to these texts, as well as the part (chapter or chapter 
segment, common to all of them) on performance evaluation. Our analysis shows 
that, in the underlying anthropology shared by all the books investigated, humans 
are (i) objectified, i.e. reduced to the status of an object, pointing to a form of 
instrumentalisation with essentially economic aims; and (ii) subjectified: they lose 
their unifying human condition by no longer being considered as fellow human 
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beings capable of discussing their work, but as beings whose importance and 
qualities depend on the organisation’s hierarchy. 

We first introduce the notion of performance evaluation as a relevant topic to reveal 
the global view of humankind promoted in such textbooks and, henceforth, in 
HRM education inspired by such references. Second, we present the methodology 
used to conduct our analysis, outlining the selection process of the textbooks and 
the three perspectives we adopted to interpreting human actions in a 
phenomenological perspective: the first, second and third person’s points of view. 
Third, we present the results of our analysis, prior to discuss them in identifying 
avenues for renewing HRM models, theories and practices as well as our 
teachings.  

Considering performance evaluation to reveal anthropological 
presuppositions on workers in HRM textbooks  

In order to operationalize our analysis, we chose to focus on the textbooks’ main 
introduction, as well as on the chapter on performance evaluation, for three main 
reasons. First, in a pragmatic way, we had to compare ‘apples to apples’ across 
textbooks. If they present a similar structure, the selected textbooks also have 
specificities and each topic does not systematically find a similar place in each of 
the books we analysed. For that matter, it was not possible to analyse the whole 
content of each book, and some of the contents are not considered in the same way 
from one book to the next. Second, among the content that was comparable, we 
opted for the chapter which we deemed to be most centered on employees as 
persons. Evaluation seems to involve subjectivity since it is a matter of 
interpersonal judgement. For doing so, we proceeded through a process of 
elimination amongst the comparable contents, seeking to discriminate between 
contents on objects and contents on subjects. This led us to dismiss topics which 
had tools, processes and objects as central focus, rather than persons. For example, 
the focus of parts on training or knowledge management was on competencies 
(abilities, etc.) more than on human subjects; and the focus of parts on culture was 
more on values than on employees as beings. Other parts were concerned by 
institutions (chapters on industrial relations, e.g.) and organizational processes 
(ethics, strategic HRM, flexibility), attaching little importance to social and human 
relationships. After this selection, we had, more or less, three chapters that 
remained. Parts on selection and assessment appeared too focused on 
(psychometric and other) techniques, and chapters on career management in fact 
appeared to us as depending on chapters on performance evaluation (to which they 
often referred to). Last but not least, evaluation is at the heart of management 
(according to the general alignment principle, the corporate performance is made 
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of individuals’ performance, and corporate objectives determine individual’s 
ones); so, the vision of humans underlying evaluation should reasonably also 
underlie other practices. 

The evaluation of individual performances essentially relates to the processes put 
in place when it comes to staff appraisals. The use in the textbooks of the term 
‘appraisal’ for what is widely known as an evaluation is noteworthy: the aim is to 
replace the negative image sometimes associated with evaluations (sanctions) with 
the more dynamic and positive image of the appraisal, where the objective is to get 
workers to participate in their own professional and personal development. In this 
vein, the appraisal is a way of providing recognition in the workplace: it is about 
identifying and valuing the contribution of each individual based on results 
achieved, efforts made and skills mobilised.  

An individual performance evaluation traditionally takes place in two phases: (a) 
observing an existing situation and (b) comparing it to a desirable situation. This is 
a process that is deeply rooted in our lives, one that takes place constantly whether 
or not we are aware of it. Evaluating is linked to the act of classifying, and, in social 
terms, of creating hierarchies. Simply imagine two athletes training together, or 
two students working on a project, etc. This process also takes place in companies 
on a daily basis. Employee performance appraisals are a common practice in 
organisations: we expect to be recruited based on an evaluation of our past or 
hoped-for performances; we expect to be promoted, to receive feedback, and to 
grant recognition on the basis of the work we performed; we even expect (other’s) 
firing decisions to be justified with regard to effective work performance.  

Furthermore, performance appraisal involves judging one’s fellow human beings 
by analyzing and measuring the results of their work. Yet it is the preserve of the 
human subject to be able to think for himself and reflect back on his own actions. 
So what vision does the appraiser have of humans in the workplace when judging 
the performance of another person with just as much aptitude for reflection as 
himself? As a corollary of this, and in the context of strategic HRM, where the 
policies and practices of HRM must contribute to – and even align with – firm’s 
objectives, what is the anthropological representation one has of the worker when 
the ultimate objective of the performance appraisal is to increase the organisation’s 
competitiveness? It is this question that underpins our investigation. 

Methodological considerations 

To address this question, we will be reviewing the nine most widely disseminated 
– and no doubt the most widely read – HRM textbooks used in English- and 
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French-language business schools in an effort to determine whether they 
represent a particular anthropological vision of workers. For each text, we analyse 
and compare a chapter on performance appraisals in order to identify the 
underlying vision of human beings in the workplace. Our analysis mainly focuses 
on the objectives and methods used in performance evaluations. 

Choice of texts: Dissemination criteria 

In order to identify the most popular HRM textbooks, i.e. those that shape HRM 
practices and students’ vision thereof, we selected nine books, six written in 
English and three in French.  

The first indicator we used was the number of editions published. Second, we also 
relied on information relating to dissemination. This involved combining three 
sources: the Amazon rankings (which are based on sales), citations in Google 
scholar, and bookstore sales in France (for the French-language textbooks). We 
used a third indicator to ensure that the publications were intended for students: 
the description of the target readership provided on the back cover. This gave us a 
list of 15 textbooks, from which nine were selected; these are presented in Table 1. 

Authors # of 
editions 

Year Title Target 
readership 
(back cover) 

Google 
scholar 
citations 

Amazon 
ranking 
(sellings) 

2012 sales 
(French 
bookstores) 

Armstrong 
Michael & 
Taylor Stephen 

13 2014 Armstrong's 
handbook of 
HRM practice 

students and 
practitioners 
of HRM 

3095 15 (5th 
textbook) 

  

Snell Scott, 
Morris Shad & 
Bohlander 
George 

17 2016 Managing 
human 
resources 

unspecified 369 13 (4th 
textbook) 

  

Noe Raymond, 
Hollenbeck 
John  

8 2012 Human 
Resource 
Management: 
Gaining a 
competitive 
advantage  

students  1,356 8 (2nd 
textbook) 

  

Mathis Robert, 
Jackson John & 
Valentine Sean 

14 2013 Human 
Resource 
Management  

students unknown 
for this 
edition 

2 (1st 
textbook) 

  

Gomez-Mejia 
Luis, Balkin 
David & Cardy 
Robert 

7 2011 Managing 
human 
resources 

professionals 900 
(2004 
edition) 

9 (3rd 
textbook) 

  

Dessler Garry 14 2014 Human 
Resource 
Management 

students   20 (6th 
textbook) 

  

Peretti Jean-
Marie 

20 2015 Gestion des 
ressources 
humaines 

students and 
professionals 

155 (1987 
edition) 

  1,727 (60,000 
for all editions) 

Cadin Loïc, 
Guérin 
Frédéric, 
Pigeyre 

4 2012 Gestion des 
ressources 
humaines 

students and 
professionals 

240 
(2010 
edition) 

  1,484 
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Frédérique & 
Pralong 
Thévenet M., 
Dejoux C., 
Bender A.-F., 
Condomines 
B., Marbot E., 
Normand E., 
Pennaforte A., 
Silva F., 
Storhaye P. 

4 2015 Fonctions RH students and 
professionals 

29   5,101 

Table 1: Selection of HRM textbooks 

A phenomenological approach to the practice of individual performance evaluation 

One of the fundamental theses of phenomenology is that what is real is ambiguous 
and that all sensitive data and situations have the capacity to appear differently. For 
that which is seen by the perceiving subject, is not only seen in broad contours, 
but also in profile and perspective (Merleau-Ponty, 1945). A phenomenon, i.e. that 
which presents itself to our consciousness or is perceived by the senses, is never a 
complete whole and never bounded. Anything can only be perceived in a broader 
environment. According to Merleau-Ponty, to perceive is to perceive a figure 
against a background. What comes first in perception is the environment, the 
totality of the phenomenal field within which figures appear and are connected 
and contrasted, some of them being objects of attention and others objects of 
inattention (Merleau-Ponty, 1945: 18). Taking the perceptive experience as the 
rudimentary model of all human activities, Merleau-Ponty argues that when 
analysing reality the perceptive experience prohibits us from stopping at a 
particular privileged or globalising perspective. For ‘all perception, even that of 
ideas, is always the perception of a figure against a background’ (Roviello, 1992: 
165). This phenomenological perspective suggests that in order to account for an 
intentional act, from a methodological point of view, a fluctuation of perspectives 
is required. Essentially there are three methodological standpoints one can adopt 
with respect to a human act or a social phenomenon: that of the first person (actor), 
that of the second person (actor insofar as s/he interacts with another actor) and 
that of the third person (observer). 

The perspective of the third person is that which is supposed to be objective with 
regard to the reality being analysed. What is crucial in this scenario is that the 
description of the agent’s situation and the attribution of rationality to that agent 
must be objective. The subject observes the phenomenon or the performance of 
an act as an impartial spectator. This method is comparable to the approach 
adopted in the natural sciences. Just as scientists use natural phenomena to 
identify general laws with objective structures, those who defend the third-person 
methodology want to do the same for the social world. Hempel (1965), for example, 
believed that an act is explained by the effective dispositions of the actor that 
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underpin his actions, and not by what he is supposed to do given his beliefs and 
desires. Many theorists working on actions have remarked that because of the 
position of the third person, the observing subject does not have access to the 
actors’ reasons for acting and can do no more than establish a hypothesis. 

By settling for the position of the third person, we are at risk of misunderstanding 
the norms that determine one’s actions and, in the form of often implicit 
knowledge, guide one’s behaviour. The merit of the first-person methodology is 
therefore the ability to consider not only the regular nature of one’s actions but 
also the actors’ motivations when trying to account for human activities. For Weber 
(1971), that which makes an activity human is its purpose. On this basis he defined 
his concept of rational interpretation as part of a theory of intentional social action. 
He wanted to emphasise the fact that human activity communicates subjective 
meaning, in other words the notion that the meaning of a particular act is to be 
found in the perspective of the actor concerned. According to this methodological 
individualism, human activity can only be understood from the interior (Bohman, 
1991: 148). This is a hermeneutical approach which makes it possible to perceive 
human beings as autonomous and self-interpreting subjects.  

Another perspective one can adopt in relation to an act is that of the second person. 
This is the case of a communicative action, i.e. one that is oriented towards mutual 
understanding. Actors meet as locutors and auditors to agree on something, they 
meet as ‘second persons’ (Habermas, 2003: 69). This notion of the second 
person’s attitude is linked to Habermas’s distinction between instrumental action 
and communicative action. For Habermas, these are two types of elementary 
actions, and one cannot be reduced to the other (Habermas, 2003: 70). An 
instrumental action is of a non-linguistic nature; it is how an actor intervenes in 
the world in order to achieve determined ends by choosing and by using the 
appropriate means. It refers to daily or craft activities such as running, putting 
something back in its place, hammering or sawing. The second type of action 
refers to linguistic enunciations or acts of speech – as Austin taught us, to speak 
is to act. Linguistic enunciations are actions through which a locutor seeks to reach 
an understanding with another person about something that exists in the world.  

Over the following pages, we will endeavour to determine which of the three 
perspectives just described is at work in the evaluation of worker performance, 
before going on to reveal the vision of humans that can be associated to this 
perspective. To do this, we will consider the role played by the actors who intervene 
in the evaluation process as well as the perspective they take for their intervention. 
Our consideration of these three perspectives when it comes to interpreting 
human actions provides the framework through which we offer a reading of the 
nine textbooks and will serve as a guide in our presentation of the implicit 
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anthropological visions found therein. The methodological presupposition that 
acts as the common thread for all that follows is that in order to adequately account 
for an intentional act, all three of the perspectives described above must be 
mobilised. We will show that the nine textbooks analysed largely share the same 
vision of humans in the workplace and do not draw on such multiple perspective. 

Phenomenological considerations on the taken-for-granted assumptions on 
workers’ anthropology in management, in the context of performance 
evaluation. 

Part one: The observation phase 

Declarative evaluation: According to the textbooks analysed, people from several 
different categories can serve as evaluators of employee’s performance: managers, 
colleagues, staff teams, clients, etc. Mathis et al. (2014) believe that anyone who is 
familiar with an employee can evaluate his performance. However, they also assert 
that the role of evaluating employees falls to the manager, since orienting 
employee performance is one of his most important responsibilities (Mathis et al., 
2014). Noe et al. (2012) also argue that managers are responsible for staff 
evaluations as they are best informed about their performance and about job 
requirements:  

Managers are the most frequently used source of performance information. It is 
usually safe to assume that supervisors have extensive knowledge of the job 
requirements and that they have the ability to rate their employees. (Noe et al., 2012: 
371) 

Whether performance evaluation is conducted by managers, colleagues or clients, 
these textbooks present the evaluator as a third-person judge of the work results 
and/or behaviour of employees. While it is true that seven of the nine books 
analysed present self-evaluation as a possible performance appraisal method, this 
approach, often adopted as a scheme that is pre-established by management, is 
seen as no more than preparatory work ahead of the interview with the manager, 
who is primarily responsible for appraising employee performance, especially for 
administrative purposes such as determining promotions, salary increases or 
dismissals (Snell et al., 2016; Condomines and Pennaforte, 2015). Self-evaluation 
in most cases plays no more than a supporting role as part of a formal evaluation 
process. Condomines and Pennaforte (2015) are quick to place self-evaluation in 
the category of what they call declarative methods, in opposition to dialogical 
methods, i.e. interviews. They place self-evaluation in the same category as the 
180°, 360°, and 540° feedback methods. 
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In most cases, a performance evaluation is followed by an interview during which 
the employee receives feedback. As well as a possible discussion relating to salary, 
the evaluator may discuss with the employee the possible causes of the difficulties 
encountered and together they may draw up an action plan in order to improve his 
performance. But the most important part of the evaluation process is already 
completed in the first phase, and the self-evaluation, whether presented as an essay 
or via a standard form, simply serves to assist the evaluator responsible. The 
feedback given to the employee by the manager during the interview is no more 
than informative. The employee himself only plays a secondary role in response to 
what is effectively a fait accompli. It is in light of this situation that Gomez-Mejia et 
al. (2012) point out that many managers dread the post-evaluation interview, 
especially when they have no good news to announce, and that training courses 
have been devised specifically to manage these meetings.  

Many managers dread the performance appraisal, particularly if they do not have 
good news to impart. The HR department or an external group, such as a 
management association or consulting group, can help managers by offering 
training in conducting interviews, providing role-play practice, and offering advice 
on thorny issues. (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2012: 240)  

Performance evaluations, as presented in the selected textbooks, are therefore 
unilaterally declarative. They are a process in which the evaluator, without requiring 
the employee’s agreement, declares whether or not the latter’s performance 
satisfies company requirements. This is clearly a third-person action conducted 
with total indifference for the employee’s subjective experience. This declarative 
form of evaluation usually takes place with the help of various techniques: rating 
scale, essay, mixed-standard scale, etc. Given the direct nature of the evaluation 
process, the rating scale is the most commonly used technique (Mathis et al., 
2014). 

Although their book presents evaluation methods based on the declarative 
approach, Armstrong and Taylor (2014) seem to find them unsatisfactory and 
argue for the inclusion in the evaluation process of dialogue and consent on the 
basis that the declarative evaluation carries connotations as an instrument for 
command and control.  

Indeed, there are those, including the writers of this handbook, who prefer to avoid 
the use of the phrase performance appraisal altogether because of its connotations 
with the worst aspects of traditional merit rating, i.e. top-down pronouncement by 
managers on what they think of their subordinates, which is used as an instrument 
for command and control. (Armstrong and Taylor, 2014: 334) 

Dissymmetric influence: The primary aim of employee performance evaluations 
is to serve organization’s interests. The contribution made by employees to the 
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organisation’s objectives is part of the concept of company performance itself 
(Thévenet et al., 2015). In order to achieve an organisation’s objectives, HRM must 
therefore have an influence on employees. The performance evaluation is part of 
this. For both Noe et al. (2012) and Thévenet et al. (2015), HRM is by definition a 
practice that aims to influence the behaviour, attitudes and performance of 
employees.  

As can be seen from Table 2 (see below), when looking closely at these textbooks, 
it becomes clear that all of them present the influence of management on 
employees’ behaviour as the objective of performance evaluation. This influence 
is implicit in the objectives of performance evaluation and is directly or indirectly 
referred to using various terms such as serving company strategy, professional 
support, contributing to organisation’s objectives, and, above all, staff development.  

HRM is about people’s behaviour. It is difficult to act on and influence behaviour, 
but that remains the core of HRM. (Thévenet et al., 2015: 25, our translation) 

Good performance management systems have the capability to influence employee 
behavior and improve an organization’s performance. (Snell et al., 2016: 300-301) 

The desire to influence employees has an impact on the choice of evaluation 
methods. These methods are mostly modelled and drawn up based on the 
anticipated behaviour of employees. In this respect, the method that appears to be 
the most representative in the textbooks selected is the so-called scientific 
management method.  

From this perspective, it is the notion of one’s position that constitutes a vector for 
objectivity, for it is by adjusting criteria to the position requirements that one 
can progress towards greater objectification. The position requirements are 
translated in terms of performance-generating  behaviour. (Cadin et al., 2012: 
407, our translation) 

Cadin and colleagues cite examples given by Morgan, where the evaluator must 
indicate whether or not the store employee welcomes customers with a smile, 
makes eye contact with them, has good knowledge of the codes for food items 
when it comes to taking orders, whether clients have to repeat their orders, etc. 

This influence process is dissymmetric in nature. Indeed, only employees must 
adapt and adjust to the objectives of the organisation, while the reverse is not 
envisaged. Only employees must change to suit the firm’s strategies, what makes 
it clear that it is up to the workforce to adapt both quantitatively and qualitatively 
to the objectives of the company:  

HRM must contribute to the objectives of the company and the implementation of 
its strategy. Profitability, growth and development objectives are reflected by 
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quantitative and qualitative adaptations on the part of the workforce. When an 
objective is broken down in terms of the means and resources needed to achieve it, 
this also concerns human resources, whose contribution can be verified 
retrospectively. (Thévenet et al., 2015: 6, our translation)  

Although performance evaluation involves people judging the work of their fellow 
human beings, according to the selected textbooks only one party is supposed to 
influence the other. There is no mention anywhere in the texts we analysed to the 
notion that employees are also supposed to influence management. Everything is 
presented as if employees were intended to be in a position of submission.  

This dissymmetric influence underscores the ambiguity of the concept of human 
resources. Does the term ‘human resources’ indicate that the people working in a 
company are resources and should be ‘used’ as such, or that they are resources to 
be valued? Under the former interpretation, HRM appears as a technocratic way 
to manage humans:  

A few years ago, “personnel” simply referred to the administration of people’s 
situations, whereas HRM was suggestive of sophisticated tools and techniques that 
could be used to take individuals and their development into account. Today, HRM 
sometimes appears as an overly technocratic approach to managing social relations 
which fails to sufficiently account for individual situations and wishes. (Thévenet et 
al., 2015: 12, our translation)  

This technocratic approach to human resource management appears to be in line 
with the objectives of HRM and with the concept of the human resource strategy 
as shared in the textbooks we analyzed:  

A human resource strategy refers to a firm’s deliberate use of human resources to 
help gain or maintain an edge against its competitors in the marketplace. It is the 
grand plan or general approach an organization adopts to ensure that it effectively 
uses its people to accomplish its mission. (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2012: 2) 

With regard to the objectives of the performance evaluation and to the interview 
where it is discussed – which usually follows the evaluation process itself – the 
relationship between the evaluator and the employee implies a first-person 
perspective. Although it is conducted in a unilaterally declarative manner, the 
evaluation, insofar as it targets staff development and to the extent that this 
development is the subject of the interview that follows the evaluation process, 
takes the capacities and interests of the employee into account. But where the 
interaction between the evaluator and the employee is designed to allow the former 
to exert dissymmetric influence on the latter, the first-person perspective at work, 
as we will discuss below, becomes perverted. 
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Objectives Methods Authors 

Company 
performance  

Rating scale  
Comparison between 
performance objectives 
and results 

Thévenet et al. (2015: 123; 133-134)  
Thévenet et al. (2015: 105; 117-123) 

Steer company 
performance and 
objectives, as well as 
support professional 
development 

Rating scale  
Comparative and 
attributive approaches; 
personality test 

Peretti (2015: 83-88)  
Noe et al. (2012: 341-344; 350-355) 

Administrative and 
developmental  

Binary appraisal (yes or no)  
Comparative and absolute 
judgement  
Attributive method, rating 
scale 
Comparison against 
company objectives, rating 
scale  
Overall evaluation, 
evaluation via rating scale 

Cadin et al. (2012: 406-409; 420) 
Gomez-Mejia et al. (2012: 223; 226-
229)  
Snell et al. (2016: 302; 311; 317-325)  
Mathis et al. (2014: 340-341; 350)  
Armstrong and Taylor (2014: 335-336; 
339-340) 

Table 2: Objectives and methods of individual performance evaluation 

Concluding observations: To summarize our phenomenological analysis, let us 
remind the reader that to account fully for any reality, one needs to mobilize 
different perspectives, since reality, and in particular human reality, is complex 
and can never be seen at once as a complete whole. In perception, for instance, 
whatever is given to a perceiving subject is given in limited aspects and in 
perspective. The perceiver looks at the object from a certain angle and distance, 
under specific lightning conditions, with a certain focus, mood, memory, 
conceptual scheme, etc. All of these factors affect the way the object is recognized 
by the perceiver. Similarly, the way we perceive an organization or a management 
practice such as performance appraisal depends on the perspective we adopt. This 
is why we chose to use the three phenomenological perspectives as our analytical 
framework for bringing to light the anthropological vision that is underneath 
performance evaluation.  

By looking at the way the evaluation process is presented, we observed that only 
two perspectives are considered: the third- and the first-person perspectives. 
Management tends to favour the observer’s perspective, the point of view which is 
detached from the reality being considered and the participant’s perspective, 
namely, the point of view of the person being evaluated. The second-person 
perspective, i.e. the consideration of two persons linguistically interacting with one 
another, is ignored. The evaluation involves one-way influence. The management 
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seeks to influence employees’ behaviour and performance without expecting any 
influence from employees. Moreover, performance appraisal is just a matter of 
getting and providing information. It is ‘the process through which an 
organization gets information on how well an employee is doing his or her job 
[and] providing employees with information regarding their performance 
effectiveness’ (Noe et al., 2012: 341). In these two respects, employees are not 
involved as persons capable of saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ about what concerns them. 

But the second-person perspective is even richer than the other two perspectives. 
It has three forms. The first form is to see another person’s situation from one’s 
own perspective. We adopt the second-person perspective when we explicitly or 
implicitly use our experience to understand other people’s experience. In that 
respect, the second-person perspective is replicating (Pauen, 2012). The second 
form of second-person perspective is to see oneself or one’s own situation from 
the other’s perspective (Bohman, 2001). Human interaction in research involves 
such a perspective. The second-person research occurs, for instance, when we 
inquire with others in a group about our shared mission or norms. Here taking 
the second-person perspective means seeking to learn from each other by willingly 
giving and receiving feedback (Reason and Torbert, 2001). It is the perspective of 
reflexivity. The third form of the second-person perspective is the dialogic meeting 
of two persons. Taking the second-person perspective here means moving back 
and forth from my perspective to another person’s perspective, seeking a mutual 
understanding about something (McCarthy, 1994). What distinguishes the second 
from the third form is the purpose of interaction. In the second form, we want to 
understand ourselves, while in the third form the goal is to reach an agreement 
about something. The second-person perspective we regret to be missing in 
performance evaluation is in its second and third form. 

By considering the three perspectives on intentional actions, we have looked at the 
roles of the evaluator and of the employee, the way in which the evaluation is 
conducted, and the goal of the performance evaluation. This approach enabled us 
to identify two common characteristics found in all nine textbooks: the unilaterally 
declarative form of the evaluation and the dissymmetric influence exerted by 
management on employees. These characteristics, respectively associated with the 
third-person and first-person perspectives, are particularly – although not 
exclusively – identifiable in the objectives and methods that are cited in Table 2. 

Part two: The analytical phase  

Having identified the declarative nature of the appraisal and the dissymmetric 
influence inherent in the objectives of performance evaluation, we can now turn 
to the identification of the anthropological consideration of the worker underlying 
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performance evaluation (and the relationship between the evaluator and the 
employee it entails). The two methodological approaches we presented led us to 
highlight two aspects of the instrumental vision of humans in the workplace: 
objectification and subjectification. 

Objectification of workers: The status of the organisation, of the worker and of the 
relationship between the two varies depending whether one considers them from 
the observer’s or the participant’s point of view. The evaluation methods reveal the 
perspective that is adopted by the evaluator. When the worker is evaluated using a 
predetermined and standardised evaluation grid based on the organization’s 
requirements and objectives, without any intersubjective interaction, the evaluator 
addresses the worker from the third-person perspective. In this process, the 
employee is dealing with the organisation as a system: the organisation, which is 
the ultimate evaluator and the intended recipient of the results of the evaluation, 
is presented to the employee as an entity that exists in its own right, independently 
of the human beings that work for it. Because of its systemic nature, the 
organisation is an institution that extends beyond both the evaluating individual 
and the evaluated individual, even though it is they who allow it to exist.  

Under the third-person perspective, where the system is given greater consideration 
than the individual, the evaluator interacts with the employee at once as the subject 
of an action and as an element of the system. In this process, the employee does 
not feel as if he is in a relationship with another subject but rather with a system. 
From the systemic point of view, the organisation is a formal structure with an 
established internal order and a series of rules governing its operations and the 
roles that must be fulfilled (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2006). Under the third-person 
perspective, the organisation therefore appears as an abstract entity, and the 
human in the workplace as an abstract element of that entity.  

Let us be clear: it is not our intention to denounce the third-person perspective and 
the associated systemic nature of the organisation. This perspective is necessary if 
one is to adequately account for a particular action or social phenomenon. The very 
idea of a performance evaluation implies the need for objectification, i.e. a certain 
detachment of an action from its author. A performance evaluation considers the 
results achieved. This implies that objectives have first been identified. Yet these 
often depend on the departments and positions occupied by employees.  

What we critique in this analysis is the over-reliance on the third-person 
perspective and on the systemic nature of the organisation when it comes to 
evaluating employees’ performances. We question the fact that the systemic action 
is privileged in an effort to construct and manage employee performances, because 
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under this approach the worker is not only considered as an abstract element of an 
abstract entity but also as a predetermined being.  

By exclusively adopting the position of an observer, the evaluator does not expect 
to be surprised by the experience of the employee. The anticipated behaviour of 
the employee, together with the norms, categories and objectives of the 
organisation, form the evaluation framework. While such a framework makes it 
possible to obtain information about performance, the evaluator cannot be 
surprised by the experiences of the employee as told from his perspective. The 
employee is not evaluated as being capable of self-determination. His subjectivity 
appears to be reified. Yet HRM is most widely interpreted as a reference 
framework for the organisation, built on the idea of giving workers as much 
autonomy and responsibility as possible, as well as the idea of recognising their 
contribution and sense of utility (Morgan, 1997). It is therefore legitimate to ask 
whether the practice of evaluating employee performances, as it is presented in the 
textbooks analysed herein, does not in fact run counter to the very notion of HRM 
itself.  

The evaluation methods proposed in these textbooks suggest a craving for 
objectivity at the expense of the worker’s capacity for reflection and self-
determination. From the spectator’s perspective, a declarative evaluation involves 
an objectivist and positivist epistemology. Positivist epistemology presupposes that 
one can find out what is really going on in an organisation by categorising and 
scientifically measuring the behaviour of people and systems (Hatch and Cunliffe, 
2006). Positivist organisation theorists study organisations as objective entities 
and develop methods borrowed from the natural sciences. They seek objectivity 
because they believe that subjectivity damages scientific rigour. Favouring 
empirical and quantitative methods, they adopt an approach which privileges a 
position that is non-reflexive and ostensibly neutral from an axiological standpoint. 
Seen from this perspective, social structures are objects insofar as they are 
detached from human consciousness and intersubjective interactions.  

As clearly demonstrated by Morgan (1997) in his organisation theory, which looks 
at the systemic nature of organisations, these appear as machines from the 
observer’s point of view. The dominant mechanist approach adopted in the 
textbooks analysed here sees humans in the workplace as machine parts, each with 
a clear role in ensuring the whole operates correctly. It is clear that the declarative 
form of performance evaluation methods and the methodological approach of the 
third-person perspective, which are closely linked, involve a certain objectification 
of the employee, who is presented as if s/he were devoid of consciousness, 
intentionality and desire. 
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Subjectification of workers: The instrumental vision of humans in the workplace, 
as it has just been presented through the concept of objectification, is linked to the 
declarative nature of employee performance evaluations and the objectifying 
attitude of the evaluator. As already explained, the third-person perspective is not 
the only one found in the evaluation process. The objectives of the evaluation and 
the dissymmetric influence inherent in those objectives show us that there is a 
moment of empathy in the evaluation process. This empathy, which is indicative 
of a first-person perspective, manifests itself in the developmental objective 
targeted by the evaluation process.  

When a manager invites employees to participate in an evaluation process based 
on self-evaluation, and shows how this exercise will contribute to their personal 
and professional development, he adopts a first-person perspective. He addresses 
them as subjects with consciousness, intentionality and desires. Through this 
approach, the evaluation practice is intended to be in sync with the aspirations of 
the employee, and both the evaluator and the employee are therefore seen as 
beings with desires. According to Spinoza’s anthropology, conatus is the ability to 
fulfil one’s desires in the first person (Lordon, 2010).  

Adopting this perspective, however, does not prevent from an instrumental vision 
of humans in the workplace, one in which they are involved in the instrumental 
action of another without any prior mutual understanding. Even from a first-
person perspective, as long as the performance evaluation involves dissymmetric 
influence, it is based on a relationship of power. By definition, power is the capacity 
to influence others’ behaviour. The relationship of power at work in the 
performance evaluation process is underscored in Thévenet et al.’s textbook. In 
their search for performance, organisations try to mobilise individual commitment 
– a source of performance – as much as possible. The appraisal interview is one of 
the tools used to serve this performance-oriented mindset. But how does the 
performance evaluation become a tool that serves the ideology of performance? It 
is through the mechanism that captures the desires of others that the evaluation 
becomes a tool for dissymmetric influence and the ideology of performance. The 
relationship of power that hides behind the facade of the performance evaluation 
objectives consists in capturing the desires of the worker. 

As clearly demonstrated by Lordon (2010), the wage-earning class is a meeting 
between two liberties and two projects – and therefore between two desires. As 
soon as a company adopts a practice that involves dissymmetric influence, the 
desire of the employee is forced to align with the dominant desire of the company. 
Staff performance evaluations conducted in a unilaterally declarative manner and 
which, at the same time, are designed to influence employees’ behaviour, appear 
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to be indicative of a capture strategy. That which is captured is the employees’ 
power to act. 

The dominant desire captures the power to act of the enlisted. It makes sure that 
the conative  energies of third parties work for its benefit, third parties which 
the social structures, for example those of the salary ratio, have allowed it to mobilise 
in the service of its enterprise. (Lordon, 2010: 153, our translation)  

It is the capture of the desire of others that distinguishes the work of the 
entrepreneur from that of the employee. 

Via this insidious capture mechanism, it is clear that the first-person perspective 
adopted in the performance evaluation process is a perverted perspective. 
Although under this perspective, unlike that of the third person, the employee is 
considered as a subject capable of consciousness and intentionality, the capture 
mechanism ensures that the subject is subjectified. By organising and controlling 
the worker, the performance evaluation stimulates the production of a type of 
subjectivity that conforms to corporate strategy. As shown in Figure 1, and based 
on our reading, this subjectification is therefore the second form of the 
instrumental vision of humans in the workplace implicit in the textbooks analysed. 

   

  

 

 

 

 

In both forms of this instrumental vision (objectification and subjectification), the 
worker is not considered as a subject who acts, speaks and interacts with his peers, 
as an alter ego with whom they can enter into dialogue. The performance 
evaluation appears as an instrumental action in which the participants are 
coordinated by calculations for egocentric success. This is a practice that lacks the 
second-person perspective, whereby ‘each individual, from the perspective of the 
first-person participant, must relate to the other as a second person with the 
intention of understanding one another, rather than treating him as an object and 
as an instrument for personal ends’ (Habermas, 2003: 55). It is because the 
performance evaluation is not conducted from the second-person perspective that 
it is defined as an opinion ‘proffered by someone who does not want to give it to 
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Figure 1: Instrumentalisation of human beings in the workplace (synthesis) 
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someone who does not want to receive it’ (Bowman, 1999, in Cadin et al., 2012: 
403, our translation). 

The foregoing analysis suggests considering the three standpoints as ethical 
framework for performance evaluation of employees. According to the rhetoric of 
HRM we analysed, the ultimate objective of performance evaluation is to increase 
firm’s competitiveness. Since organizations compete through people, it is said that 
the success of an organization depends on its human capital, i.e. the employees’ 
knowledge, skills, abilities, and other attributes that have economic value to the 
firm. But an employee cannot be reduced to such attributes. An employee is a 
human person and needs to be recognized and related to as such. A fair 
performance appraisal should be holistic. It can only be holistic if all the three 
perspectives are taken into account in evaluation process. This is why we propose 
the tripartite perspective taking, which is recommended in any account of human 
action (Bohman, 2001), to be an ethical framework for performance evaluation 
process.  

Each perspective has its advantages that need to be taken into account. The third-
person perspective is important for objectivity of the performance evaluation. The 
first-person perspective is useful for understanding the background of the 
performance’s results. But the second-person perspective is the most important of 
the three perspectives, for it involves an interaction of the parties concerned. For 
example, in the case of performance evaluation, it involves the meeting in person 
of the evaluator with the evaluated and listening to one another. Since it involves 
listening to one another, it contributes to impartiality that is sought in the third-
person perspective and paves the way to empathy that is the positive feature 
peculiar to the first-person perspective.  

The tripartite perspective taking may constitute a morally1 normative framework 
for performance appraisal, not only because of its holistic nature, but also because 
it is anchored to mutual concern, the concern that the evaluator has for the 
employee being evaluated, and the concern that the employee has for the evaluator 
and the organization that the latter stands for. Remember that ‘perspective’ means 
a particular way of considering something. In matters of performance evaluation, 
the third person-perspective considers the employees being evaluated in a distant 
way. The evaluator is detached from employees’ lived experiences. It is a kind of 
indifference towards a fellow human being. The first-person perspective, on the 
other hand, is considering employees from their own point of view, that is, 
considering the feelings they may have, the experience they may have lived, their 
possible perception of evaluation results, etc. It is an empathic attitude. Compared 

																																																								
1  We use the term ‘moral’ and ‘ethical’ as interchangeable. 
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to the third-person perspective, this is a more humane perspective. But the 
problem is that we can always be mistaken about other people’s situation, needs, 
feelings, desires, and emotions. That is why performance evaluation should 
involve a dialogue, in other words, the second-person perspective. This dialogue 
ought not to mainly consist in intellectual debate, but first and foremost in 
listening to one another’s concerns. 

These concerns may not only be about performance as such, they may also be 
about its context or the working environment. As we can see, in contrast with the 
first-and third-person perspective, the second-person perspective is not one-way 
relation, but a two-way relation. It is a dialogical interaction between the evaluator 
and the evaluated, involving listening and responding to one another, driven by a 
reciprocal concern. The evaluator does not simply relate to the evaluated employee 
as an impartial judge, but also as a person who is concerned about another human 
being. Prinz (2011: 230) describes concern as a cure for heartlessness, as it is a 
feeling we have for another person in need.  

Perspectives 3rd-person    
(s/he / it) 

2nd –person (you) 1st-person (I) 

Involvement Observer Dialogue partner Participant 
Moral attitude Indifference Mutual concern Empathy 

Table 3: Tripartite perspective taking on human action 

As shown in Table 3, each perspective taking, owing to the involvement that is its 
correlate, promotes a particular moral attitude. The third person-perspective 
promotes indifference; the second-person perspective, mutual concern; and the 
first-person perspective, empathy. Because of its holistic nature and the mutual 
concern that it involves, adopting the tripartite perspective taking as a framework 
in performance appraisal could help avoiding objectification and subjectification 
that result from the exclusive adoption of the third- and first-person perspective. 

From reflexivity to performativity: Exploring the path of founding HRM on 
an alternative anthropology 

Globalization and digital transformation of the economy, together with 
individualization among many other societal transformations, are leading trends 
that legitimize, in many contexts (i.e. in the name of a struggle for 
competitiveness), a hard and violent management. One may (and must) analyse, 
denounce and criticize such degrading forms of work organization. But one can 
ask whether we do not have a shared responsibility in the abuses we observe and 
(sometimes) denounce. Are we not teaching HRM as an amoral background made 
up of techniques and models whose moral foundations in fact (re)produce self-
interest, opportunism, and management practices and theories that de-humanize 
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by degrading humankind to resources? These are the questions we wanted to 
discuss in this article, by taking on a denaturalisation enterprise which led us to 
question the anthropological foundations of mainstream HRM through a 
phenomenological analysis of HRM textbooks and, somehow, management 
education. The naturalisation at stake does not ‘simply’ refer here to the 
internalisation of what is considered as a conventional behaviour to be adopted 
(like to be flexible, to adapt oneself, to manage his own career, to act autonomously, 
etc.), or to conventional institutional ends (like to maximize profit, to maximize 
quality, etc.), but well to the internalisation of the denial of any moral or ethical 
considerations in our theories and models. We have shown that HRM, as it is 
taught in some major references in the field, carries a morality where human 
beings are the instruments of financial capitalism. 

It emerges from this analysis that the most widely disseminated HRM textbooks 
(according to our information) in universities and colleges largely share a common 
consideration of human beings2, thereby contributing to a certain standardisation 
of knowledge in the field of management. Such anthropological foundations 
present a reifying vision of mankind: human beings are perceived as resources 
that can be put to work and that are available to support corporate strategy that 
exhausts them and, more broadly, that reduces them to productivity rates and 
performance levels. To teach students about these models and tools is therefore to 
take part in that project, which stretches far beyond corporate governance or social 
responsibility issues.  

Nothing is more fundamental in setting our research agenda and informing our 
research methods than our view of the nature of human beings whose behaviours 
we are studying… It makes a difference in research, but it also makes a difference 
for the proper design of institutions. (Simon, 1985: 293)  

Herbert Simon, like Sumantra Ghoshal (2005), pointed to the need for revealing 
a specific conception of the humankind on which founding renewed theories and 
practices in organization studies and management. But few ventured in such risky 
enterprise. Aktouf (1992) claimed ‘it is necessary to construct a vision of the person 
other than that conveyed by the theoretical framework to be overcome’ (1992: 411), 
and proposed a radical humanist alternative. In the specific field of HRM, few 
more propose other models and practices that would serve an alternative vision of 
humans in the workplace. Detchessahar (2015) proposes to bring a moral 
dimension to markets and to found organizations and HRM namely on a 

																																																								
2  It should be noted that Cadin et al. (2012) is the most nuanced textbook we had to 

consider here: it presents a vision of human beings in the workplace that is less 
monolithic than the eight other texts analysed. This is worth pointing out, even though 
indications of subjectification and objectification were also observed therein. 
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humanist consideration of dialogue; Taskin and Dietrich (2016), in their proposal 
to ‘manage humanly’, systematically deconstruct mainstream approaches to HRM 
and organizational behaviour and propose alternatives based on a humanist 
anthropology where human beings are considered as reflexive, giving – and asking 
for – recognition, and to a large extent benevolent. This paves the way to alternative 
management of people, also requiring alternative governance models. 

Such proposals also simply remind that managing people requires sincere ethics 
both professionally and personally. After all, the human being is a Subject, in 
contrast to certain managerial theories that have made the employee an object to 
acquire, shape, profit from and dispose of; and also in contrast to models 
developed in the field of organisational behaviour that reduce human beings to 
organisms that respond to diverse stimuli or to passive beings who suffer 
management policies and behave as expected and prescribed (labour sociology has 
shown us this never in fact proceeds: we systematically appropriate, make sense, 
divert norms and rules and produce alternative ones – so, why do mainstream 
theories and practices not rely on such considerations about humankind?). 
Human beings are equipped with consciousness, judgement and free will; they 
aspire to their own elevation and are devoted to seeking out that which frees and 
emancipates them, but they are also guided by their encounters with others (Bruni, 
2014; Gomez et al., 2015; Taskin and Dietrich, 2016). So, when it comes to 
managing humanly, we believe that the human person (in opposition to the person 
as a resource, object or organism) is guided by reasons, feelings and choices. ‘Since 
morality, or ethics, is inseparable from human intentionality, a precondition for 
making business studies a science has been the denial of any moral or ethical 
considerations in our theories and, therefore, in our prescriptions for management 
practice’ (Ghoshal, 2005: 77). 

Sharing the anthropology conveyed by the homo economicus, broadly speaking (i.e. 
which considers humans as opportunistic and motivated by their self-interest), 
makes necessary to build hierarchies and to monitor human resources –in order 
to ensure they perform and behave in the intended direction (and not in an 
opportunistic way). What would happen if we shared the belief that human beings 
are different and better than this negative portray that is offered by neo-classical 
economists and that produce bad theories (Ghoshal, 2005)? Let us conclude with 
two reflections inspired by this last comment and topical developments in 
management practice and research.  

First, there are alternative ways of managing people and organizations that are 
burgeoning in the business reality (and which have the names of holacracy, self-
management, liberated, agile or teal organization, etc.). Essentially promoted by 
practitioners, they propose to liberate organizations and employees from the 
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rigidities inherited from bureaucracy. While the purpose to grant more autonomy 
to employees may be acknowledged, our phenomenological enterprise invites us 
to remind the questions we asked when introducing this article: who is the person 
that we want to liberate and acculturate? To whom do we want to restore meaning 
in the workplace? If the question remains unanswered, if the perspectives remain 
those of the first- and third-person exclusively, then, the likelihood to face an avatar 
of the same (homo economicus) is high. Inviting our students to consider the 
humankind at the centre of their theories, models and practices is a way to 
reintroduce morality, or ethics, in management (research and practice). This also 
requires considering the second-person in our perspectives on HRM.  

Second, and finally, we observe the emergence of a debate about the notion of 
‘humanization’ in management. Concepts of objectification or commodification 
have long been pointed out in different contexts, in management, to denounce the 
alienation of workers and their degradation to tools of production. But speaking 
about de-humanization has something stronger: this should imply we agree on 
what is humanity and on what characterize a ‘standard humanized’ situation. If I 
feel devalued by my supervisor, can I for that reason convey this feeling and its 
effect in terms of disengagement, in the terms of a de-humanization? The notion 
of de-humanization bears something stronger that needs certainly to (a) explicitly 
question oneself on what consideration of humankind is shared and referred to 
when investigating or assessing such questions; (b) hierarchize the many concepts 
carried by organizational behaviour these last three decades in order to measure 
feelings and attitudes at work, in order not to rename existing constructs/objects 
by morally-grounded ones (like de-humanization) simply by fashion. Under such 
conditions, then, the performative way to address the issue raised by de-
humanization in management could be to identify the conditions under which a 
workplace may be humanizing. Our suggestion to address such an ethical (and not 
technical) issue would be to make the desired or observed anthropology explicit, as 
well as to adopt a tripartite perspective. 
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Engaged in teaching HRM: The quest for critical 
and reflective practice 

Tiina Taipale and Sara Lindström 

abstract 

Research on teaching experiences related to converting the theoretical critique of HRM 
into practical action is scarce. In this article, we scrutinize our own development as HRM 
teachers in our quest for critical and reflective teaching praxis. We address teaching HRM 
as a practical activity and use our own teaching materials from the years 2011–2015 to 
identify three phases in the development of our teaching: telling, challenging, and 
engaging. All three phases rely on somewhat different tactics and teaching methods when 
incorporating critical HRM traditions and reflection into course design. We argue that in 
order to encourage critical thinking towards HRM we as teachers need to, firstly, reflect on 
our own practice. Reflection demands time and commitment– both rarities in today’s 
academia, characterized as it is by pressures to publish in top-tier journals. Secondly, we 
need to use students’ experiences and expectations of HRM as a starting point when 
planning our teaching. However, incorporating critical content is a balancing act in today’s 
university context, which increasingly underlines the employability of students. 

Introduction 

It is March 2016 and we are having lunch in the university cafeteria with a couple 
of doctoral students. One of them has been asked to participate in teaching a 
“capstone course” for bachelor-level students. He has a background in sociology and 
he seems quite puzzled over the expectations. The course aims to provide students 
with “hands on” business experience and “practical analytical skills” that students 
could use in their future as management consultants. He doubts whether he 
understands what this means: “I would be happy to give a lecture on Weber’s 
thinking, but I don’t know if I’m the right person to do this. Maybe it’s relevant for 
my career development as teaching experience”, he says. “However, I still think that 
these students would benefit more from a wider and critical education”, he adds. 
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“Isn’t understanding the bigger picture and questioning the taken-for-granted what 
most leaders and managers seem to be crying out for in their employees?” 

The conversation above took place in our workplace, Aalto University School of 
Business in Finland. It exemplifies tensions characterizing contemporary 
university-level business education. University studies are increasingly expected to 
contribute to the ‘employability’ of students, to be ‘useful’, and to offer a ‘toolbox’ 
for future employment. These expectations, however, conflict with the more 
critical view of higher education, which underlines the importance of educating 
reflective professionals or citizens capable of analyzing power dynamics and the 
truth effects of management and research paradigms. These are not only local 
tensions, but pressures stemming from students, industry and commerce across 
different national contexts (Cranmer, 2006; Bratton and Gold, 2015).  

In the contemporary societal context, characterized by financial crisis, growing 
economic inequality, the exploitation of natural resources and the workforce in 
countries with insufficient regulation, not only economics departments but also 
business schools and disciplines in general are accused of contributing to, rather 
than trying to counter-balance, these trends (Bratton and Gold, 2015; Fotaki and 
Prasad, 2015). Similarly, the field of Human Resource Management (HRM), which 
has since its emergence been criticized for being an ideological force contributing 
to the neoliberal political agenda, is now increasingly required to become more 
reflective and critical (Janssens and Steyaert, 2009). These same requirements 
apply to teaching, and in recent years a number of studies have addressed teaching 
critical, responsible and reflective HRM (Bratton and Gold, 2015; Holden and 
Griggs, 2011; Ruggunan and Spiller, 2014). 

As indicated in this special issue, there is no lack of critical approaches to HRM to 
draw on when aiming for more critical HRM scholarship and practice. However, 
the mainstream approach to HRM seems to offer knowledge with practical 
managerial relevance, and is thus easier to put into practice in organizations, 
which has led to its dominance among HR practitioners and business school 
training in general (King and Learmonth, 2015; Valentin, 2007). Advice about 
converting theoretical critique into practical applications in teaching HRM is 
scarce compared to the number of mainstream HRM textbooks. Some scholars, 
however, advocate critical and reflective HRM education (Bratton and Gold 2015; 
Holden and Griggs, 2011; Lawless and McQue, 2008). Our study builds on this 
and takes practice into account by studying how our own teaching practice evolved 
while teaching a bachelor-level course in HRM during the years 2011–2015.  

Our aim is to describe how we as university teachers and junior scholars have 
developed our teaching practice in our quest for critical and reflective teaching. We 
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approach our professional learning process from a practice theory perspective 
which underlines knowing, teaching and learning as cultural and social 
phenomena (Lave, 1996), as ‘knowledge in action situated in the historical, social 
and cultural context in which it arises’ (Nicolini et al., 2003; Nicolini, 2012). 
Practices can be understood as knowledgeable collective action created from 
resources and constraints at hand. Practices are, hence, negotiated and emergent 
in nature (Gherardi, 2009). Practice theory views work organizations as dependent 
on knowledge created through participation in community and shared meaning-
making processes in relation to the action at hand (Gherardi et al., 1998). 
Organizational learning is social by nature and acquired by socialization to 
organizational work (Brandi and Elkjaer, 2011). Consequently, knowing and 
learning are tacit processes which take place in communities of practice, which 
share joint enterprise and engagement (Nicolini et al., 2003). Many practice 
scholars also use the notion of praxis, which has a long history as a philosophical 
term, to denote reflected or informed practice (Bernstain, 2011). Praxis is often 
understood as engaging with ideas in action; as practice which combines reflection 
on the social reality (critical awareness) and action (Arendt, 2013; Freire, 1970). We 
use the term praxis in a similar vein to indicate activity which ‘combines a moral 
purpose with political commitment and tactical skillfulness’ (Räsänen, 2008). 

We narrate our trajectory from novice business school recruits and teachers 
towards an engaging teaching praxis which reconciles our critical view of HRM as 
social scientists with students’ expectations for relevant business skills needed in 
contemporary working life. In so doing, we pay special attention to the different 
ways in which we have encouraged critical reflection. By following our learning 
process as teachers, we identify shifts in our teaching practice, developing from 
informing (telling) to challenging, and finally to engaging, with a view to 
incorporating critical content into the mainstream course setting. In the spirit of 
this special issue, we explore what can be considered a good way to teach ‘how to 
manage the human’ in the contemporary business and societal context.  

First, we proceed by describing in more detail the problems related to teaching 
HRM in business schools and higher education in general. Then we move on to 
describe some methodological considerations, as well as the way in which our 
teaching has evolved, paying attention to the interplay between the changing 
context, our increased understanding of the subject matter and our pedagogical 
skills. The article ends with a discussion of the results and our conclusions. 

Difficulties in teaching critical HRM 

HRM – Key to business success or ideological force? 
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In most mainstream HRM textbooks designed for higher education, teaching 
HRM covers management activities related to people in organizations 
(recruitment, competence development, performance management, change 
management, and administration), as well as an overview of HRM as ‘a distinctive 
approach to the management of people’ that is different from personnel 
management (Torrington et al., 2008: 10). They also briefly describe the historical 
development and theoretical underpinnings of HRM as a subject and scholarly 
field. An overview of mainstream HRM textbooks shows that HRM research and 
education aims to offer theories that solidify human resources as a source of 
competitive advantage, and guidance on how to achieve this through showcasing 
a variety of evidence-based practices from recruitment to talent management 
(Dessler, 2011). This suggests that most HRM teaching is largely aligned with the 
interests of business, offering practical advice on how to succeed, adopting a 
functionalist and managerialist perspective (Stewart et al., 2007), and training 
students for management and business (Perriton, 2007). 

Since its emergence, HRM as a managerial paradigm and research field has been 
questioned by a number of related academic disciplines, which adopt either a 
critical or a wider social and historical perspective. From early on, HRM 
scholarship has been linked to advancing the neoliberal agenda, and contributing 
to the trend of weakening unions and collective bargaining (Jacoby, 2004; 
Weiskopf and Munro, 2011). These critical remarks have originated from diverse 
traditions: Marxism (industrial relations, labour process theory and industrial 
sociology) (Thompson and Ackroyd, 1995), business ethics (Greenwood, 2002; 
2013), adult education (Baptiste, 2001), and history (Kaufman, 2002; Jacoby, 
2004), to mention a few.  

HRM practice and scholarship have also been criticized from within, with HRM 
scholars like  Karen Legge (2005), Tony J. Watson (2004) and Tara Fenwick (2005) 
calling for more critical research on the subject. The aim of critical HRM studies 
has traditionally been to demonstrate the challenges inherent in transforming HR 
policy from rhetoric into reality, and to investigate how the strategic objectives of 
HRM are formed in organizations and society    (Guest and King, 2004; Legge, 
2005; Truss, 2001). Scholars addressing HRM from the Critical Management 
Studies (CMS) perspective have raised concern over attempts by HRM theorists 
and professionals, traditionally often described as having a low status, to gain a 
strategic role in organizations. They argue that this has led to ‘short-sightedness’ 
and an over-emphasis on economic performance (Bratton and Gold, 2015). 
Various social consequences are also associated with the spread of HRM. New 
flexible employment patterns are eroding full-time employment and leading to 
contingent or precarious work, contributing to a rise in insecurity and income 
inequality (Delbridge and Keenoy 2010; Bolton et al., 2012; Fotaki and Prasad, 
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2015). Additionally, a vibrant school of thought within CMS has engaged in 
Foucauldian analysis to address new forms of people management as neo-
normative forms of control, used to gain commitment and to construct an 
enterprising and flexible subject, institutionalizing neoliberal logic in the process 
(Fleming and Sturdy, 2009; 2011; Fleming, 2013).  

Some of these critical works, such as that by Karen Legge (2005), are established 
as core readings in many HRM curricula, and also cited in mainstream textbooks. 
Still, it is argued that critical HRM approaches don’t truly challenge mainstream 
approaches by offering an alternative perspective on how to practice and/or teach 
the agenda (Ruggunan and Spiller, 2014; see also Fournier and Grey, 2000). 
Scholars from various backgrounds have also argued that the critical (Foucauldian) 
tradition marginalizes worker resistance and establishes the trends it aims to 
critique (Gibson-Graham, 2008; Thompson and Ackroyd, 1995). Lately, there have 
been calls for ‘critical performativity’ (Spicer et al., 2009), in other words calls for 
critical scholarship to adopt a more ‘practice-oriented position that explores new 
practices and possibilities for action’ (King and Learmonth, 2015: 356).  

Some attempts towards critically-oriented but practical HRM have been made. 
These attempts scrutinize HRM, and management in general, as phenomena 
anchored in different social, political and economic contexts, and underline that 
due to the ideological elements of HRM theory and related practices, management 
education ought to be about management, not for it (see Perriton, 2007.) Such 
critical but practical HRM efforts emphasize the need to move from teaching 
‘neutral’ instrumental knowledge and management skills towards so-called critical 
education. In critical education, questioning taken-for-granted assumptions 
underlying HRM theory is stressed (Bratton and Gold, 2015; Holden and Griggs, 
2011; Lawless and McQue, 2008; Valentin, 2007). The point is to reflect upon 
HRM instead of just learning ‘how to do it’ (Valentin, 2007). Furthermore, this 
reflection is expected to engage students and teachers in social change (Ruggunan 
and Spiller, 2014), echoing the project of CMS, the spirit of critical pedagogy and 
emancipatory education (Freire, 1970; Valentin, 2007) aiming for democracy and 
empowerment in society (Perriton, 2007). These programmes also underline 
community or community of practice, the social instead of the individual, as sites 
of learning and change (Perriton and Reynolds, 2004; Valentin, 2007).   

Most studies on critical HRM and management education stress critical reflection 
as a key pedagogical tool for such education (Holden and Griggs, 2011; Lawless 
and McQue, 2008; Perriton, 2007; Valentin, 2007). In the fostering of such 
critical reflection, many scholars have turned towards practice theories, as they 
seem to offer paths to engage students and practitioners in such activities. For 
example, Lawless and McQue (2008) have drawn on critical pedagogy and action 
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research to form a critical agenda for HRM, one that would be based on reflection 
and enable a ‘community of critical practitioners’. Similar attempts have been 
made when educating practitioners (Lawless and McQue, 2008) working as 
managers (King and Learmonth, 2015), as well as when designing HRM or HRD 
programs for university (Armitage, 2010; Valentin, 2007; Holden and Griggs, 
2011). In our academic home base, Aalto University (previously Helsinki School of 
Economics), a research group called Management Education Research Initiative 
(MERI) maintains a long tradition of inquiry within the discipline into academic 
practice, including both research and teaching. It also offers a range of courses on 
management and HRD from candidate to doctoral level, drawing on similar 
insights from adult education and practice theory (see Korpiaho et al., 2007; 
Päiviö, 2008; Räsänen, 2009; Räsänen and Korpiaho, 2011). 

Despite all of these intentions, adopting a critical teaching practice entails similar 
difficulties in relation to enhancing critical reflections in the classroom and 
transferring critical HRM practice from the classroom to workplaces. Such 
difficulties arise from the disparity between the nature of critical knowledge and 
the expectations of ‘useful skills and knowledge’ imposed on higher education 
(Valentin, 2007). These studies, as well as abundant research on higher education 
reforms worldwide, suggest that although there seems to be a clear need for critical 
education, it is also becoming harder to realize due to the generalized expectations 
for education to serve economic or managerial interests and disciplinary 
mechanisms institutionalized in higher education.  

Instrumentalization of higher education  

While there is more demand than ever for critical approaches to management, it 
seems that educational institutions themselves are running based on the same 
managerial logic that they ought to question, making this quest increasingly 
difficult. Along with other educational and public institutions, universities are 
increasingly led by market logic and are expected to serve economic interests (Ball, 
2009; Lorenz, 2012). Universities are also increasingly treated like competitive 
actors, ‘a global market of their own’ competing over students, talent, resources, 
status and reputation (Aula, 2015; Aula and Tienari, 2011). Institutions offering 
higher education are expected to serve the national interests of ‘competition states’, 
competing over investments and talent, and contributing to nations’ 
innovativeness on the international market (Olssen and Peters, 2005; Ball, 2009). 
In the knowledge economy, universities do not encourage students to seek the 
truth. Instead, they are expected to contribute to lifelong learning by producing 
‘product-like knowledge’ that can be delivered, transferred and marketed (Furedi, 
2006). They are also expected to produce a competent workforce; to enhance the 
employability of students by developing skills and attitudes that businesses and 



Tiina Taipale and Sara Lindström Engaged in teaching HRM 

article| 309 

societies require (Ball, 1998). In order to outshine other universities, they are also 
required to produce cutting-edge research. To ensure this, universities are 
themselves led by continuous auditing processes, competition over resources and 
career opportunities, and the need to develop a celebrity culture (Berglund, 2008). 

All of the above-mentioned changes underline the instrumental logic, usefulness, 
innovativeness and effectiveness of knowledge and skills production. Extensive 
scholarship on the neoliberalization of universities has demonstrated how 
universities themselves have been harnessed in the production of individualized 
and responsibilized entrepreneurial subjects, willing and able to transform their 
own conduct to become ‘ideal neoliberal selves’ (Brunila and Siivonen, 2016; 
Davies and Bansel, 2007). In such environments, activities previously regarded as 
legitimate core functions of universities – pursuing truth and engaging in 
contemplative activity – are increasingly treated as non-relevant or elitist (Furedi, 
2006). This hinders endeavours geared towards reflection and criticality. In the 
contemporary context, they seem to be turning into instrumental and superficial 
‘tools’ to be used to gain a degree or enhance business rather than to pursue real 
engagement with questioning and innovative practices (Holden and Griggs, 2011). 
Instead of nurturing reflection arising from understanding a subject thoroughly, 
criticality turns into asking a certain set of questions or engaging in superficial 
reflection to please the teacher.   

Based on Lawless and McQue’s (2008) and Valentin’s (2007) experiences, such 
an environment also hinders critical reflection in other ways. In the competitive 
educational and labour market, and in circumstances of growing unemployment 
of university graduates, students are increasingly urged to act like consumers and 
to expect educational services that enhance their employability. Continuous 
attempts to improve personal skills, qualities and experiences in order to compete 
in the graduate labour market burden students with individual responsibility in 
situations where their opportunities might still be more dependent on their social 
background (Boden and Nedeva, 2010). Additionally, teachers involved in critical 
education have expressed concerns about rendering their students more 
vulnerable to being unemployed if they encourage reflective professionalism in a 
context where competition is encouraged (Lawless and McQue, 2008; Valentin, 
2007). Hence, these authors recommend that critical and reflective teaching 
should be offered as part of a wider curriculum. 

Methodological considerations 

Our analysis is based on our experiences of teaching a bachelor-level course in 
HRM during the years 2011–2015. During this time, while we principally worked 
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as project researchers and on our own PhDs, we were in charge of teaching this 
course ten times in total, and twice a year on average. The course is arranged by 
Aalto University School of Business where we have taught both Open University 
students and degree students in the Department of Management Studies. Aalto 
University, like almost all Finnish universities, offers Open University education. 
As the name implies, the courses are open to everyone regardless of age, aims or 
previous education, in return for a modest fee.  

From the outset until our final implementation of the course, the key learning 
targets were to familiarize students with the scope of the HRM field, as well as to 
help them understand the significance of HRM in organizations, and to recognize 
how HRM contributes to achieving organizational goals and performance. An 
additional aim was to find links between HRM theory and organizational practices 
in Finnish work organizations. To achieve this, a critical approach has always been 
part of the course. The original lecture content covered the history of HRM and 
addressed differences between personnel administration, HRM and SHRM. 
Further, gender inequality in labour markets and industrial relations were 
incorporated into the lectures. 

The context for our teaching experiences was the substantive merger Aalto 
University had undergone by 2010. In this context, our workplace, Helsinki School 
of Economics, was merged with Helsinki University of Technology and the School 
of Arts, Design and Architecture. In the period during which we started teaching, 
the effects of the merger had started to become apparent. As Aula (2015), who 
studied this merger, indicates, it was part of a wider development in Europe where 
university mergers have become an integral part of public sector reforms, in which 
the role of universities has been redefined to serve the interests of national 
economies.  

To analyze how our trajectory towards critical and reflective teaching praxis 
developed, we used our own teaching materials as data. To this end, we traced how 
our course content and teaching methods evolved during the ten HRM courses 
that we taught together during a four-year period between autumn 2011 and 
autumn 2015. This material includes a rich collection of PowerPoint slides, notes 
from lectures and classroom exercises, online discussions, course readings, as well 
as pre- and final exam questions. To be able to track changes in our teaching, we 
also used notes based on our reflections, as well as assignments we had used on 
pedagogical courses, coupled with course feedback. 

We conducted the analysis in two interrelated phases. First, we skimmed through 
all of the materials, categorizing them chronologically. Then we scrutinized them 
further, looking for the ways in which we had formulated lectures, classroom 
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exercises and exam questions. We were particularly interested in changes in 
practice, in this case how we had modified both the course content and the 
teaching methods and how we endeavored to engage students in critical reflection. 
This way of analyzing the data was fruitful since it allowed us to scrutinize our 
notes and materials in connection to the contextual changes that occurred during 
the time of our teaching. 

Development of our teaching practice 

In this section, we show how we as teachers developed our teaching practice in our 
quest for praxis that would encourage reflection and critical understanding of 
HRM. When scrutinizing the teaching methods we had applied during the years 
in question and taking into account the changing context of our teaching, we noted 
that we have gradually modified our teaching practice on our journey from novice 
teachers to where we are now. Consequently, we identified three phases of 
development in relation to how we presented critical content and strove for 
reflection. We have categorized these phases as telling, challenging, and engaging. 
Each phase was motivated by a different tactical stance, indicating change in our 
didactic aims and vision, as well as in our skilfulness in realizing these visions. 
Next we discuss these phases in detail and show how we combined mainstream 
and critical HRM approaches during each of them. As practice theory indicates, 
practices are socio-cultural and situated (Nicolini et al., 2003), and hence we also 
pay attention to how context is reflected in the development of our practices. These 
insights are summarized in Figure 1.  
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Phases 

 
1. Telling 

 
2. Challenging 

 
3. Engaging 

Years 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Teaching 
methods 

Lecturing Participatory inquiry in 
small groups about 
linkages between HRM and 
corporate social and 
environmental 
responsibility (both during 
and outside course 
meetings). 

Written group assignment on role and 
organization of HRM in a work organization 
(outside the lecture room). 

Brief classroom 
discussions. 

Classroom exercises and 
discussions linked to pre-
readings. 

Long discussions and 
exercises linked to 
participatory inquiry and 
pre-readings. 

Preliminary exam. Preliminary assignment. 

Final exam. Reflective exam. 

Teaching 
of critical 
HRM 

Critical view to HRM 
as a minor 
perspective compared 
to mainstream HRM. 
Lecturing about 
history and industrial 
relations. 

Critical view to HRM 
discussed and lectured 
alongside mainstream 
content. Challenging 
students’ points of view 
with critical readings and 
exercises. 

Framing of critical HRM 
and critical thinking in 
general as a part of 
professionalism in working 
life. Instead of lecturing on 
critical HRM, the critical 
perspective stems from the 
students themselves. 

Teaching 
context 

Strong influence of 
professor in charge of 
HRM teaching, 
inexperience of 
business school 
context, newly 
accepted doctoral 
student status.  

Increased university-level pressures to become ‘world-
class’, pedagogical training. 

Imposter syndrome. Freedom to revise the 
course. 

Tactical 
stance 

Novice: Trying to 
cope in a new field 
and portray expertise.  

Towards situated 
knowledge: political 
awareness linked to 
increased understanding 
of HRM. 

Reflective and engaging: 
political understanding 
combined with pedagogical 
understanding and skills.  

Figure 1: Development of teaching practice from 2011 to 2015 
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Phase 1: Telling 

We have named the first phase of our teaching development as ‘telling’ because 
our teaching relied mainly on giving lectures, formulating and grading exams and 
assessing written assignments. Simply put, we expected students to absorb the 
knowledge that we had chosen and presented to them. This phase lasted for 
approximately eighteen months between autumn 2011 and summer 2013. 

We got involved in teaching the HRM course soon after being recruited to Aalto 
University as project researchers. As the project was investigating HRM 
performance links, we were asked to assist the professor in charge of HRM 
courses. We were subsequently offered the possibility to teach the same bachelor-
level course ourselves for Open University students. However, we were novices not 
only in relation to teaching, but also in relation to business school education and 
the HRM curriculum as our educational background is in social sciences (social 
history and sociology). This led to a situation whereby we adopted practices that 
we observed around us, while relying on our previous experiences and knowledge 
as students in social sciences. Although we lacked teaching experience, we had 
tacit knowledge (Nicolini et al., 2003) of higher education from our own history as 
students, and we were thus aware of context-independent teaching rules (Gherardi 
et al., 1998).  

We also applied to and were accepted into the doctoral programme at Aalto 
University, which led us to a situation where we were simultaneously teaching and 
taking courses at the same university. The fact that we were students ourselves on 
a number of different courses made us aware of the students’ perspective. Thus, 
we aimed for ‘fair’ teaching from the beginning: teaching that would support 
students’ learning, avoid addressing them as ‘others’, and recognizing our own 
power in the classroom. In retrospect, our background in social sciences made us 
aware of the importance of understanding power asymmetries in teaching. 
Interestingly, this also resonates with practice theoretical perspectives on higher 
education, which support respecting students as capable agents and practitioners 
(Korpiaho et al., 2007). 

During our initial teaching years, we were mainly preoccupied with how to ‘make 
it’ as teachers, and to showcase our own knowledge of HRM, with which we were 
familiarizing ourselves at the same time. When we started teaching the course, we 
followed the course content and used almost the same lecture slides that were 
produced by the responsible professor.  

From the outset, we were bewildered with some of the aspects of HRM. The 
division of literature into critical and mainstream seemed particularly odd, as this 
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division is missing from social sciences, as they don’t aim to produce information 
directly for business or managerial purposes. Hence, we incorporated some new 
content into the lectures, which reflected our own thinking, including a more 
thorough lecture on the history of people management to situate HRM within a 
continuum of different managerial paradigms. When assessing students’ written 
assignments, we drew attention to the links between people management 
paradigms and changes in working and employment patterns. We also tentatively 
incorporated the themes of responsibility and sustainability with regard to HRM 
(Ehnert and Harry, 2012; Jackson and Seo, 2010), as we regarded these as 
emerging trends, challenging the ‘hard’ versions of HRM to some extent. We also 
made moderate efforts to engage the students in discussion, following the example 
of the responsible professor. We asked for their opinions and experiences on 
performance assessments, for example, and asked them to come up with examples 
of different forms of competence development. These discussions were brief for 
the most part and took place at the end of the lectures. 

The second time we taught the course, we continued almost in the same vein. 
However, modest progress from novices to advanced beginners who could 
recognize situational elements (Gherardi et al., 1998) were visible in the way we 
aimed for a more reflective direction. These changes were made largely due to 
discussing student feedback and facing situated expectations: some students 
lamented the lack of concrete tools for management, and complained about 
irrelevant content and boring lectures. Hence this time, during the first lecture, 
we asked the students to contemplate and discuss with a partner ‘why they are 
attending the course, what they wish to learn and how they would like to be taught’. 
Then we linked their thoughts to multiple expectations of studying HRM in 
universities: We explained that not only managerial tools, but also analytical 
competence and wider understanding were to be acquired from university studies. 
This illustrates how we believed we could foster students’ capability of critically 
evaluating HRM by telling them how the subject could (or should) be addressed 
from our perspective. Moreover, to make the content more vibrant for participants, 
we resolved to incorporate at least one class discussion into every (45-minute) 
lecture in order to ‘involve’ the students.  

While lecturing, we presented mainstream and to a lesser extent also critical 
research to the students. However, our knowledge of these fields was still limited 
to the most well-known HRM critical approaches (such as Legge, 2005), as was 
our repertoire as teachers in engaging the students in critical thinking.  

Phase 2: Challenging 
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The second phase in our teaching development lasted approximately two and a half 
years between summer 2013 and autumn 2015. We term this phase ‘challenging’ 
due to our own intensified experience of the political nature of HRM and our 
related attempt to challenge the students to switch between different perspectives 
on the subject. This change in our practice was due to our wider and deeper 
knowledge of both mainstream HRM and CMS, gained by practical experience of 
both studying and teaching these matters. Additionally, due to our strengthened 
pedagogical understanding, we tried to make the course elements more aligned 
(Biggs, 1996) and the grading more transparent since we believed this would be 
fair and would boost student engagement. 

During this phase, the teaching environment underwent various transformations. 
New frameworks for career management and teaching were adopted (see Aula, 
2012; Lund, 2012 for documentation). First, the new Aalto University established 
a pedagogical centre that offered a range of pedagogical courses. We attended these 
to the extent that it was possible as doctoral students (as when applying for 
pedagogical training those having tenure were prioritized). Second, the changing 
environment brought new pressures for university staff to become ‘world-class’: to 
internationalize and publish in specific top journals (Lund, 2012; Tienari, 2012). 
Shortly after the introduction of a new tenure track system, staff who had been 
employed in the discipline for years were no longer offered renewed contracts. 
Similarly, some courses were cut. In particular, courses taught by scholars from 
the Management Education Research Initiative (MERI), who had developed the 
teaching of enhanced reflection and participatory methods within our 
management school and discipline, were cut. In light of these changes, some 
critical-minded scholars also left the university, as they no longer regarded their 
work there as meaningful. Furthermore, recruitments outside of the tenure tracks, 
when famous corporate leaders with limited academic experience were hired, 
made us feel inadequate as teachers at times – a sign of the ‘imposter syndrome’ 
(Knights and Clarke, 2013). As female PhD students and part-time teachers, we 
were neither world-class researchers, nor could we lean on merits from the 
business world. The new rhetoric also suggested that we might have problems 
reaching world-class aims, as this would (based on the rhetoric) require being able 
to dedicate oneself completely to advancing one’s international academic career. 
In our life situations with various family commitments, this kind of dedication 
seemed impossible and led us to doubt our chances of fulfilling the requirements 
of the new academic ideal (Lund, 2012).  

These contextual changes affected our teaching practice in various ways. First, the 
pedagogical courses we attended had an impact on our teaching, as they 
encouraged self-reflection and provided means of evaluating learning goals, 
learning load and alignment of different elements of teaching. Second, the 
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implemented policies aimed at producing a world-class university recast us as 
targets of HRM rhetoric, practices and policies (Lund, 2012). In our work context, 
the Department of Management Studies, these changes were discussed, criticized 
and written about, and hence the political nature of HRM became tangible. Taken 
together, these changes led to a situation whereby we started to pay more attention 
to the political and moral underpinnings (Korpiaho et al., 2007; Räsänen, 2009) 
of teaching HRM. Our tactical stance changed from ‘how to do it’ towards ‘how to 
incorporate these reflections into our teaching’.  

As a result, we gradually transformed the nature of some of the course elements 
towards what we call ‘challenging’. By ‘challenging’, we mean elements that 
challenge students to take a critical stance vis-à-vis studied HRM practices. We 
designed new assignments, and incorporated critical readings and lecture content 
into the course to address relations between HRM rhetoric and changing 
employment practices, with the aim of guiding students’ interest towards 
intensified expectations of employee performance and commitment in relation to 
flexible work arrangements and contingent work. We aimed to challenge students 
to reflect on the talent discourse and its consequences by raising questions about 
social differences and how these contribute to an individual’s capability of 
constructing him- or herself as a ‘talent’. 

One of the new exercises we used in this phase was the so-called ‘Privilege walk’ 
or ‘One step forward’, which we modified to match the HRM theme. In this 
exercise students are given an imaginary role – in our case related to profession 
and background. Different examples are ‘child of diplomats studying medicine’ or 
‘42-year-old part-time worker at McDonald’s’. In this activity, participants are 
asked to stand in a straight line while the facilitator starts to read statements 
revealing different privileges. Such statements were, for example: ‘If your parents 
have encouraged you in your studies, take one step forward’, or ‘If you had the 
opportunity to take language courses abroad during your studies, take one step 
forward’. Those who imagined that these statements might hold true in their role 
would take a step forward and eventually people would end up in different parts of 
the room. Our aim was to make students aware of the social inequalities and the 
social embeddedness lacking in business education (Fotaki and Prasad, 2015), as 
well as to help students understand that life experiences are shaped by class, 
gender and race (Bratton and Gold, 2015). 

Gradually, inspired by pedagogical courses offering insights into how to engage 
students in reflection as a means of professional development, we included similar 
elements. We replaced the pre-exam with a pre-assignment whereby students were 
asked to reflect on their own understanding of HRM and their learning 
expectations based on assigned readings. In addition, instead of assigning people 
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to groups, we took account of students’ interests and let them form groups around 
them. 

Eventually, we made a decision to seek better alignment between the different 
lectures and the exercises we provided. We aimed to teach the entire course by 
always offering the students three specific perspectives on every lecture and, thus, 
on each HRM subfield. Firstly, we showed how HRM has developed both 
historically and institutionally as a managerial paradigm intertwined with working 
life and management trends. Secondly, we approached HRM from the 
mainstream perspective with a normative interest in supporting and developing 
business and, thirdly (inspired by the same idea of practical activity we are using 
here), as a practical activity carried out by people in work organizations. We 
integrated these perspectives into each session through lecturing and exercises to 
make the multifaceted nature of HRM evident. While making these changes, we 
still relied to a great extent on lecturing as a teaching practice, but increasingly 
incorporated different exercises into the lecture content, where students were 
asked to discuss and form opinions together.  

However, while this tripartite perspective to HRM was fruitful for us as teachers 
and researchers, students mostly considered the mainstream HRM approach as 
the most relevant. Although we had modified some teaching methods and found 
new ones, we mostly relied on lecturing. Moreover, we still struggled with feelings 
of a lack of credibility and pondered how to present critical HRM content as 
important and not ‘more political’ than mainstream content where ideological 
elements seem to be normalized and taken for granted. To some extent, the 
imposter syndrome feelings increased the more challenging content we included, 
as we started to feel that we were imposing our own concerns upon our students. 
While we believed that students ought to become increasingly reflective on social 
structures and their position in them, we also viewed the idea of liberating or 
emancipating students from oppressions as problematic, as they might not 
perceive them as oppressive in the first place (see Korpiaho, 2014). Instead, we 
were seeking a way to teach that would allow students to find ways to build their 
own capabilities for action and agency. Added to this, the final exam and evaluation 
of the course changed little. Thus, while we aimed to promote reflection, we were 
still mainly measuring students’ ability to absorb content. 

Phase 3: Engaging  

As a third step in the development of our teaching practice, we identified a phase 
built on ‘engaging’. This phase occurred in autumn 2015 when we had the chance 
to plan the entire course anew when the professor in charge retired. This 
opportunity was quite random, as it took longer than expected for the department 
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to recruit a post-doc that would take the lead in HRM teaching. As this opportunity 
presented itself, we were interested in finding a way of teaching that would make 
the critical content of the course as interesting for the students as the mainstream 
content had been thus far. We embedded the reflectivity aim into the course 
design, and changed our teaching so that the critical perspective was not spoon-
fed by us as lecturers, but would stem instead from the students themselves. To 
achieve this, we had to give the course architecture an extreme makeover. 

In this phase, our tactical stance changed to how to foster reflection and master 
new kinds of teaching methods, and let go of lecturing as the core method of the 
course. As we were aiming for a course structure that would place critical reflection 
at the core, we chose to build the course on participatory (collaborative) inquiry 
learning. Participatory or collaborative inquiry builds on the same theoretical 
underpinnings as practice theories (especially action research), underlining the 
practical and shared nature of knowing (see Heron and Reason, 1997; Bray, 2000), 
and can be used as a research method or way to structure a learning experience 
(Bray, 2000). It also emphasizes participation and democracy, placing the 
practitioner and the interaction between practitioners at the centre of the learning 
process, thereby avoiding an elitist or a manipulative setting. Learning is regarded 
as a process, aimed at leading to personal, organizational or societal change, 
through engagement in inquiry both alone and with others (Bray, 2000). 

In this phase, we designed the course content to support the realization of 
participatory inquiry. We chose ‘linkages between HRM and corporate social and 
environmental responsibility’ as a theme for the entire course, since we saw it as 
an emerging area of interest for both HRM research (Dubois and Dubois, 2012; 
Harris and Trigger, 2012) and for work organizations seeking to brand themselves 
as ‘green’ or otherwise ‘responsible’ (Preuss et al., 2009; Leonard, 2013). We 
structured participatory inquiry, realized in smaller student groups, as the central 
element to which other elements were aligned. The key element we used for 
alignment and engagement comprised structuring the inquiry around the 
question of ‘good HRM’. To this end, for every core component, we sought to 
engage the students in reflecting on their own experiences and understandings of 
good people management by offering them perspectives drawn either from HR 
practitioners or research on the matter. To create the circumstances for common 
inquiry with HR practitioners, we facilitated the setting in advance by contacting 
two companies emphasizing sustainability, and were able to convince them to co-
operate as case organizations on the course.  

Before the course started, students were asked to complete a pre-assignment. For 
this assignment, we selected a few readings around HRM and sustainable HRM, 
and asked them to reflect on their own understanding of good HRM, as well as to 
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articulate their expectations of the course. The students were then divided into 
groups based on their interests stemming from these assignments. We organized 
eight weekly meetings, where the main purpose was to support and facilitate the 
participatory inquiry process of the groups and guide them through some basic 
HRM themes. Furthermore, we categorically called these sessions ‘meetings’ 
instead of the commonly used term ‘lectures’ in order to underline their nature. 
During the meetings, students were allowed and expected to actively participate. 
We assigned pre-readings for each meeting and asked the students to talk them 
over beforehand in a forum situated on the course’s home page, in order to ensure 
that the students would be able to discuss and advance the inquiry during the 
meetings. These texts replaced the textbooks that were previously used as course 
literature. They were chosen according to the principle that for every meeting the 
students had to read and reflect upon two texts: one from the mainstream and the 
other from a more critical HRM perspective. We commented on each group’s 
discussions on a regular basis, either by giving them tips on further reading, ideas 
to develop their group inquiry or encouragement to continue their reflections.  

During the weekly meetings, we applied different participatory group-work 
methods (such as active listening, free writing exercises, fishbowl discussions, and 
snowball discussions) to aid critical reflection on the texts in relation to the inquiry 
at hand. We also established links between our inquiry-based learning and the 
application of these methods and skills in contemporary workplaces, in which 
abilities such as complex problem-solving, reflection and collaboration are 
increasingly demanded (Reynolds et al., 2006). As a consequence, we framed 
methods and assignments supporting reflection as ‘tools’ that students themselves 
could use in the workplace. At the end of every meeting, we encouraged students 
to pay attention to their personal feelings as well as to the group dynamics and 
atmosphere, in order to draw their attention to the (power) dynamics of team-based 
working. 

During the first two meetings, a preliminary research question was formed by each 
group in such a way that these questions would complement each other, as well as 
the common participatory inquiry theme. The research questions were then 
explored in two companies, where students interviewed various HRM and CSR 
professionals, resulting in written reports. 

In order to complete the course, students were expected to do the pre-assignment, 
participate in discussions, fulfil their part of the inquiry, and take an exam in the 
form of a reflective essay. In the exam students described their own learning 
experience during the course. To achieve this, we asked students to reflect on their 
pre-assignment and to describe how their understanding of ‘good HRM’ had 
changed during the course. Students were expected to refer to the studied 
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literature, which they were allowed to take with them into the exam room. Through 
this change in the final exam, we were also able to align our evaluations with the 
aim of enhancing reflection instead of the memorization of HRM theories. We 
also asked students to reflect upon the process of participatory inquiry that they 
had carried out in small groups. 

Discussion and conclusions 

In this article we have traced our own professional development as HRM teachers, 
and our efforts to carry out critical and engaged teaching. We have recognized 
three phases in introducing critical content to our course design: through telling 
(contextualizing HRM by lecturing and pointing out), through challenging 
(exposing the political nature of HRM through exercises and readings), and 
through engaging (assigning tasks that include students’ reflections on their 
experiences, and their standpoint as a starting point). Our experiences underline, 
as Korpiaho (2014) suggests, that reflective work needs to be underpinned by 
approaches that also challenge teachers to reflect on their own practice. 

Looking back and writing about our teaching experiences has served as an 
opportunity to continue reflecting on the development of our own practice. At the 
beginning of our journey as HRM teachers, we were novices with limited 
pedagogical understanding and without a clear teaching philosophy. Still, from the 
beginning, we have aimed at a teaching practice with a moral purpose and political 
commitment (Räsänen, 2008), incorporating perspectives from mainstream 
HRM, employment relations, labour studies, political economy, sustainability 
studies and critical traditions (Bratton and Gold, 2015; Fotaki and Prasad, 2015). 
But as we progressed, we realized that we needed to understand how to introduce 
these viewpoints in a way that speaks to students. After trying to challenge students 
with critical views and content, we realized that instead of simply cynically pointing 
out the ideological mechanisms at play in mainstream HRM, we preferred to 
follow Spicer et al.’s (2009) suggestions of critical performativity, especially when 
it came to engaging with students’ and practitioners’ views. Now, looking back on 
our teaching experiences, we noticed that we had tried different ways of tactically 
resolving ‘the dilemma of caring for actors’ views at the same time as we seek to 
challenge them’ (Spicer et al., 2009: 548).  

By looking back on our own teaching, we argue that a supportive way of 
challenging standpoints and worldviews lies in taking students’ own 
understandings and experiences as a starting point. We were able to do this when 
we aligned the whole course content to support critical reflection through 
participatory inquiry. Based on student course work, we were content with the 
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changes we had made to the course design. Students’ pre-assignments and 
reflection exams from the last phase indicate that most participants had not only 
achieved a mainstream understanding, but were able to reflect on HRM critically 
from various perspectives, much in the spirit that Bratton and Gold (2015) have 
demanded from critical HRM education. These include being able to recognize 
one’s own viewpoints, but also to better understand one’s position vis-à-vis HRM 
practices. Students also developed an understanding of HRM as situated and 
complex, and stated that they had understood that instead of ‘tools’ they would 
need to understand the situation and organization at hand. Compared to how the 
students presented their learning outcomes during previous phases, their 
understanding had considerably developed towards critical reflection. 

Our quest for engaged and engaging HRM teaching echoes Joan Lave’s (1996) 
view of learning as identity-making life projects of participants in communities of 
practice. She emphasizes that instead of mechanisms of learning, there are 
different ways of ‘becoming a participant, participating and ways in which 
participants and practices change’ (Lave, 1996: 157). This opens insights into why 
our tactical stance towards teaching changed.  First, in a business school context, 
where students expect to acquire practical knowledge to enhance their business 
skills and to become successfully employed, designing a course which lectures 
about HRM (history, development and consequences) was problematic. The 
situation would probably have been different if lecturing on other subjects, such 
as social sciences. In the second phase of our teaching, we transitioned from 
lecturing towards giving practical examples. At the same time, we tried to push the 
critical view through challenging students with different approaches introduced 
through lectures and linked assignments. This reflects our own personal academic 
experiences of new kinds of HRM rhetoric and practices. In sum, we aimed for 
teaching practice, which would reflect our growing awareness of the political 
aspects of HRM and thus also our political commitments (Räsänen, 2008) to 
critically view HRM in the changing context. Although these new ways of teaching 
were well received by some students, we lacked the skills and possibilities to 
arrange the different elements of teaching and evaluation to support reflection. 
This showed in the feedback, which indicated that students deemed the content 
irrelevant or too theoretical. This way of teaching was problematic as we took our 
own experiences as a starting point, instead of engaging with the experiences, 
expectations and identities of the students (Lave, 1996) in relation to the social 
practice, HRM, we were studying. In the third phase, when we gained the 
possibility to alter the course design as responsible teachers, we switched to asking 
how to place critical reflection and students’ own agency at the heart of the learning 
process. In this way, engaging with students’ expectations and standpoints proved 
to be the starting point of learning and reflection. This time, challenging the 
mainstream approach to HRM did not emerge from us as teachers. Instead, 
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students themselves engaged in critical evaluation of HRM in their reflections on 
the readings: challenging stems from them becoming more knowledgeably skilled 
(Ibid.) of how people management practices craft their own working conditions 
and identities. 

The developments in our teaching practice can also be viewed in relation to our 
own learning and becoming practitioners in a community of practice (Ibid.).  Our 
tactical skilfulness developed during these years in relation to how to use literature 
from different HRM and social sciences approaches to provide students with 
different perspectives, and how to use participatory methods to aid critical 
reflection on these perspectives. This happened through gaining practical 
experience: experimenting with different teaching methods and acquiring more 
knowledge of HRM through research. In addition, the courses offered by the 
pedagogical centre supported the development of our practice. However, 
regretfully, even though we were in the same department as established critical 
management scholars as well as scholars specialized in advancing education based 
on participatory inquiry and reflection, we did not really encounter or gain access 
to a community of practice to support our teaching through collective reflection 
and the development of shared teaching praxis. The ‘opportunities’ to teach were 
acquired rather randomly either via the Open University or through our professor 
to substitute her. Hence, until the last course realization we had no possibility to 
design the course structure or the learning goals, nor were we involved in general 
curriculum planning or events where teaching was discussed. It felt that we were 
always treated as doctoral candidates in need of teaching experience, and never 
recognized as teachers. To some extent this affected our self-understanding and 
actions as well: Our reflections on what constitutes ‘good teaching’ occurred to a 
large extent between us. Although there was an abundance of knowledge around 
us, first we were not aware of it, and when we gained more understanding of it, 
we did not feel entitled to it. We felt like we were not ‘real teachers’ in relation to 
those with recognized teaching responsibilities. To some extent, our experience as 
teachers suggests that the merger and the strengthened emphasis on publishing 
in top journals weakened the search for a shared teaching praxis within the 
discipline, as we heard stories about times when everybody was involved in 
developing teaching. Instead of being involved in shared reflection, we ended up 
reading about these reflections in journals.  

Our experience also underlines other developments characterizing the new 
academic capitalism; the construction of the ‘ideal academic’ emphasizing 
publishing in certain top journals disadvantages individuals who have caring 
responsibilities or who are involved in teaching. These effects are found to be 
gendered, as females are often burdened with both (Lund, 2012). It is also our 
experience that disbelief in our ability to succeed in the publishing game led us to 
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take on a teaching responsibility whenever offered to us in order to both legitimize 
ourselves vis-à-vis the discipline and to nurture an ideal of meaningful academic 
work (Tienari, 2012). This led to a situation whereby we were even more burdened 
and even worse off in being able to publish and advance our doctoral studies and 
academic careers. Still, we believe that being able to engage with developing our 
teaching was possible because we taught the same course multiple times and were 
therefore able to experiment with different elements. This underlines that learning 
and development happen when engaging in a practice (Gherardi, 2009; Lave, 
1996), and that reflecting on that practice takes time and commitment. 
Paradoxically, even though doctoral students are to some extent encouraged to take 
part in teaching as assistants to gain experience (and to ease the workload of 
tenured staff), engaging in teaching is not rewarded with future career prospects 
in the same way as engaging in publishing. 

We have drawn on various HRM and social science research traditions in the 
furtherance of engaged teaching and learning. In so doing, we discovered that the 
most fruitful way to introduce different viewpoints was to design the course 
structure to support reflection and discussion about ‘good HRM’. On our last 
course, we encouraged students to look into the ‘goodness of HRM’ in relation to 
different readings and discussions with HR practitioners and with other students 
(also as HR practitioners or involved with HR practice as students or employees). 
This way of addressing the subject leads to taking into account not only the socio-
political embeddedness of HRM (different groups having different ideals of 
goodness) but also leads students to evaluate their own perspective and ethical 
engagement (Greenwood, 2013). We combined mainstream readings (chapters of 
textbooks or overview articles) with articles addressing the same phenomena from 
a critical perspective, and also discussed a rather new trend: the sustainability of 
HRM. Through comparing different readings, we were able to lead students to 
pinpoint paradoxes within HRM, to understand the social nature of the 
employment relationship, to reflect on HRM outcomes from different 
perspectives, and to see the connections between workplace phenomena and 
societal, even global-scale problems, all of which Bratton and Gold (2015) describe 
as principles of Critical Human Resource Management Education. By stating this, 
we share the view of many scholars that the path to critical management education 
can be found through engaging with different views of HRM, which contextualize 
and reveal it (Grey, 2007). Based on our experiences, we also suggest that lecturing 
combined with challenging exercises could support critical reflection (instead of 
using readings), if the course design and course elements are aligned to serve that 
purpose through first engaging with students’ perspectives.  

No matter how critically we approach HRM, most of us would probably be happier 
to work for organizations where just and enabling people management practices 
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are observed. On this course, we aimed to educate students as (future) 
professionals and practitioners able to reflect on HRM and related practices either 
as HRM professionals, employees, employers or supervisors. However, not 
everyone recognized that they would be happier working for organizations that did 
their best to promote social justice and to operate ecologically. This became evident 
in the way in which only a few students found sustainability or greenness to be a 
relevant topic at the beginning of the last HRM course we taught. However, a 
critical human resource agenda could also engage students in critical reflection 
between workplace employment relations and societal and global issues (see 
Bratton and Gold, 2015; Ruggunan and Spiller, 2014). To some extent, we also felt 
we were able to achieve this, as our course setting seemed to provide room for 
students to ‘find’ sustainability through their own interests while discussing the 
‘goodness of HRM’ with practitioners in the case organizations. This is a point 
where students could be challenged to think even further about relationships 
between businesses and society, as well as humans and nature.  
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The resilience of habit 

Michael Pedersen 

Introduction 

I recently talked to a head of department at a Danish university. She told me that 
she and the rest of management at the University were required to attend a series 
of resilience courses arranged by HR. The head of department was a bit baffled as 
she didn’t know if these courses were aimed at building the personal resilience of 
her or her employees. What she did know was that the university was experiencing 
cut backs and that academics were expected to spend more time in the classroom, 
to publish more and to increase their funding activities. As to why ‘resilience’ was 
considered the solution to these strategic and managerial challenges, however, she 
had no idea. She is not alone with this confusion.  

Around the fall of 2015 ‘resilience’ replaced ‘mindfulness’ as Danish HR’s go to 
concept. The very notion of being a resilient employee – or a ‘robust employee’ as 
it is often called in Denmark – figured prominently within recruitment 
advertisements. Likewise, keynotes on resilience dominated the HR conference 
circuit. And the opinion pages started booming with discussions for and against 
such developments.  

That resilience is big business isn’t just a Danish story. International self-help 
books such as The power of resilience (Brooks and Goldstein, 2004) and Resilience 
at work (Maddi and Khosbaba, 2005) started populating the bestseller lists over a 
decade ago. One of the most cited pieces on resilient employees was published 
even earlier (Coutu, 2002). More recently, in the Harvard Business Review, 
Rosabeth Moss Kanter (2013) has proclaimed that, in a world where surprises are 
the new normal, resilience is the new skill which managers and employees must 
have. Even Cary L. Cooper – the grand old man of organizational stress-
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management – has recently declared that ‘HRM practices can play a crucial role in 
cultivating an organizational environment to facilitate resilience-building for 
individuals’ (Cooper et al., 2014: 2467). When it comes to HR fashion, then, it 
seems that resilience is the new black. So, what is resilience? 

The scientific study of resilience leads us into child psychology, where it describes 
the process of ‘positive adaptation within the context of significant adversity’ 
(Luthar et al., 2002) and to ecology, where it describes how eco-systems persevere 
through harsh circumstances (Folke et al., 2002). As Evans and Reid (2014) have 
pointed out, a common feature in this scientific literature is that they share a 
common language about instability and insecurity as environmental features. Life 
is harsh, hostile and something we have to learn how to survive in. Indeed, it is 
perhaps this very notion of environmental instability as ‘the new normal’ (Evans 
and Reid, 2014: 3) that has made the concept of resilience so attuned to the world 
of business. If the world of work is best understood as ‘complex and dynamic 
systems which offer no prospect of control’ (Ibid.: 3), then resilience can be said to 
describe the desirable characteristic of employees. Indeed, as Cooper et al. suggest, 
being resilient is perhaps the important human capital as it is ‘the skill and the 
capacity to be robust under conditions of enormous stress and change’ (2014: 
2466). Resilient employees are those rare individuals who can cope with change 
and failure, those rare individuals who can even turn the strains of adversity into 
an opportunity for personal development and productivity enhancement. 

A resilient employee, then, is also a compliant and complicit employee (Evans and 
Reid, 2014). Not only can they cope with whatever organisational life throws at 
them (Maddi and Koshaba, 2005). They can do so without complaining about what 
might seem problematic, poor and unfair about the organisational environment 
(Evans and Reid, 2014). The resilient employee gives all they have to the 
organisation, without expecting anything in return. These stress-fit employees 
might fail time and again, but quickly bounces back. They seem to be the super-
human individuals that embody the old proverb that what doesn’t kill you make 
you stronger. To be resilient, then, is both essential and rare, within an 
increasingly hostile working atmosphere. 

From resilience to habits 

The problem with stress-management fads, such as resilience now, just like 
mindfulness before it, is that they are disconnected from the daily life of the 
individuals whom they address and the deep-seated habits which they have built 
up over the course of a life time. By thinking about the role habits plays in how we 
react to change, we quickly realise that resilience is not a character trait of 
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individuals but a complex dynamic process. So, if HR gurus preaching resilience 
want any of their suggestions to be taken seriously, I’ll suggest, they should begin 
amidst the mundane habits of the everyday world. 

Towards this end, I suggest three features of habits which practitioners should 
take their bearings from. A common trait in all of these features is that they stress 
the dynamic nature of habit. Often our common sense understanding of habit 
might reduce habit to the opposite of something dynamic, namely something 
stable. Nonetheless, recently, in diverse field such as philosophy (Grosz, 2013; 
Carlisle, 2014), sociology (Bennett et al., 2013), neurology (Barandiaran and Di 
Paolo, 2014), and organizational routine literature (Styhre, 2017) there has been 
an renewed interest in the dynamic nature of habit. Especially how habit in such a 
view is not so much established by individuals, as individuals themselves are 
constituted through habits as these emerge as particular responses to conditions 
in the environment of the individual (Ibid.).With this habit renaissance  in mind I 
suggest that any HR focus on employee resilience should embrace three important 
lessons about habits: firstly, habits are dispositions, not automatic reactions; 
secondly, habits demonstrate our plasticity, through them resistance to change and 
receptivity to change are combined; finally, habits are not individualistic but 
socially informed. 

Habits are dispositions 

Habits involve repetition: there is no doubt about it. Repetition is one of the 
defining features of a habit. When we talk about habits we often talk about the 
mere repetition of the same when faced with a familiar situation: same thoughts-
patterns, same kind of coffee we order, same breakfast we eat, same kind of movies 
we see on Netflix etc. Viewed as such, habits can be seen as that which makes the 
world familiar to us. To habituate something is to make it seem as home. It is to 
install a sense of sameness and belonging.  

But the repetition of habit is not just the return of the same. It is also what makes 
a difference through its repetition. Is not taking on a habit in itself a process that 
changes us? This is what the French Philosopher Felix Ravaisson (2008) suggested 
in his thesis on habit. As he argued, the repetition that habit brings with it, 
intervene into our very potential to act, feel and think (Ibid.). Through constant 
repetition, Ravaisson declared that habits alter the disposition ‘in which a change 
occurs’ (Ibid.: 25). In such a view habits, as Carlisle writes, ‘develop when a 
repeated change, such as a movement or a sensation, makes a difference to a being’s 
constitution’ (2014: 12, emphasis in original). Put otherwise, a habit might be the 
mere quantitative repetition of almost identical actions, but this repetition makes 
a qualitative difference to the subject, it changes that subject’s very composition. 
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Habits, then, are on one level automatic reactions to something familiar. But they 
are also dispositions that help us navigate the world. Understood in this later 
sense, habits are in many ways a series of responses which anticipate the stimulus 
as well as our conscious and willed choices. Once established, the function of a 
habit as a disposition is to free us of the burden of reflective decisions by 
anticipating how to act and react. Habits build a kind of resistance within us so 
that we need not improvise, or use will-power and cognitive energy to figure out 
which course of action to take. In this way, habits help form our individual 
character by anticipating ‘the commandments of the will’ (Ravaisson, 2008: 51).  

This dispositional aspect of habits bears important consequences for discussions 
of resilience. If we are to build resilience among employees, we need to consider 
how habits are part of the individual character of each employee. The political 
philosopher and management theorist Mary Parker Follett already pointed this out 
almost a century ago. Contemporary HR gurus would do well to remember her 
lesson.  

In Dynamic Administration, Follett discusses how it is not enough to integrate the 
worker and the organization into a successful relationship. If you do not ‘change 
the habit patterns of people, you have not really changed your people’ (Follett, 2013: 
51), she noted. To change organisational behaviour, then, is to change individual 
habits. This requires the additional insight that ‘none of us can change our mental 
habits in a minute, however much we may wish to’ and that ‘we shall realize also 
that we must be patient until the habits are acquired’ (Ibid.: 20-21). For Follett, 
habits are the platform from which further actions springs, the material through 
which new thoughts take hold. The habits we have developed over time create a 
certain aptitude for change that is the basis for further change. So, if we are to 
believe Follett, HR change agents with a resilience building agenda must take great 
effort to respect and understand how each employee has been habituated 
differently, both within and beyond the organisation. In her often cited piece on 
resilience, Diana Coutu states that one of the features of resilient people is their 
‘uncanny ability to improvise’ (Coutu, 2002: 46). What Follett and Ravaisson teach 
us about habit is that such an ability to improvise is deeply rooted in the habitual 
disposition we possess. To improvise we need habits to improvise through. Which 
brings us to the second feature of habit routinely passed over by contemporary HR 
faddishness. 

Habits are plastic 

Our habits are, as the American philosopher and psychologist William James once 
suggested, evidence of our plasticity as human beings. In 1890, he described the 
structure of the habit forming subject in the following way: ‘weak enough to yield 
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to an influence, but strong enough not to yield all at once’ (James, 1890: 105). The 
imagery is instructive. Plastic is receptive without being amorphous, it is robust 
though not inelastic, it moves but does not flow. So it is with our habits. Another 
way to picture our habits, as Carlisle proposes, is to understand that ‘our capacity 
to acquire habits testifies to this plasticity insofar as it rests on the twin conditions 
of receptivity and resistance to change’ (2013: 31).  

Through our habits we resist the wind of change, while without our habits we 
would not be capable of change. Habits make us receptive to change: they let us 
filter both the many impressions from the outside and the many whims of the will 
from the inside. Follett’s insight on the relationship between habits and change 
management seems buttressed by such imagery. This shouldn’t surprise us 
because she was entirely familiar with the work of James (Follett, 1924). For 
Follett, the changing of behaviour within organizational settings had the character 
of a profoundly philosophical problem, at the same time as being an inherently 
practical concern. She approached both with an indication of the notion of 
plasticity when she wrote: 

When we say that “evolution is better than revolution,” it is not because we are afraid 
of blood and battle, but because it is only by the slower process that you can get the 
habit systems changed. The question all leaders, all organizers, should ask is not, 
how can we bring about the acceptance of this idea, but how can we get that into the 
experience of the people which will mean the construction of new habits. This 
means a keen and inventive intelligence; good intentions, noble ideas are not 
enough. (Ibid.: 161) 

Follett sees habit as providing the basis for change. It paves the way for new 
beginnings by creating a basis upon which to start, a site into which to intervene. 
Without the possibility of manifesting new habits, change will gain no material 
grip. Workers will not change their way of working simply because the 
organizational frame in which they once worked has changed. Rather, as Follett 
suggests, habit is the material through which change is to be realised. 

Resilience, then, makes sense from the perspective of plasticity. HR initiatives 
aimed at building resilient employees should refocus their involvement away from 
efforts intended to break habits as such and towards an acknowledgment of the 
ubiquity of individual habits as both receptive to and resistance of change. And 
since habits are plastic, they are caused neither by employees nor managers. This 
brings us to the final feature of habit: their sociality.  

Habits are social 

Habit, as Dewey puts it, shows the individual ‘using and incorporating the 
environment in which the later has its say as surely as the former’ (1922: 15). 
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Habits are always ways of relating to a material and social environment. The Dewey 
scholar Shannon Sullivan reminds us that the apparent fact of a woman walking 
in high-heeled shoes is best understood as a habit constituted in a dynamic 
relationship to both the material and the social world. It isn’t, in other words,  

an activity that is contained within a person’s feet and legs. It is located, so to speak, 
between feet, legs, shoes, floors, and gendered expectations. (Sullivan, 2013: 258) 

Social institutions, rituals and in this case certain gendered norms impact our 
habits and the dispositions they create. But, as Sullivan reminds us, habits are also 
plastic in the sense that they are not mere products of the social. Habit lets us resist 
and be receptive to our social environment in the process of constituting our own 
character. The way the woman wearing high heels moves along the pavement 
might help ‘(re)constitute the environment that then feeds back into expectations 
for her and other women’s (and men’s) footwear habits’ (Ibid., 2013: 259). The 
point here is that the way our habits relate to the environment can create an 
individual path, the plasticity which we call our own, the self which we have come 
to know as ‘I’. All of which makes it misleading to conceive of habits as the effect 
of will power. All of which also makes it erroneous to conceive of habits as the 
automatic response to environmental stimuli. In fact, like others before him, 
Dewey suggests that with habit, the response in fact precedes the stimulus 
(Menand, 2011).  

To think the individual’s character can be rehabilitated from ‘worse to better’ 
(Dewey, 1922: 20), by ‘preaching good will’ (Ibid.: 22) or by working on ‘the hearts 
of men’ (Ibid.: 22) is nothing short of a belief in ‘magic’ (Ibid.: 20), Dewey argues. 
To change oneself, to build resilience if you like, by changing habits, also requires 
‘modifying conditions, by an intelligent selecting and weighting of the objects 
which engage attention and which influence the fulfilment of desires’ (Ibid.: 20). 
This does not mean that individual habits are mere environmental products. 
Plasticity ensures that any individual can respond differently to the same cue. 
Habitual plasticity is built up by all of us over time. As the philosopher Elisabeth 
Grosz reminds us, the wonder of habits is that they transform ‘the constrained 
into degrees of freedom, degrees of openness’ (Grosz, 2013: 234). Habit does this 
by introducing ’the needs of the organism to its environment and inserting its 
environment into the behaviour of the organism’ (Ibid.: 234). My habits rely on 
their environment and my particular pattern of habits constitutes an individual 
way of relating to this environment.  

What Dewey, Sullivan and Grosz teach contemporary HR about habit’s 
relationship to resilience is that any behavioural change programme is also a 
matter of social engineering. The question of individual resilience, then, is extra-
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individualistic: it also raises questions about how to delimit work-tasks, how to 
organize workplaces fairly and how to create an organizational context that is 
resilient in itself. This shifts from the assumption that resilient employees are 
discrete and docile resources awaiting managerial deployment to an ecological 
hermeneutics. Resilience, thought through, reveals itself as a relational concept. 
All fish out of water die quickly. 

Resilience through habit 

These three features of habit inform the contemporary employee resilience 
building project in various ways. 1) That the dispositions habits form reminds us 
that our habits constitute who we are and what we can do. 2) That habits are plastic 
reveals the nature of the material which every change programme has to work with. 
3) That habit is a function of an organism and its social and material environment 
requires a relational appreciation of resilience.  

Furthermore, taking our bearings from habit’s dispositional, plastic and social 
nature requires us to form habits not out of nothing but rather out of nothing other 
than other habits. Resilience is of course not reducible to habits. Nor do this 
dynamic take on habit debunk what resilience is. But what the dynamic take on 
habit does do, is to point out that resilience building has to take habit into account 
to be effective. And what habits are, is in no way straightforward. Habits are 
themselves ontological slippery. They are not the bedrock of stability but a 
meshwork of dispositional, plastic and social features. What a dynamic view on 
habit can teach HR change agents is that any resilience building initiative – be it 
on an individual or organizational level – can only ever be slow, partial and have to 
work through the habits that already inform any given individual and the 
environmental conditions of the organization she is part of.  

It was with this I mind that I told the head of department enrolled in a resilience 
course the following: No wonder you are confused. You are right to be. As long as 
the HR department, and the gurus they summon, ignore the mundane but 
important nature of habits – and especially the temporal and social character habits 
have – change agents prohibit themselves from the capacity to change anything. I 
suspect that the course the manager would participate in would offer a change-
agenda which is intolerably porous and anything but resilient.  

references 

Barandiaran, X.E. and E.A. Di Paolo (2014) ‘A genealogical map of the concept of 
habit’, Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 8 (article 522): 1-7. 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  18(2): 331-339 

338 | note  

Bennett, T., F. Dodsworth, G. Noble, M. Poovey and M. Watkins (2013) ‘Habit and 
habituation: Governance and the social’, Body & Society 19(2-3): 3-29. 

Brooks, R. and S. Goldstein (2004) The power of resilience: Achieving balance, 
confidence, and personal strength in your life. New York: McGraw-Hill Education. 

Cooper, C.L., Y. Liu and S. Tarba (2014) ‘Resilience, HRM practices and impact on 
organizational performance and employee well-being’, The International 
Journal of Human Resource Management, 25(17): 2466-2471. 

Carlisle, C. (2013) ‘The question of habit in theology and philosophy: From hexis 
to plasticity’, Body & Society 19 (2&3): 30-57. 

Carlisle, C. (2014) On habit. New York: Routledge. 

Coutu, D.L. (2002) ‘How resilience work’, Harvard Business Review, 80 (5):46-50. 

Dewey, J. (1922) Human nature and conduct: An introduction to social psychology. 
New York: Henry Holt and Company. 

Evans, B and J. Reid (2014) Resilient life: The art of dangerous living. Cambridge: 
Polity Press. 

Folke, C., S. Carpenter, T. Elmqvist, L. Gunderson, C.S. Holling and B. Walker 
(2002) ‘Resilience and sustainable development: Building adaptive capacity in 
a world of transformations’, Ambio 31(5): 437-440. 

Follett, M.P. (2013) Dynamic administration: The collected papers of Mary Parker 
Follett. Mansfield, CT: Martino Publishing. 

Follett, M.P. (1924) Creative experience. New York: Longmans, Green & Co. 

Grosz, E. (2013) ‘Habit today: Ravaisson, Bergson, Deleuze and us’, Body & Society 
19(2&3): 217-239. 

James, W. (1890) The principles of psychology, vol. I. Lanham, MD: Henry Holt & 
Co. 

Kanter, R.M. (2013) ‘Surprises are the new normal, resilience is the new skill’ 
[https://hbr.org/2013/07/surprises-are-the-new-normal-r/]. 

Luthar, S., D. Cicchetti and B. Becker (2000) ‘The construct of resilience: A critical 
evaluation and guidelines for future work’, Child Development, 71(3): 543-562. 

Menand, L. (2011) The metaphysical club: A story of ideas in America. London: 
Flamingo. 

Ravaisson, F. (2008) Of habit. London, UK: Continuum. 

Sparrow, T. and A. Hutchinson (eds.) (2013) A history of habit: From Aristotle to 
Bourdieu. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. 



Michael Pedersen The resilience of habit 

note | 339 

Styhre, A. (2017) ‘Ravaisson, Simondon, and constitution of routine action: 
Organizational routines as habit and individuation’, Culture and Organization, 
23(1):14-25. 

Sullivan, S. (2013) ‘Oppression in the gut: The biological dimensions of Deweyan 
habit’, in, T. Sparrow and A. Hutchinson (eds.) A history of habit: From Aristotle 
to Bourdieu. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. 

the author 

Michael Pedersen is Associate Professor at Copenhagen Business School. He has 
published books and articles on issues such as self-management, stress, identity 
management, resilience and habits. 
Email: mip.mpp@cbs.dk 
 
 
 
 



  the author(s) 2018 
ISSN 1473-2866 (Online) 

  ISSN 2052-1499 (Print) 
www.ephemerajournal.org 

volume 18(2): 341-361 

note | 341 

Undisclosed off-list reference checks: Violating 
the human to manage the resource 

Michael Y. Moon 

abstract 

This note’s primary focus is the unnecessary harm that the undisclosed ‘backdoor’ or off-
reference-list reference check, termed here undisclosed off-list reference check, inflicts on 
the human to manage the resource in public university faculty and other personnel 
searches. Off-list references are individuals not included on a job applicant’s CV reference 
list and whom prospective employers seek out as sources for background screening. By 
definition, the prevalence of this veiled practice is difficult to determine, yet sources 
anecdotally indicate widespread use and a common sense that ‘everyone does it’. 
Consequently, the method’s absence from the HRM literature is surprising, and more so 
since the closely related reference check is a conventional personnel selection method. 
Ironically, using undisclosed off-list reference checks in faculty searches authorizes 
concealed methods and suppressed information within an institutional context of 
scholarship that requires data and methodology transparency and participant consent to be 
considered ethical and legitimate. Its use in faculty searches violates long established 
norms of university faculty status and shared governance by incrementally establishing 
coercive conditions through incursions of institutional systemic and symbolic violence. 
Incidents of off-list reference checks at my institution are briefly described. Inherent 
hazards of bias raise critical questions about the method’s validity. In response, I introduce 
recommended guidelines to address the problems, while retaining appropriate benefits, of 
undisclosed off-list reference checks and provide checklists to promote job applicant and 
prospective off-list reference participation.   

Introduction 

Undisclosed ‘backdoor’ or off-reference-list reference checks, hereafter termed 
‘undisclosed off-list reference checks’, inflict unnecessary harm on the human as 
a means to manage the resource. While public university faculty searches are the 
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focus in this note, many of the concerns raised also apply outside of academia. 
Discussions about off-list reference checks are absent from the extensive literature 
on job applicant background screening methods, which is surprising because 
reference verification is universally accepted as a crucial and routine stage of the 
personnel selection process (Bouchard, 1980; Edwards and Kleiner, 2002; 
Levashina and Campion, 2009; Taylor et al., 2004). This gap in the literature 
belies the import of the practice for human resources management (HRM). The 
undisclosed off-list reference check is an ethically and legally questionable covert 
HRM tactic that, when used in university faculty searches, prevents fair and 
equitable consideration of job candidates whose scholarship, opinions, and/or 
other aspects of the persons may not be in favor among decision makers in the 
hiring process. 

The undisclosed off-list reference check is a background screening and verification 
procedure that involves: 1) secretive, undocumented, and unrestricted searches for 
individuals acquainted with the applicant but not included on the applicant’s 
submitted list of professional references; 2) possible contact with select off-list 
sources without clearing them in advance with the applicant and without 
disclosing to the applicant and others who, if anyone, was contacted; and 3) the 
prospective employer’s choice to make hiring decisions based on information 
obtained from off-list sources. The use of unregulated concealed methods and 
suppression of evidence in undisclosed off-list reference checks for faculty hiring 
is particularly disturbing and ironic within an institutional context of scholarship 
that requires data transparency and verified methods as well as participant consent 
to be recognized as ethical and legitimate. Anecdotally this screening method 
appears to be commonly used in academic searches and its use has been observed 
at the institution where I am a faculty member.  

A brief overview of on-list and off-list reference checks follows this introduction, 
including a discussion of implications for individual lives and the institution in 
terms of shared governance and academic freedom. Examples of how undisclosed 
off-list reference checks have been used in faculty searches at my institution are 
then presented. An examination of validity problems with undisclosed off-list 
reference checks then follows, and the paper concludes with proposed corrective 
guidelines that address methodology and other pitfalls of undisclosed off-list 
reference checks, accounting for both objectionable and justifiable aspects of the 
practice.  
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Overview of on-list and off-list reference checks with consequences for 
public university faculty searches 

As a commonly used verification method in the recruiting process and one stage 
of the background check, reference checks generally supplement a job applicant's 
self-reported information. A job applicant’s on-list references are typically work 
associates who are included on the applicant’s reference list (e.g., on a CV). Off-list 
references are individuals not named as on-list references whom prospective 
employers identify, contact, and include as a source of information about the 
applicant. The applicant may or may not be informed about who, if anyone, has 
served as an off-list reference. For the purposes of this note, prospective employers’ 
use of cybervetting, the scrutiny of Internet social media activity (Berkelaar and 
Buzzanell, 2014), is not considered a form of reference check because it lacks 
direct responses to the checker’s inquiries. The Internet can be searched for 
prospective off-list references, however.  

Reference checks are one among a variety of personnel selection methods. Because 
each method involves inherent tradeoffs in validity, reliability, and cost/effort, the 
overall objective in the recruiting process is to choose a combination of selection 
methods that collectively offset their respective methodological weaknesses and 
lead to the hire of the most qualified, most promising candidate for the position of 
interest. Telephone on-list reference checks share features with applicant 
interviews, such as the ability to probe for additional details and clarification, that 
can enhance both overall validity and the prospective employer’s understanding of 
how the applicant works and relates as a colleague (Taylor et al., 2004). To be valid, 
however, the same protocol must be used for every applicant who reaches this 
stage of the selection process.  

In the United States, legal restrictions on background and reference checks are 
created to prevent discrimination based on race, national origin, color, sex, 
religion, disability, genetic information, medical history, and age (Edwards and 
Kleiner, 2002; Federal Trade Commission, 2016). Yet given the substantial pitfalls 
and associated hazards involved, as will be discussed below, off-list reference 
checks receive surprisingly scant attention in legal circles. Regarding background 
checks in faculty hiring, the American Association of University Professors’ most 
recent volume of policies and reports (AAUP, 2015) does not address off-list 
reference checks. Legally and professionally, at least in the US, the matter of 
documented and undocumented off-list reference checks in faculty hiring is an ad 
hoc, unregulated field – a policy blind spot – with little published guidance for 
applicants, employers, and those who serve as references.  
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In practice, this method of personnel background verification has broad 
consequences because it violates trust in and ethical integrity of individuals and 
the institution. Merely condoning the use of undisclosed off-list reference checks 
mutilates the institution with prospective organizational violations and 
intimidation (Hearn, 2003; Westwood, 2003; Žižek, 2008). For example, accepting 
the practice condones a persecutory dynamic in which employers routinely suspect 
applicants of material deception and to expose it requires reciprocated deception 
by administering intrusive and secretive methods of information surveillance and 
extraction (Samier, 2014). In contrast, as argued in this note, the public university 
is better served by a collaborative pursuit to ensure that faculty recruitment HRM 
practices are consistent with the institution’s inclusive educational heritage based 
in collaborative inquiry, knowledge sharing, and democratic values.  

Moreover, public higher education has been recast over the past several decades 
into competing market-oriented organizations that operate under a people 
procurement and people processing logic of consumption. Thus, given the context 
of academic consumerism (Gumport, 2000) and HR practices that generally 
engage employees as both consumers and consumed (Dale, 2015), obtaining 
satisfaction reviews and personal testimonials, albeit potentially unscrupulous, 
from candidates’ managers and other colleagues with undisclosed off-list 
reference checks is understood to be the consumer-administrator’s prerogative – 
even obligation – before making a hiring decision.  

This transfiguration of public academic institutions, which has been characterized 
as a shift from a bureaucracy-professionalism dualism to neoliberal regime 
(Saunders, 2010; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2000), has coincided with the global 
adoption of New Public Management in the public sector (Denhardt and Denhardt, 
2015). Consequently, as challenges arise, the managerialist norm is to define 
problems in terms of technical issues for managers to solve rather than to facilitate 
participative discussions and shared understanding. Although aspects of 
university faculty practices align with a professional institutional logic (e.g., 
Goodrick and Reay, 2011), the market-oriented, disproportionately growing ranks 
of administrative-managerial employees in public universities (e.g., California 
State Auditor, 2017; Waugh, 2003) ironically create an environment in which 
faculty must often depend on the bureaucratic logics of the public sector to fortify 
shared governance practices and academic freedom principles. Thus, the 
underlying bureaucratic logic of HRM (Bévort and Poulfelt, 2015) can be seen as 
one source of support for the transparency and accountability advocated in this 
note. A further irony is that inadequate professionalism in managerial HRM and 
ineffective bureaucracy in universities may contribute to the problems described 
in this note beyond the deleterious influence of managerial practices from 
elsewhere in late-capitalist society. A broader point for academic institutions is that 
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the market-driven logics ‘[render] irrelevant or undervalued the notion of higher 
education as a place for dissent and unpopular ideas, for creativity and the life of 
the mind, for caring and relationships, except as inefficiencies that will likely be 
deemed wasteful or unaffordable’ (Gumport, 2000: 76).  

Given this context of institutional violations and market-orientation, undisclosed 
off-list reference checks advance patterns of domination in the form of what in this 
note are called administrative incursions. When examined as dimensions of 
transgression, the concept of administrative incursions exposes hazards of an 
administrative practice or, in other words, helps discern patterns in the polyphony 
of organizational activity to foreground administrative methods that incrementally 
and collectively overstep the functional bounds of their traditionally accepted 
authority. Recurring attacks on faculty rights and the diminishing faculty claims 
on shared governance are two consequences, which violate long established norms 
of faculty status specified in AAUP recommendations (AAUP Redbook 11th ed., 
2015: 121, 124, 164-166). Four administrative incursions are described in 
introductory sketches for this note: the ‘managementization’ incursion, the denial 
of group paradox incursion, the privacy violation incursion, and the censorship 
incursion.  

The managementization incursion 

The managementization incursion expands administrative purview over outside-
of-work lifestyle and personal choices of faculty and other employees (Maravelias, 
2011). Recent debate about the authority of university administrators to determine 
employment status of faculty based on their conduct outside of university business 
(e.g., Schmidt, 2014) may be an intimation of more frequent attempts to assess 
faculty members’ personal free spheres as if to better understand the professional 
spheres. The mere possibility of administrators’ open-ended discovery expeditions 
about job applicants as with off-list reference checks can have a chilling effect as a 
managerialist panopticon (Berdayes, 2002) and establish an expansive standard of 
managerialist performativity (Ball, 2003).  

The denial of group paradox incursion 

Groups are undeniably paradoxical (Smith and Berg, 1987). Group paradox is 
characterized by a vicious cycle between contradictions among subgroups and 
interdependent self-referencing across subgroups that jointly reflect our natural 
ambivalence about joining groups: The contradiction is expressed in subgroup 
differences about how to understand the group-as-a-whole (Alderfer, 1987; Bain, 
1999) and how it should function, while the self-referentiality refers to 
unavoidable interdependencies of coexisting subgroups and individuals because 
they rely on each other. The vicious cycle is the ongoing struggle to balance 
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subgroups as apart from and as a part of each other (Smith and Berg, 1987). 
Asserting that undisclosed off-list reference check results are conclusive without 
evidence or explanation in faculty hiring decisions denies group paradox and thus 
pre-empts alternative points of view by adopting a ‘pure’ administrative approach. 
Denial of group paradox rarely leads to sustainable solutions (Lewis, 2000; 
Schneider, 1999).   

The privacy violation incursion  

The privacy violation incursion is an administrative exploit that invades 
constitutive privacy (Solove, 2006) and imposes harms that not only involve 
possible ‘mental pain and distress’ for individuals but also have potential to, as 
Solove puts it, ‘affect the nature of society and impede individual activities that 
contribute to the greater social good’ (ibid.: 488). A common belief about privacy 
and a primary justification for authorizing undisclosed off-list reference checks is 
that each of us has nothing to worry about if we have nothing to hide (Solove, 2011). 
In practice, the nothing-to-hide argument is flawed because it assumes that only 
troublemakers are implicated. The predominant hazard is in the inadvertent 
mishaps that occur with information gathered from a variety of sources about 
persons who did not engage in suspected wrongdoing yet is misinterpreted, 
resulting in false positives. As Solove points out, the nothing-to-hide justification 
applies an Orwellian surveillance-focused metaphor whereas a more applicable 
Kafkaesque information gathering and processing metaphor conveys the actual 
problem in the current age of Internet exposure and largely unchecked data 
gathering. Solove writes:  

Kafka's novel [The Trial] centers around a man who is arrested but not informed 
why…The Trial depicts a bureaucracy with inscrutable purposes that uses people's 
information to make important decisions about them, yet denies the people the 
ability to participate in how their information is used…The harms are bureaucratic 
ones – indifference, error, abuse, frustration, and lack of transparency and 
accountability. (2006: 488)  

The mere possibility that administrators secretly gather and interpret information 
about a job applicant without allowing discussion about how it is used (e.g., Mael, 
1998) is an incursion on faculty privacy and rights concerning faculty status and 
shared governance.  

The censorship incursion 

Censorship is a coercive and tutelary practice (De Baets, 2011) of ‘the official 
suppression or prohibition of forms of expression’ (Moore, 2013: 46), which 
includes the enactment of sovereign control over the ‘contested power of words 
and images…to enforce…consensus’ (ibid.: 61). Each undisclosed off-list reference 
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check requires purposeful concealment through selective administrative omission 
and suppression of documentation as calculated maneuvers to impose consensus 
by controlling information about the administrator’s methods and data collection. 
While every other phase of the faculty search process is formally documented – 
and a matter of public record in the public university – the undisclosed off-list 
reference check introduces an arbitrary phase in the recruitment process with 
consequences for hiring decisions. Examples of such consequences are presented 
in the next section. 

Extent and manner of use 

The veiled and covert nature of undisclosed off-list reference checks makes the 
extent of their use difficult to determine, although they are generally recognized 
and discussed anecdotally. In anonymous online comments regarding a news 
article about my presentation on undisclosed off-list reference checks at the 2015 
American Association of University Professors Annual Conference (Flaherty, 
2015) readers volunteered knowledge of the practice at other universities, with 
some commenters presuming its widely understood pervasive use in faculty 
searches. Similarly, many administrators and faculty members I have spoken to 
share what they believe is common sense that ‘everyone does it’ as discretionary 
protocol.   

For a practice apparently so widely understood and purportedly adopted, it is 
striking that almost without exception administrators maintain public silence – 
even denial – about their use of undisclosed off-list reference checks when making 
hiring decisions. I have not found any publicly accessible reports or descriptions – 
aside from rare passing mention – about the method. In other words, this known 
and likely prevalent practice is signified through strategically ambiguous absence. 
For example, the news article about the AAUP presentation quotes a spokesperson 
from the university where I teach claiming that ‘faculty searches only involve off-
list references with the candidate’s consent’ (Flaherty, 2015), leaving unaddressed 
whether information obtained from those reference checks are documented 
beyond administrative purview (they are not). The spokesperson added that ‘the 
university has not in recent memory vetoed a faculty search committee’s preferred 
candidate’, which continues to fail to address the issue of undisclosed checks while 
introducing inaccuracies regarding faculty searches conducted in 2012-2015.  

A few instances illustrating the use of undisclosed off-list reference checks are 
presented here. I served as a committee member for the faculty searches associated 
with these incidents in 2012-2015. During this period, I was a tenured associate 
professor and the most junior faculty member in the department of Public Affairs 
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and Administration. The department offers two degree programs, a Masters of 
Public Administration (MPA) and a Masters of Science in Health Care 
Administration (MS-HCA). We wished to fill two newly created assistant professor 
positions in the MS-HCA program. The department has traditionally been 
committed to social purpose, the public interest, and inclusive problem solving 
since its founding in the early 1970s. Our faculty advocate persistent critical 
awareness among public administrators to advance democratic practices and social 
justice through effective, participative, and accountable stewardship of public 
institutions. That is to say, the department’s values are exemplified in this note.   

The range of years included, 2012-2015, is intended both to maintain job 
applicants’ anonymity and to demonstrate that the practice was routinely used for 
years leading up to the spokesperson’s misleading statement about ‘recent 
memory’. Prior to the commencement of each faculty search process, I requested 
that the faculty committees have access to the information obtained from off-list 
reference checks and each year the request was denied. In a couple of searches, 
imminent hires received only requests to conduct undisclosed off-list reference 
checks, for reasons explained below, while in another case the undisclosed checks 
were completed and used to override the search committee’s hiring 
recommendations. Information of varying degrees of specificity from these checks 
was occasionally shared verbally with the department Chairperson who 
subsequently verbally relayed the information to the faculty search committee. We 
were told repeatedly that none of this information is documented.  

In one case, the search committee’s top recommendation for hire was denied 
based on undisclosed, undocumented information that an administrator gathered 
from an off-list reference check. The information from this off-list check that was 
eventually shared with the department Chair and faculty committee was vague, 
unconvincing, and, as far as the committee could tell, inconclusive. In the case of 
the imminent hires mentioned above, job finalists from two separate searches 
removed themselves from consideration immediately after an administrator 
requested permission to contact individuals not listed on the candidates’ CVs. 
Although a causal link cannot be asserted in these latter candidates’ cases, their 
self-removal from what was up to that point a lengthy, arduous process occurred 
prior to any salary discussion and there were no known intervening exchanges 
with the university or other observable related events that would otherwise explain 
both candidates’ decisions to decline further consideration. Finally, in yet another 
search, a university administrator made a phone call to an (off-list) administrative 
office at another university, where a candidate for imminent hire was employed, 
during which information about the candidate that was deemed troubling but 
remained undocumented was shared. This information did not change the 
decision to extend a job offer. However, it did create some trepidation among 
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administrators about the candidate even though they had not corroborated the 
information nor requested the candidate’s explanation.  

These cases of undisclosed off-list reference checks observed at a public university 
highlight particular ways that this troubling practice can undermine the otherwise 
careful deliberation of a faculty search process. Problems with collecting and using 
information in this way are analyzed further in the next section on invalid 
methodology.  

The problem of invalid methodology 

The primary question addressed in this section is whether the undisclosed off-list 
reference check is a valid screening practice. That is, does it reliably yield accurate, 
actionable information about the job applicant as intended? If decision changes 
based on the results of undisclosed off-list reference checks cannot be justified, 
then no reason exists to conduct them in the first place. 

The methodology problems with undisclosed off-list reference checks can be 
understood in terms of two interrelated issues: data collection and data 
interpretation (processing). Data collection refers to how a prospective employer 
searches for, locates, approaches, and obtains information from off-list references. 
Data interpretation involves the sensemaking activities to accommodate the data 
collected during off-list reference check conversations with what is already known 
and also with what the prospective employer would like to know. As explained 
above, the purpose of using any selection method is to increase the validity of 
gathered information about the job applicant’s future job performance (Taylor et 
al., 2004). However, the use of off-list reference checks to confirm a prospective 
employer’s suspicions or to simply act on their curiosity establishes an a priori 
attitude, akin to researcher’s bias, that increases the risk of compromising data 
collection reliability and interpretation validity, such as questionable criterion and 
predictive validity (Lievens, 2001; Schmitt et al., 2003; Taylor et al., 2004) and 
confirmation bias (Nickerson, 1998; Oswald and Grosjean, 2004). The tendency 
to selectively find supporting evidence for one’s preferred outcomes is strong even 
among researchers who are extensively trained and constantly vigilant about such 
experimental risks (Hergovich et al., 2010).  

Interpreting off-list reference responses fairly and accurately is not a 
straightforward task. In hypothetical terms, Table 1 lists applicants’ reasons for 
exclusion of off-list references, Table 2 lists employers’ reasons for their inclusion, 
and Table 3 lists references’ reasons for participation as off-list references. 
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Job applicant perspective: Hypothetical reasons to NOT INCLUDE someone as an on-
list professional/personal reference 

1. too risky if person knows that applicant is job hunting (e.g., current 
supervisor)  

2. work completed with person is different from work expected for open 
position 

3. not appropriately familiar with applicant's work (e.g., lack of subject matter 
understanding, brief association) 

4. uncertainty/mistrust because of person's character or other issue that could 
reflect negatively on applicant 

5. lower priority than or redundancy with on-list refs 
6. reputation of person not optimal (whether known to prospective employer or 

not) 
7. competitive relationship to applicant, possibly for the same position(s)  
8. lost touch 

 
Table 1: Perspective of job applicant 

 
Prospective employer perspective: Hypothetical reasons to INCLUDE someone as an 
off-list professional reference  

1. applicant’s past/current supervisor  
2. prospective employer’s personal/professional friend  
3. familiar with applicant’s work in terms of subject matter expertise and/or 

length of professional association (e.g., mutual colleague/friend)  
4. willingness to offer information, opinion 
5. provides evidence supporting prospective employer’s suspicion/hunch 

(positive or negative) 
6. fills apparent or suspected gaps in applicant’s volunteered information 
7. candid ‘faceless’ confidant about the applicant’s employability (if not 

documented, off the record) 
 

Table 2: Perspective of prospective employer 

Off-list reference perspective: Hypothetical reasons to serve in the role  

1. actively supports applicant (personally, professionally)  
2. somewhat indifferent about applicant but does not want to jeopardize 

applicant's prospects by declining request to provide reference 
3. opportunity to network and invest in political goodwill with prospective 

employer 
4. personal/professional favor to future possible employer  
5. can provide information (positive and/or negative) that prospective employer 

may not already know and that may be material to hiring decision 
6. eager to share opinions/fabrications 
7. information gathering about a colleague (past or current), curious about 

applicant's possible new position; possibly mixed with surprise/hurt feelings 
over not being an on-list reference  

8. information gathering about the recruiting process (e.g., agrees to off-list 
reference check request to understand the prospective employer's recruiting 
process, possibly for assurance that the applicant receives fair and appropriate 
consideration; may or may not intend to share this information with the 
applicant him/herself)  

9. nefarious, unscrupulous intentions unknown to prospective employer 
 

Table 3: Perspective of prospective off-list reference 
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Table 1 itemizes an applicant’s hypothetical reasons for not including individuals 
as her or his (on-list) personal and professional references, who by definition are 
the pool of potential off-list references; the two remaining tables itemize a 
prospective employer’s and potential off-list reference’s hypothetical reasons for 
selecting an off-list reference and for volunteering as an off-list reference, 
respectively. Although the reasons of each perspective are not exhaustive nor 
mutually exclusive, they characterize the varieties of almost entirely undeclared 
strategic considerations that are weighed when personal and professional 
references are decided. Multiple considerations likely apply for each of the 
participants.  

A striking implication is the unknowable complexity of factors involved when 
reference checks are open-ended and veiled in secrecy, which presents an 
unresolvable conundrum for validating data interpretation. Data collection 
missteps concomitant with prospective employer actions can include: 

• Selection bias in the search for and identification of prospective off-list 
references (e.g., prospective employer’s personal/professional friend),  

• Confirmation bias in selecting off-list references (e.g., willingness to offer 
information, opinion; readily provides evidence supporting suspicions), 
and  

• Asking leading questions or otherwise influencing the respondents (e.g., 
fills apparent or suspected information gaps when prompted; opens up as 
a candid ‘faceless’ confidant).  

Corresponding questions arise about the data quality and how such data are to be 
interpreted: 

• How do we know that the chosen off-list reference is the best suited to 
serve in this capacity? (How might the job applicant respond to this 
question, and why?)  

• Given a priori expectations in the prospective employer’s mind, were off-
list references and the questions that were asked chosen to fairly balance 
the chances of obtaining evidence that either does support or does not 
support the expected information (hunches, suspicions; i.e., addressing 
possible confirmation bias)?  

• Related to the prior question, were off-list references for all of the job 
applicants asked a standard set of questions, or were questions posed on a 
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case-by-case basis that focused on particular expectations about each job 
applicant (confirmation bias)?  

• Other than the reference checker and the off-list references, who has the 
necessary access to review the collected data and details substantiating 
each interpretation (who checks the checker)?  

Compounding these ambiguities introduced by prospective employer choices, the 
individual serving as a veiled off-list reference might introduce her or his own 
unreliable motives and questionable designs on the transaction. Data collection 
missteps concomitant with actions of individuals who serve as off-list references 
can include: 

• Making unverified and unverifiable statements about the job applicant 
(e.g., eager to share opinions/fabrications; nefarious intentions),  

• Collusion with a prospective employer’s bias which the prospective 
employer accepts as corroborating evidence (e.g., personal/professional 
favor; can provide information that prospective employer may not already 
know),  

• The off-list reference’s own personal biases and interests that influence 
her or his responses and, in turn, influence the prospective employer (e.g., 
eager to share opinions; can provide information that prospective 
employer may not already know; nefarious intentions), and  

• Relatively informal discussions given mutual promises of strict anonymity 
that would be inappropriate for a standard ‘on record’ reference check (e.g., 
eager to share opinions; personal/professional favor; can provide 
information that prospective employer may not already know; information 
gathering about the job applicant who is a current/former colleague).  

As with missteps related to prospective employer actions, corresponding questions 
arise about the quality of these data and how such data are to be interpreted: 

• With no formal process to ensure response accuracy or fairness, how will 
data collected from off-list reference checks be weighted and reconciled 
relative to other data collected during the selection process?  

• Within the anonymous, off-the-record confines of the off-list reference 
check how are bias and collusion that misrepresent the applicant between 
the conversers to be detected?  
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• Are prospective off-list references allowed sufficient chances to recuse 
themselves after they fully assess the appropriateness of their participation 
in the role/How to determine whether they are correct in their eventual 
decision to recuse themselves or not?  

• Is the decision of those individuals who decline to serve as off-list 
references itself included as data and, if included, how is it fairly 
interpreted?  

These methodological compromises to validity introduce a degree of ambiguity 
that is unacceptable at any other stage of the selection process. Results from this 
method of data collection and interpretation cannot be considered conclusive or 
actionable without additional formal review by other participants in the selection 
process (possibly including the job applicant, as discussed in the section below on 
recommendations). Despite constructive intentions, its use is spurred principally 
by a need for information that is suspected or otherwise imagined – itself a bias. 
Throughout the typical faculty search process, formal and deliberately systematic 
procedures are enforced to minimize the likelihood that any individual will 
inordinately bias the eventual hiring decision. Yet, despite these efforts to maintain 
integrity and rigor, collusive acceptance of undisclosed off-list reference checks has 
contravened the care and attention otherwise devoted to the search process. 
Moreover, the collected information is tautologically legitimized for having met a 
need while bypassing the concern that it may be spurious. Therefore, returning to 
the conditional statement at the beginning of this section, it is now clear that 
decision changes based on the results of undisclosed off-list reference checks 
cannot be justified, so no reason exists to conduct them.  

To summarize, the methodology pitfalls of conducting undisclosed off-list 
reference checks are unmanageable risks to validity. These risks are akin to the 
potential for researcher bias in social sciences research. Thus, many of the ethical 
and procedural principles designed to minimize bias and to protect the interests 
of research participants (analogous to job applicants) should be thoughtfully 
applied when conducting off-list reference checks. These pitfalls will be taken into 
account in the following section on recommended guidelines for alternative 
approaches.  

So far in this note, undisclosed off-list reference checks have been critiqued for 
validity problems and for serving as a means to expand administrative authority 
through administrative incursions on diminishing university faculty rights and 
shared governance. The remaining question is addressed in the next section: What 
principles emerge from this critique to guide development of fair and valid 
alternative approaches to undisclosed off-list reference checks? 
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Recommended guidelines for alternative approaches 

The purpose of this section is to clear a practical path for the verification of job 
applicant information, including any legitimate concerns that hiring committees 
and others may have about the applicant, while seeking remedies for the violations 
perpetrated through undisclosed off-list reference checks. Moreover, with this 
practical focus I hope to enhance the potential of critical performativity (Spicer et 
al., 2009) for academia, in contrast to managerialist performativity associated, for 
example, with the administrative incursions. Some of the following 
recommendations allow the use of transparent and accountable well-documented 
off-list reference checks (see Table 4: Recommendations). While lack of disclosure 
is especially problematic, other aspects also warrant corrective measures. Finally, 
to supplement these recommendations for prospective employers and their 
institutions, complementary checklists for job applicants and prospective off-list 
references are provided as guideposts to begin thinking through their respective 
responsibilities and concerns.  

 
Four primary recommendations 

1. Discontinue undisclosed off-list reference checks  
2. Revise policies and procedures through shared governance  
3. Focus on transparency, accountability, and due process  
4. Disclose unexpected procedures to all job applicants and obtain permissions 

 

 
Recommendations addressing validity pitfalls  

5. Exercise caution if off-list checks continue  
6. Be clear and explicit about the details 
7. Document the process and make information available 
8. Verify and seek evidence 
9. Provide training 

 

Table 4: Recommendations 

Before considering remedies for the validity pitfalls, four primary 
recommendations are proposed that underpin the remaining recommendations.  

• Recommendation 1: Discontinue undisclosed off-list reference checks. 
Cease any and all forms of undisclosed off-list reference checks. Concealed 
and off-record information gathering in a faculty hiring decision without 
possibility of formal review is not a legitimate process, and the 
rationalization that ‘everyone does it’ can no longer stand as its defense.  
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• Recommendation 2: Revise policies and procedures through shared 
governance. Establish formal policies and procedures, developed in 
collaboration with elected faculty representatives from a faculty 
governance body, such as an Academic Senate, that: 1) replace undisclosed 
off-list reference checks, 2) apply uniformly to all faculty searches, and 3) 
meet at least the minimum ethical standards of the institution. (As a 
sample benchmark, consider whether the implementation of these policies 
can serve as a case study of admirable ethical standards for students at your 
institution to read.) This recommendation addresses the validity hazards 
created with non-standard protocols and criteria by establishing uniform 
procedures for all faculty searches.  

• Recommendation 3: Focus on transparency, accountability, and due 
process. Each should be held as a core principle when deciding how 
information about a job applicant will be obtained and managed. 
Throughout the policy revision process and where procedural variance 
may be required in special cases, these core principles should be upheld to 
maintain the integrity and validity of the search process. Consider 
including a university ombudsperson or someone else responsible for 
independent review and mediation to conduct a periodic audit of 
procedures.  

• Recommendation 4: Disclose unexpected procedures to all job applicants 
and obtain permissions. If the job applicant is likely to consider the revised 
procedures unusual or unexpected, share a disclosure statement with all 
job applicants who submit a completed application explaining the 
procedures and rationale (as a commitment to the core principles in 
Recommendation 3). If some form of the off-list reference check is still 
used, request permission from each job applicant and make 
documentation and disclosure routinely available to the job applicant 
before and after each off-list reference check is completed.  

Recommendations addressing validity problems  

The methodology pitfalls are primarily risks of intentional and unintentional bias 
introduced by prospective employers and individual off-list references. In addition 
to the first four recommendations, above, the following guidelines are 
recommended to address these validity pitfalls of undisclosed off-list reference 
checks.  

• Recommendation 5: Exercise caution if off-list checks continue. If off-list 
reference checks are deemed necessary, then available options conforming 
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with Recommendation 3 (‘Focus on transparency, accountability, and due 
process’) must be evaluated for the Recommendation 2 (‘Revise policies 
and procedures through shared governance’) process.  

• Recommendation 6: Be clear and explicit about the details. Develop clear 
and explicit reasons for seeking information from off-list references. Also, 
if appropriate, establish standard methods including relative weighting of 
information and the criteria for using the information in an eventual 
hiring decision.  

• Recommendation 7: Document the process and make information 
available. The process should assume a standard of transparency that 
matches the other stages of a search. Within legal and other HRM bounds, 
including those established for on-list reference checks, document 
information for appropriate access (implementation of Recommendation 
3 ‘Focus on transparency, accountability, and due process’, and 4 ‘Disclose 
unexpected procedures to all job applicants and obtain permissions’); 
include with Recommendation 2 (‘Revise policies and procedures through 
shared governance’). If conversations must be private, log verifiable details 
about the exchange in the faculty search records such as person contacted, 
date and time, and the topic of communication. A comprehensive formal 
third party review of the entire search process and materials should be 
possible given this recommendation.  

• Recommendation 8: Verify and seek evidence. Unless verified, any 
information obtained from a reference that could influence a hiring 
decision should be considered unreliable and based solely on hearsay. 
Depending on the issue(s) that arise from off-list reference checks, direct 
verification with the job applicant should generally be carefully considered. 
Engaging directly with the job applicant is a matter of transparency and 
due process: if an issue arises that is considered sufficiently serious to 
warrant an off-list reference check, then it is serious enough to bring it to 
the job applicant’s attention. Moreover, as explained in this note, using 
undisclosed off-list reference checks to gain clarity about an issue while 
avoiding a conversation with the job applicant is not as direct and 
convenient as some assume, and the critiques throughout this paper 
demonstrate that it does not bring an inquiring prospective employer 
closer to ‘the truth’. Therefore, direct engagement with the job applicant 
must at least be considered as a workable alternative, for example as a first 
step to conducting additional reference checks as would be formally 
established in the updated process (see Recommendation 2 ‘Revise 
policies and procedures through shared governance’). The legal and 
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personal risks of raising a sensitive or otherwise controversial issue with a 
job applicant are not taken lightly, however, and should be addressed. At 
any rate, because of the information processing hazards of privacy 
violations (Solove, 2006; 2011), safeguards and carefully considered 
protections against egregious information misinterpretation should be 
conscientiously developed along with Recommendation 2. 

• Recommendation 9: Provide training. Mandatory workshops for 
administrators and faculty search committee members should raise 
awareness about hazards of imposing administration-centric policies on 
the university. Case studies and plans for facilitated discussions based on 
the particular institution in which the workshops occur should be 
developed to allow for vivid examples and deeper experiential 
understanding. 

Checklists  

The purpose of providing checklists that follow from these employer institution 
recommendations is to clarify the practical implications for the other two 
categories of participants: the job applicants and prospective off-list references. 
Each participant is responsible for engaging in the process to enact critical 
performativity mentioned at the beginning of this section. The two checklists, 
Table 5: ‘Checklist for job applicants’ and Table 6: ‘Checklist for prospective off-
list references’, are generic and should be tailored appropriately to the specifics of 
each search process.  

 
1. 

 
Understand the off-list reference check policies of the universities to which you 
apply. Request copies if you cannot find them and if you are comfortable doing 
so.  
 

2. Compile a list of individuals not on your reference list who prospective 
employers might reasonably wish to contact (e.g., department chairs and 
colleagues from current and past positions). For each, note any issues that 
would prevent them from being supportive references and consider your 
response options if the prospective employer follows up with you about 
individuals on this list.  
 

3. Provide the prospective employer with a Do Not Contact list if necessary, 
preferably with justification for each person listed.  
 

4. After the search process has concluded, whether you are hired or not, find out if 
an off-list reference check has been conducted. If so, request the list of 
individuals contacted.  

Table 5: Checklist for job applicants 
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1. 

 
Understand how your conversation will be documented.  
 

2. Understand what the prospective employer hopes to gain by communicating 
with you. This involves three questions: 1) what questions will be asked and 
what information are they seeking, 2) how will the information be used in a 
hiring decision (relative weight/significance), and 3) how will the information 
that you share be independently verified?  
 

3. From your perspective, does this request for information and its intended use 
seem appropriate and conducive to an effective and ethical faculty search 
process? If the request seems appropriate, decide whether you can and wish to 
provide what is requested.  
 

4. If you wish to decline the request to serve as an off-list reference: first assess 
the consequences for the job applicant if you decline the request for 
information. If appropriate, discuss your reasons – on the record – with the 
reference checker.  

5. Whether you serve as a reference or not, follow up with the job applicant if 
possible to inform her or him of the nature of your participation in the search 
process.  
 

Table 6: Checklist for prospective off-list references 

Conclusion 

The undisclosed off-list reference check is a widely recognized background 
verification method that also appears to be commonly used in faculty searches. By 
first critically analyzing the practice in this note and following up with a set of 
recommendations, the objective has been practical: root out the principally 
troubling aspects and revisit the method with potentially workable guidelines for 
more ethical, equitable, and inclusive outcomes. To continue in this spirit, I 
recognize that further developing and eventually implementing the ideas 
presented in this note depend on the work of others. It is work that I hope 
individuals and institutions will take up in solidarity for the good of academia and 
those who benefit from it. 
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Recognizing the human: A psychoanalytic 
engagement with HRM and its discontents 

Nathan Gerard 

Introduction 

‘It is joy to be hidden but disaster not to be found’ 

Donald Winnicott, Communicating and Not Communicating  

To many critics and readers of this journal, the ‘human’ in HRM is hardly human. 
The images of Marx’s alienated proletarian, Weber’s disenchanted bureaucrat, or 
Foucault’s biopolitical subject are now so etched in the mind to render a practical 
engagement with HRM impossible. Best to abandon the enterprise altogether. 

Except that we can’t. ‘The professor is, after all, an employee’, writes C. Wright 
Mills as early as 1951 (151). The irony, of course, is that we remain engaged. If we 
aren’t beholden to teaching HRM in the classroom, we are subjected to its 
machinations in the performance review. We are divided against ourselves. 

In a useful parallel, the ‘human’ Freud discovers in psychoanalysis is also hardly 
human. To be precise, it is a human conflicted with excess desire, traumatized, 
and subordinated; a human at once both excessively ‘managed’ and ‘mismanaged’ 
by the dual forces of superego and id. But above all, what Freud discovers in 
psychoanalysis, borrowing a line from Joel Kovel, is ‘the truth that there [is] 
something inhuman about us after all’:  

not ‘animal’, for that would be an insult to other species, or ‘aggressive’, for that 
would be to put a lid on activity and outrage, but ‘unspeakable’, ‘abominable’, 
‘unfathomable’, ‘ineffable’, and ‘wondrous’, all those words that, lacking theoretical 
rigor, were somehow truer and deeper than the rigmarole of psychoanalytic theory. 
(1983: 20)  



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  18(2): 363-370 

364 | note 

Already we sense the cautionary tale offered by the analyst to the critic of HRM: by 
attributing the cause of inhumanity to external forces you proceed too hastily; you 
ignore the dynamic psychic causes; you fail to look within. But the critic, by-now 
steeped in the critique of bourgeois psychoanalysis, offers the familiar retort to the 
analyst: by looking within you not only risk ignoring the broader world, but 
recapitulating that very world by naturalizing it within the psyche. 

And so the exchange abruptly ends.  

This essay attempts to rekindle the conversation, guided by the (perhaps wishful) 
thinking that we can afford to be more reflective and more radical. For what we 
can also sense in Kovel’s quote above is a cautionary tale offered by psychoanalysis 
to itself, namely: by attributing the cause of inhumanity to internal forces you also 
proceed too hastily; you ignore the ‘unspeakable’, ‘abominable’, and 
‘unfathomable’. But more so, you ignore that which is ‘truer and deeper’ to what 
it means to be human, prior to its codification (indeed, ossification) by the 
theoretical edifice of psychoanalysis (Kovel, 1983: 20).  

And so this essay begins with the rhetorical question, how can we possibly ‘develop 
a constructive and engaged critique of HRM – one that can both theorize the 
human and take practice into account’ (Bevort et al., 2014: 2) – without fully 
recognizing the human, and thus, without a critical engagement with 
psychoanalysis? 

At its worst, psychoanalysis finds what it assumes must be there (e.g., repressed 
sexual desires, narcissism, the phallus, etc.). It discovers what it already knows. By 
the same token, Marxist, or Weberian, or Foucauldian positions find what they 
wish to find: the exercise of discourse and power, or the exploitation of the human 
as a ‘resource’. In each, the human is nothing more than what we need it to be.  

At its best, however, psychoanalysis draws our attention back to experience. And it 
is precisely this emphasis on experience that makes psychoanalysis unique among 
the critical approaches to HRM.  

*** 

One of the redeeming qualities of psychoanalysis is its ability to talk about the use 
of the human as a ‘resource’ without immediate critical disdain, on the one hand, 
or blind acceptance, on the other. In object relations theory, for instance, we find 
a view of the human that relies upon a whole cast of human resources. These 
resources form a constellation around the individual, acting as a crucible through 
which the individual must pass to ensure its psychic survival. From a 
developmental perspective, the child can only come to recognize the human as 
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‘whole’ (and not merely as an all-good or all-bad part-object) through its use. Use 
preserves the human as a separate human being. Out of such use comes concern 
(Klein, 1937; Winnicott, 1963a, 1969).  

But use of the human also poses great risk for the budding child. Specifically, by 
seeking to make use of a withdrawn parent, or alternatively, an intrusive and 
overbearing one, the child forges a sense of self that is determined by the other’s 
needs. The constructed (or ‘false’) self that emerges is at once both inflated (what 
others want) and diminished (lacking in spontaneity), but never fully whole. Use 
devolves into abuse; concern into compliance (Winnicott, 1960).  

Everything hinges, of course, upon the quality of the ‘human resource’. For first- 
and second-generation critical theorists steeped in Freudian theory (Adorno et al., 
1950; Lasch, 1977, 1979), such resources were vastly depleted. The father, deskilled 
at work by the ‘managerial apparatus’, directed what little was left of his 
diminished vitality into protecting the very autonomy in the child robbed from him 
by the corporation. As a result, he failed to model to his child a healthy engagement 
with reality. Meanwhile the mother, deskilled at home by social services that 
stigmatized her ‘maternal instinct’, directed what little was left of her diminished 
vitality into ‘attempts to become an ideal parent…smothering [the child] with 
solicitude’ and arranging ‘each detail of his life with a punctilious zeal that 
undermines his initiative and destroys the capacity for self-help’ (Lasch, 1979: 173). 

By recognizing (and subsequently internalizing) these ‘bad objects’ the child took 
on undue responsibility for a failed relationship and indeed a failed society. Put 
differently, the resources whom the self was modeled after were hardly human at 
all. 

*** 

The above developmental narrative can, and should, have direct bearing on the 
current debate over ‘recognition politics’ (Honneth, 1996; Habermas, 2001; 
Baudrillard, 2007; Jones, 2012; Fleming, 2013, 2016; Ross, 2014) – a debate that 
carries striking resemblance to the debate over HRM that inspires this special 
issue of ephemera.  

For proponents of ‘post-recognition’ politics, the act of being seen or included (i.e., 
recognized) through, for instance, democratic representation or visible displays of 
resistance proves deeply problematic. As Fleming (2013) notes, ‘Recognition is just 
another way of being sucked back into a one-sided arrangement, crippling 
compromises and pointless commitments’ (Fleming, 2013: 629). The equation 
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‘recognition = exposure’ is the guiding logic here; if we are recognized we are 
exposed, and thus vulnerable to compliance and abuse. Better to refuse. 

And yet, from a psychoanalytic perspective, refusing recognition carries great risk. 
The budding child who refuses recognition may do so out of an inability to tolerate 
use of the other as more than just a mirror to reflect back a fantasized self. Instead 
of using the other to calibrate and eventually outgrow one’s outsized fantasies 
(something admittedly only possible with the help of a full human resource), the 
child simply inverts the mirror: the all-giving, all-loving other quickly turns into an 
all-taking, all-devouring other who must be refused. 

In such instances, refusing to be recognized, far from removing oneself from an 
impoverished reality, deprives oneself of reality. 

Given these developmental risks, proponents of post-recognition might do better 
to distinguish between a developmentally appropriate form of recognition (one 
that is indeed vital for the human) and what we might call surplus recognition, the 
latter of which, like Marcuse’s infamous ‘surplus repression’, forces the human to 
labor beyond its developmental needs (and indeed exploits those very needs).1 
From this vantage, refusing recognition means refusing that form of recognition 
‘over and above’ what is ‘indispensible’ for becoming a full human resource; 
recognition that, ironically, turns the self into a depleted resource (Marcuse, 1955: 
37-38). 

Still, what we don’t yet find in the discourse on post-recognition politics – and the 
same can be said of the critical discourse on HRM – is a viable alternative. ‘Overall, 
the point is to develop emancipatory projects for their own sake’, advocates 
Fleming (2016: 3), without providing much (if any) outline as to how to proceed.2 
In psychoanalysis, we might gain more traction. Specifically, in psychoanalysis we 

																																																								
1  It’s worth mentioning in this regard that in advocating for a ‘non-surplus repressive’ 

civilization, Marcuse was not arguing for the abolishment of repression on the whole 
(a common misconception of Marcuse’s critics), but instead of the ‘additional controls 
over and above those indispensable for civilized human association’ (1955: 37-38). For 
Marcuse, frustration and renunciation were imposed excessively and severely (i.e., in 
an arbitrarily ‘surplus’ manner) on the individual. As a result, the individual 
experiences a generalized restriction on pleasure, including pleasurable work. With 
this said, Marcuse concedes that even within a non-surplus repressive civilization, ‘The 
realm of necessity persists; struggle with nature and even among men continues’ 
(1938: 193). 

2  At least not psychologically. Fleming (2013, 2016) does give a number of helpful 
sociological examples of current resistance movements that would fall under the 
banner of ‘post-recognition’ (e.g., The French Invisible Committee, Canadian antiwork 
movements, Italian autonomists, etc). 



Nathan Gerard Recognizing the human 

 note | 367 

find a sense of self that manifests without the reassurance of recognition. In short, 
it is a self that requires not recognition but expression.  

David Levine attributes this need for self-expression to creativity: ‘If creativity is 
the exercise of the capacity to see things differently, it begins with the ability to see 
ourselves differently and therefore risk losing the basis for connection with others 
provided by a common way of seeing’ (2016: 2). 

Psychoanalytically, the capacity to see things differently and, through this, ‘risk 
losing the basis’ of ‘a common way of seeing’ is a capacity the ‘good enough’ 
mother (or ‘good enough’ society) imparts to her child (Winnicott, 1960). The 
capacity to be alone in the presence of the other means being unrecognized and 
thereby un-formed by the other. And it is in this unrecognized space that the self 
can be formed (or make contact with itself). 

To be sure, much is at stake in this unrecognized space. As Levine himself (2016) 
notes, ‘What we fear is that, were we to succeed in our struggle for creativity, we 
would find ourselves alone’ (2). Finding ourselves alone, like the act of creativity 
itself, is a kind of rupture with the ordinary human universe, and in its extreme, 
risks madness (the other side of reason). But what we gain in this unrecognized 
space is the ability to discern the contours of the self in a way unavailable within 
the confines of recognition. This newfound self-recognition mirrors the 
acceptance of the whole parent who is both loving and stern, present and absent, 
and above all fallible like the self; a parent who was perhaps never fully ‘there’, lost 
to the intergenerational trauma of surplus recognition, but now usable as a full 
resource within the self.  

*** 

As it stands, the ‘human’ in HRM is hardly a full resource. HRM does not use the 
human so as to establish a relationship of concern that in turn preserves the 
human’s separateness. Instead, HRM consumes the human precisely because it 
can’t use it.  

From a psychoanalytic perspective, consuming the object serves as protection 
against its loss. This is the common mechanism that underlies greed. By 
consuming (and thereby devouring and destroying) the object, the subject gains 
exclusive access to the object, and in the process, deprives others from having it 
(Klein, 1957). 

HRM is, in this sense, an echo chamber of greed and destruction. By rapidly 
hoarding and discarding employees, HRM defends against loss, but in doing so, it 
also recapitulates a familiar intergenerational trauma. The human in HRM is 
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forced to relive this trauma indefinitely. Leaders are attached to, or rejected and 
refused, by way of unconscious transference to early parental objects, and not by a 
reasoned assessment of their competence. More generally, the rivalries, intrigues, 
and power-plays so endemic to working life are reenactments and repetition 
compulsions, enforced and reinforced by hardly a ‘good enough’ other.  

*** 

No wonder, then, so many of us find HRM ill-suited for the human. Like those 
who refuse recognition, those who refuse to engage with HRM find no tenable 
solution to the management of the human as a ‘resource’. Only by giving up do we 
gain the possibility of being human once again – of feeling alive. Indeed, if we 
don’t give up, if we continue to seek out recognition or try to engage, we risk being 
exposed, abused, and ultimately devoured.  

What psychoanalysis allows for, instead of giving up, is a giving in – and 
specifically, giving in to the self-creating act itself. This process of becoming a 
subject is synonymous with becoming an object. It is a statement that ‘I am here’ 
(Winnicott, 1971). While this self-creating act may require refusal as well as 
recognition, above all, it will require the work of the human as full resource. 

As it stands, both HRM and its critics seem threatened by this form of self-
expression. The becoming self must be repressed and restricted, theorized and 
isolated, or altogether refused. We would do better to make space for it. 

The work of a new and engaged critique of HRM must, in part, be premised upon 
this fuller recognition of the human.  
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Note on a work life (qualifying as a new sport for 
the Olympic Games): When performance 
management and contemporary work life are in 
perfect harmony 

Line Kirkegaard 

Introduction 

I often wonder whether contemporary work life could qualify as a distinct sports 
event for the Olympic Games? Once in a while, I catch a glimpse of indications 
that this might be the case. This note is an allegory of contemporary work life as 
an elite sport told by high profiled management consultants.  

Several of the management consultants I have interviewed during my career as a 
researcher, have a past within elite sport. Q is one of them, and at some point in 
the interview she talks about meeting one of four Danish rowers who won Olympic 
gold in 2004. She explains: 

They were a team because they were the best rowers and not because they liked each 
other. However, elite rowers are also very special and their psyches are very special. 
Because one thing is that they need to push themselves so much, but they also really 
have to want it. And there is no money in rowing. In a way, I can identify with them, 
but when you hear what they’ve sacrificed to get there. Well then, rowing always 
comes first. Family and friends comes next to training and food and everything 
comes next to training. All other things are paused. It is very interesting indeed. It 
really is a different world. They also need to lose weight. They are allowed to be a 
little over their ideal weight, and then just before they are weighed for the Olympics, 
they take an extremely hot bath. The baths affect the fluid balance so they lose the 
last bit of weight. 

This consultant easily relates her work life to the rowers work life, showing striking 
similarities between basic ideas of elite sport and consultancy. The ideas of very 
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special psyches, setting the strongest teams, considering work as primary and 
everything else secondary, constantly pushing to improve, and the fundamental 
personal will and desire to succeed. Performance management and continuously 
measuring one’s work are essential and integrated parts of working life within elite 
sport. These are ways to ensure constant improvement. 

Tom Kristensen, a Danish rally driver belonged to the absolute elite within his 
sport. He has won the prestigious Le Mans race more times than anyone else. Le 
Mans is known as a hard and exhausting race. Completing the race requires talent 
and fine technical skills but also the will to victory, extremely good physical shape, 
strength and endurance. Just after regaining the championship in Le Mans in 
2015, he victoriously pronounces: 

Within football, you say that a player is never better than his last match is, whereas, 
I do not think of myself as being better than my next race. (Ud og Se, 2015) 

The difference is crucial. When value is constituted by the last performance 
measurement, the gaze is retrospective and directed backwards, whereas, when 
value is constituted by the next performance measurement, the gaze is directed 
forward towards the future. The difference is whether a completed achievement is 
an objective and a goal and thus an ending, or whether a completed achievement 
is the beginning of the next potential achievement. The latter points to the fact, 
that a position among the elite requires persistent hard work. One victory is not 
enough. As one of the Olympic winning rowers explains it, the victory is at the 
starting line and not as they cross the finish line. The consultant Q unfolds: 

I’ve actually talked to one of them, who won gold in the 2004 Olympics, and he told 
me, that it was that feeling you get right at the starting point. It is an indescribable 
great feeling to just sit there knowing that you are so amazingly well prepared that 
the race with certainty will turn out fantastic. So, it was this feeling of adrenaline 
right before the race begins. Thus, it was not the feeling of being the first crossing 
the finish line, although they would probably have become quite annoyed if it was 
not a gold medal, they had won. 

When you constantly and convincingly must prove that you can conquer the next 
victory, the overall objective is constant improvement, and these improvements 
must necessarily be specific, measurable and comparable. Hence, performance 
measurements are an essential and integrated part of the elite. They measure 
victory and this simultaneously means to ensure that improvement occurs. So how 
does modern work life function as an elite sport, where the goal is constant 
improvement? Is it a working life continually driven towards new beginnings and 
without endings? Ready, steady, go! 
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High performers and performance management 

The main characters of my allegory are successful management consultants 
working within the financial sector. They all work in one of the largest 
international consulting firms residing in Denmark. Like elite athletes at the 
Olympics, they are all excellent within the consultancy discipline. They are all 
among the top 5% of their respective peer groups. If modern working life were an 
accepted sports discipline at the Olympic Games, they would all qualify. In other 
words, they would all belong to the elite’s elite. It is claimed that little is known 
about the work of such management consultants (Meriläinen et al., 2004). 
Similarly, I know very little about the actual work of my consultants. Despite 
hundreds of hours of personal and intense interviews about their work and lives, 
the practical content of their work seemed insignificant. But, as in the Olympics, 
performance matters. 

This note is based on 25 interviews with consultants at all hierarchical levels 
working at the Danish office of one of the largest international consulting firms. 
What characterizes this type of organization is an indisputable ‘high-performer’ 
culture (Muhr and Kirkegaard, 2013). As my goal was an in-depth understanding 
of the respondent’s work life, I used qualitative interviews as the research method. 
The subject matter of this research method is to understand how the respondents 
experience and make sense of their specific worlds and contexts (Kvale, 2000). The 
depth of the material was strengthened by interviewing some of the respondents 
up to three times each. The interviews were explorative, taking the particular 
consultant’s career, desires, dreams, hopes and ambitions as a point of departure. 
All the interviews have been recorded and transcribed. 

When talking to high-profiled management consultants within the financial 
sector, extremely high ambitions and strategically building up a strong career seem 
essential. Career progression commensurate rewards for specific levels of 
performance and particular demonstration of character (McKinley, 2002) 

For a number of years, major multinational consultancies have topped the list of 
first choice employer by business students. Junior consultants are exclusively 
recruited as graduates with the highest grades. Hence, consulting is considered by 
bright and ambitious graduates to be a professionally appealing and rewarding job 
choice (Meriläinen et al., 2004). Accordingly, consultancies recruit only the best 
graduates with top marks from the universities, and only keep top performers. 
Multinational management consultancies are organized as hierarchical pyramids 
with strict formal rules (Meriläinen et al., 2004) The pyramid’s general base 
consists of consultants and the peak consists of partners, and the hierarchy 
consists of five career levels: consultant, senior consultant, manager, senior 
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manager and partner. In average, consultants stay 2-3 years at each level. This 
means, that either you move upwards in the hierarchy, or ‘you will be asked to find 
another job’. This ‘up or out’ organizing principle ensures a constant dynamic 
movement. In 2-3 years, you must improve so much so that at the final year at 
every level, you perform as required at the next career level. This proves that you 
are ready to move up a level. Hence, the continuous display of being high 
performers is integrated in the pyramidal structure and in the performance 
management systems. Thus, in this up or out culture the competition gets harder 
as the consultants progress to the next level.  

At the same time, the wage increases through promotion, and most significantly 
for the very few reaching partner level. The company has defined clear and highly 
nuanced guidelines for what is expected of the consultants at each career level, and 
to evaluate whether these targets are reached, there are ingenious systems to 
measure the performance on various internal and external parameters. Primarily 
this relates to the consultants’ sales, which significantly increases between career 
levels, but also demands on development of and participation in social activities, 
project management, perfection and accountability are measured factors prior to 
promotion.  

Performance management systems are socio-ideological control mechanisms 
(Alvesson and Kärreman, 2004). The desire to be elitist and successful is an 
outcome of social processes. Hence, the idea of being successful is linked to 
specific criteria and constraints (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2004). This company 
uses a ‘forced distribution management system’, a performance management 
system by which individual performance is evaluated relative to the performance 
of others (Blume et al., 2013). Hence, all consultants are once a year ranked in peer-
groups as the top 5 percent or the worst 5 percent. The 5 percent at the bottom of 
each peer are to leave immediately. The top 5 are rewarded, appraised and likely to 
advance. Accordingly, it is shown that high performers are significantly more 
attracted to organizations utilising forced distribution performance management 
system than others with a lower aptitude (Blume et al., 2014). Practically, using 
forced distribution performance management systems is a way to create an 
organization that attracts and retains the highest performers (Blume et al., 2014). 

The HRM literature has provided extensive evidence, that HRM practice and 
design can impact organizational performance (Sheehan et al., 2014), but there is 
more uncertainty about when HRM systems pay off (Marescaux et al., 2013). 
Hence, despite several discussions regarding how performance management 
systems work (and fail to work), empirical insight lack (Blume et al., 2014; Sheehan 
et al., 2014; Subramony, 2009). Accordingly, this note aims to contribute 
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empirical insight into how performance management works among elitist 
management consultants. 

Although the fewest are top athletes or excellent high profiled management 
consultants, it may nevertheless be helpful to turn to extremes, as extremes often 
reflects normality, in a manner where normality appears clearer and brighter. 
Thus, it is my hope that the consultants’ work can reflect more general terms in 
modern life viewed in perspective of the increasingly widespread tendency of 
performance management as co-creator of a work life as an intensifying quest into 
the creation of new beginnings. 

Consulting two consultants 

Several of the interviewed consultants have a past in elite sport, and there is no 
doubt about their gaze being directed at strengthening their performance for the 
next task, like Tom Kristensen. In addition, the allegory of working life as an elite 
sport is obvious and captivating for other reasons. As professional athletes love 
their sport, consultants love consultancy work. They tell vividly about how they 
would die in a regular 9-5 job, and how it would simply bore them to death. They 
tell unanimously about how they love to face challenges that seem unsolvable and 
yet solve them. Easy tasks are boring, and boredom is, by all means, best avoided. 

The following are two consultants’ personal narratives about performance 
management. I have chosen a narrative form in order to unfold the empirical 
insight into how performance management works and makes sense for this 
specific group of people.  

Mr. B 

B is tall and toned. His suit fits him perfectly. Mr. B has played football at the 
national youth team. Unfortunately, he had to give up his football career because 
of a serious knee injury. However, he still plays a few times a week:  

When I am not injured, I try to play Mondays and Thursdays from 6pm to 8pm. 
Then I am gone from 5:30pm to 8:30pm, but of course I come back to work again, 
if I need to. And you get so damn fresh from playing. People in here are runners, 
they are in really good physical shape. Because you cannot be fucking focused in 
your head if you’re not physically focused, I think. 

When Mr. B started as consultant, he was like a tense bow: 

I was exactly like a tense bow, ready to be dispatched. And luckily this was what 
happened when I started. I was shot off like an arrow with an extremely steep 
learning curve. 
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B must win, and he is willing to perform at his maximum every day to achieve 
victory: 

Well, I cannot play a game of Monopoly, without wanting to win. If you do not play 
to win, you might as well not bother. This is what I like here, because it’s a bit of the 
same going on. If you do not want to do your maximum in your work every day, you 
might as well not bother. It’s this competitive spirit that gives me a lot. I refuse to 
lose. 

Although the consultancy company right from the start provides the guidelines, 
the rules are not explicit as in Monopoly. Mr. B explains that he spent his first years 
to appropriate a ‘general knowledge of the game, the rules and dynamics’. He 
explains that the first year was particularly tough because it creates an uncertainty 
not knowing the rules of the game. Yet, it is impossible to win, if you are not 
familiar with the rules, and victory is very important for B: 

It is important to win, that is indisputable. That is totally cemented in me. There’s 
nothing better than winning. I think that the important thing about winning is that 
it leads you to win. Winning makes you so much stronger. Because if you do not 
care whether you run 10 kilometers in under 40 minutes, then you probably will 
not make it under 40 minutes. But if you really want it, then you can wring the last 
minutes out of you. 

But one thing is the game, another is the victory. The winner wins according to 
comparative measurable parameters. Therefore, performance management and 
the continuous measurements are something he appreciates about consultancy. It 
is reassuring and Mr. B could not live without it: 

I could not live without being meassured. I find it extremely important. One of the 
things that appeals to me as a consultant is that you get measured and remunerated 
by your performance. In sports, measurements are important, because the coach 
needs measurements to build most the powerful team. Hence, like in sports you 
always know as a consultant whether you’ve played a good match or a bad match. 

According to B, performance management identifies individual winners, while 
also ensuring collective powerful teams of winners. However, performance 
measurement guarantees the favorable certainty for the consultants to constant 
improvement and moving up:  

I think, if you are passionate about something and really perform well, then you will 
be rewarded. That’s at least how it works in consulting. I do not think that you are 
in consultancy, if you do not have great ambitions. So, basically everyone is 
ambitious, although someone is at the very top. But everybody is ambitious, 
otherwise they are in the wrong business. In principle, what consulting offers are 
guidelines available for consultants to ensure moving: up, up, up. 
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In this way, performance management is a key method to guarantee that Mr. B 
can pursue and redeem his own ambitions, moving ‘up, up, up’ and building a 
strong career in the long term: 

My ambition is to become so valuable to the company that I can add value here. But 
in the long term it is obviously my ambition is to create a personal value so valuable 
that I can get a really attractive position somewhere else. 

Mr. M 

M is manager, and you can easily tell that he once belonged to the elite world of 
sailing. Mr. M is number one at his career levels. Mr. M explains that he is driven 
by opportunities. What ever he finds exciting, he participates in. He has never had 
a ‘golden goal’, he says, and he has not one now. Instead, he keeps all doors open 
and creates windows of opportunity. Mr. M works at his maximum capacity every 
day: 

I work in the manner that engages all of me. I must be where I fully devote myself, 
to perform my best. I know myself well enough to know, that this is the way I 
operate. I engage myself in what I do. I invest myself 100%. That’s why I deliver 
what I do. That’s why I’m good. 

M is competitive, and he competes all the time. Hence, consultancy suits him well, 
due to the fact that ‘there always is something to chase’, ‘new steps to climb’ and 
‘new fields to conquer’. He often compares himself to a professional cyclist, 
because in that particular sport there is ‘always someone up front that you must 
catch up on’. But this catching up must be measurable: 

In marathon it is easy to measure progress. You can measure your time, and 
immediately see whether you have improved. It’s all about knowing whehter you 
have improved. You can improve in sports, or by transmitting the improvement to 
your work. You can exploit competition at work, and then you’ll get better at work. 
If you want to be the best, you will become good. If you have that competitive gene, 
then you will also be good. 

M operates with a color scale to ensure that he delivers his best. The scale is related 
to work intensity. He has been at all levels of color, so he knows exactly what 
different levet feels like and where he feels most comfortable. Mr. M explains his 
color scale: 

I use my own color scale, where gray is at the bottom and with green, yellow and 
red above. If you are down in the gray area, you are bored, and in the green zone 
you work in a manner where you generate energy. When you move further up in 
the yellow and the red zone, you spend more energy than you have, and more than 
you create. So you work with a deficit of energy by spending resources to be paid 
back later. So if you’re in the red zone, it is too much. But in return, it is probably 
in the yellow zone that you perform your best. But it is also where you start to cut 
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down on all leisure activities. Actually, it is at the top of the yellow zone right by the 
border to the red that you perform best. 

According to M, the yellow and red zones are preferable to the other zones, despite 
the costs involved by being there. Grey is the worst, ‘it feels like in a straitjacket’. 
However, most fatal is that degeneration happens in the gray zone, you lose your 
excellence: 

Every time I have worked without full speed, I have been bored to death. But worst 
of all, pace is slow, so you lose your high speed and you perform lousier, and you 
are not as gifted and talented. You lose your edge. 

Thus, it is important for Mr. M to work with maximum intensity. Improvements 
never occur in the gray, on the contrary. Mr. M himself has learned that there is 
some physical distress and deprivation connected to being in the red zone. On the 
other hand, the red zone pays a positive return, as this is where improvements may 
occur. Mr. M explains the positive benefits of returning from the red: 

It may well be that it’s really hard to be up in the red zone. But simultaneously you 
have achieved something that generates a really good feeling. You have become 
slightly stronger in work. And it may be that the barrier you have exceeded expands 
your green field, or makes it shine brighter green. So in that manner the red zone 
may bring some positive returns. 

When the end is the beginning 

The elitist work life creates a sophisticated logic by which the consultants 
constantly evaluate their current and future value related to potential career 
opportunities. The consultants strive to constantly do their very best because of 
personal aspirations and ambitions and in order to reach the performance 
management goals from the consulting house. It is striking that the consultants 
do not discern between personal aspirations and the performance management 
system. Thus, when the consultants explain: ‘I cannot perform mediocre’, ‘I want 
to be the very best’, ‘I can’t stand losing’, ‘I do not need to be the best at everything, 
but in my professional field, I would like to be the one you are thinking of’, ‘I’m 
ambitious, so I always perform 110%’, not only do they express personal norms 
but also professional norms. The personal and professional norms are integrated. 
Mr. M and Mr. B use different methods for improvement, but neither of them 
could live without performance measures; they do not distinguish between 
themselves and their measurements. Accordingly, marathon and good 
performance measurements create the same feeling of happiness: 

You feel that you are rewarded in some way. The reward is that I become happy, and 
that I am satisfied with myself. It’s the same feeling you get by running a marathon. 
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Thus, the elitist working life is clarified through the allegory of elite sport. Mr. M 
and Mr. B have a passionate relationship to working. Through working, they 
acquire their greatest joys. Their lives are all about working. They are determined 
to maintain a place in the elite among the very best. They work methodically and 
strategically to extend their physical and mental limits in order to improve their 
efforts. It requires talent, a strong will, overcoming pain; and last, but not least, it 
requires long intensive working days. The similarities between the rowers’ work 
life and the consultants’ work life are striking. 

As the rowers, Mr. M and Mr. B organize their lives so the exercise premises are 
always optimal. The elite consists of the best of the best; of those who can endure 
the greatest desire, will and pain. Lactic acid and blood taste in the mouth. When 
you want to win gold in the Olympics, you must constantly be at your best and be 
ready to cope with the next challenge. They challenge and push themselves to be 
better. They transcend themselves in order to perform their most outstanding. 
Only if you really want to win, you will win. You are co-creator of your own victory. 
But you need to want to work hard. If you want to remain in the comfort zone, you 
will never improve. You have to want to improveme. Mr. M and Mr. B seek 
improvement that are systematically measured on various parameters. Their 
improvements are guided systematically and strategically on intricate performance 
management systems. There is no time for relaxation. Relaxing in the gray zone is 
for losers. Relaxation creates decline and degeneration. Their improvements are 
systematically measuring various parameters. Their improvements are guided 
systematically and strategically through intricate performance management 
systems. There is no time for relaxation. Relaxing in the grey zone is for losers. 
Boredom is the enemy. Relaxation creates decline and degeneration. Improvement 
requires reaching the red zone. Grey zone is not just for losers. Grey zone creates 
losers, just as red zone creates winners. They strive for the red zone. No breaks. 
Rather extreme relaxation. The consultants talk about relaxation in terms of: 
marathon, iron man, mountain climbing, river rafting, hiking in the jungle, 
crossing deserts on a motor bike. Their relaxation, is contributing to improvement 
of their work superiority (see also Johnsen et al., 2008). 

It is impossible to win the Olympics once and for all. Therefore the contract is 
more than economic, it encompasses the whole person. The dynamics epitomizes 
the reflexive self at the heart of the modernist project: We are what we make 
ourselves (McKinlay, 2002). The victory must be repeatable. Otherwise, the place 
in the elite is lost. Otherwise, they are just a former elitist. So immediately after 
the Olympics, the gold medal loses some of its value. Thus, continuous victories 
are important as they are necessary markers indicating that the performers are on 
the right quest previously formulated as going: up, up, up. Q, the consultant who 
knows the Olympic gold rowers, explains: 
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I do not know why I want to win. But if I did not win, I would clearly feel like a 
faliure. I would certainly feel that I was heading downward. 

Between victories, a downward motion must be avoided and upward 
measurements works as visible proof of it happening. Thus, the very content of 
the performance management system is not substantial. It is not of great 
importance, what is measured. Rather, it is essential that the system is designed 
to measure improvement, excellence and victories. It is essential for the 
measurements to determine who belongs in the elite and who does not. However, 
performance management is an essential and integrated part of the consultants’ 
work life. Subsequently, performance management systems evaluate individual 
performance relative to the performance of competitors and this is a welcome and 
necessary component of a modern work life heading towards qualification as a 
discipline for the Olympic Games. Without performance management, it would 
simply be impossible to achieve the goal. It enhances and reinforces a working life 
based on constant improvement. No rest, breaks or serenity. A working life 
organized towards new beginnings and without endings. A working life organized 
as a moral project without end or hope of completion (McKinlay, 2002). In that 
light, performance management and contemporary work life works together in 
perfect harmony. However, it is a perfect harmony, which comes with major 
implications. Ready, Steady, Go! 
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Since the decline of classical Marxist theory and the concomitant proliferation of 
‘new social movements’ from 1968 and onwards, two opposing lines of thought 
have dominated leftist thinking: One that could be called ‘horizontalist’ and one 
that could be called ‘verticalist’ (Prentoulis and Thomassen, 2013). While both 
lines of thought identify with the label of post-Marxism – sometimes even without 
apologies – their approaches to radical politics differ profoundly. Crudely put, the 
difference revolves around the question of organization, and whether or not radical 
politics requires any centralized form of coordination. In the horizontalist camp, 
authors like Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2000) and Paolo Virno (2004) 
argue that the networked and globalized character of contemporary sovereignty 
demands a networked kind of resistance, that is, a resistance that lacks any center 
or single point of unity. As they say: ‘It takes a network to fight a network’ (Hardt 
and Negri, 2004: 58). This means replacing the essentialist notion of the working 
class with a more plural and polycentric subject called the Multitude. Through the 
notion of the Multitude, the horizontalists advocate a less organized version of 
radical politics that shuns unity and affords autonomy. But perhaps more 
importantly, like the anarchists, they promote a radical politics that withdraws 
from established political institutions.    
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In the verticalist camp, on the other hand, authors like Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouffe (1985) agree that the privileged subject of the working class should be 
substituted by a thoroughly plural and inherently contingent figure. However, 
instead of completely abandoning the quest for unity, they advocate a revival of ‘the 
people’ as a necessary component of any radical politics (Laclau, 2006). Through 
the notion of ‘the people’ – empty as it may be – progressive forces are allowed to 
unite behind a counter-hegemonic project, capable of contesting and ultimately 
replacing dominant discourses. Hence, instead of trying to change the world 
without taking power, as the horizontalists would have it (e.g., Holloway, 2002), 
the verticalists emphasize the necessity of reclaiming sovereignty by engaging 
actively with the state (Mouffe, 2009). However, as Simon Critchley (2004) has 
noted, there seems to be a normative deficit in Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of 
hegemony. While the theory was originally conceived as a conceptual toolbox for 
the postmodern Left, right-wing forces have also found resonance in concepts like 
discourse and hegemony (see Éric Zemmour’s (2014) book, Le Suicide Français, 
for a recent example). This, arguably, constitutes a problem for the Left and its 
radical aspirations. 

With Jodi Dean’s passionate writings, a third line of leftist thought has arrived or, 
rather, returned. While Dean shares Laclau and Mouffe’s emphasis on the 
necessity of engaging the state by building alternative hegemonic projects, she 
rejects their persistent focus on pluralism and contingency as ‘leftist realism’ and 
scolds them for succumbing to the logic of what she calls ‘communicative 
capitalism’ (i.e. the current variety of capitalism, made possible by the widespread 
use of information and communication technologies, which turns democracy into 
a marketplace by commodifying communication). By making contingency and 
pluralism the main pillars in their theoretical framework, Dean argues, Laclau and 
Mouffe implicitly accepts the marketplace as a necessity and thus abandons the 
revolutionary propensities of leftist thinking prior to 1968. Hence, like Critchley – 
but in an utterly different way – Dean makes it her project to reintroduce 
normativity to contemporary left-wing theorizing. The way to do so, she suggest, 
is through the resurrection of the communist party.  

Politicizing the crowd 

Dean rose to prominence with her 2012 book, The Communist Horizon, in which 
she argued that communism is too often equated with the atrocities of Stalinism, 
and that communism, by implication, has been unfairly rejected as a non-viable 
alternative to neoliberalism. For this reason, Dean argues, the time has come for 
communism to rise from the dust of 1989 and re-introduce itself as the leftist 
ideology of the 21st Century. Upon its publication, the book received mixed reviews. 
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While it certainly stroke a chord with many student activists and readers of a more 
militant persuasion, others considered the resurrection of communism a far cry 
from realistic, let alone desirable. Much of the criticism hinged on Dean’s repeated 
invocation of the somewhat ill-defined notion of ‘the party’ as a necessary 
continuation of movements like Occupy Wall Street. As Jeffery C. Isaac (2013: 105), 
writing in the journal Dissent, puts it: 

What are we to make of this endorsement of “communism?” In one sense, an 
answer is easy: not very much. For Dean advances no specific arguments about any 
actual problem, movement, or party. “The party” is an abstraction, repeatedly 
invoked. What party? Who? Where? There is a shocking lack of specificity to her 
presentation. 

In her most recent book, Crowds and Party, Dean (2016) sets out to refute such 
criticism (though this objective is never explicitly stated). Needless to say, the 
purported virtues of communism still play a central part in this book, but the 
primary focus has shifted from questions of ideology to questions of form. The 
main discussion no longer revolves around communism as a superior horizon that 
somehow ‘conditions our experience’, but around what type of organization that is 
best suited to spearhead the battle against capitalism. Dean takes the recent 
upsurge in popular uprisings (The Arab Spring, Indignados, Occupy etc.) as her 
main point of departure. By referring to these mass-mobilizations as ‘crowds’, she 
invokes a grand body of literature that ranges from the writings of Gustave Le Bon 
and Sigmund Freud to the contemporary hype around buzzwords like 
‘crowdsourcing’ and ‘hive mind’. Drawing on the work of Elias Canetti in 
particular, Dean arrives at a conceptualization of the crowd as a collective being 
that is configured by a so-called ‘egalitarian discharge’, which is best conceived as 
an ‘intense experience of substantive collectivity’ [5]. Through the egalitarian 
character of the crowd, the argument goes, people are allowed to escape the 
ideological grip of communicative capitalism by imagining themselves as more 
than just individuals. In the crowd, people become one rather than many. 

However, while the egalitarian crowds of the early 21st Century certainly disrupted 
the neoliberal status quo, they never manages to achieve any real change at the 
level of realpolitik, thus making it yet another case of plus ça change. That, Dean 
argues, is due to the fact that the ‘crowd disruption’, far from being something 
political in itself, is merely an opportunity for politics. As such, the crowd does not 
have a politics until someone rises to the occupation and articulates a political 
direction. The current proliferation of crowds – and the apolitical character of these 
collectives – thus begs the question of organization. As Dean puts it in the 
introductory chapter: ‘Through what political forms might we advance?’ Knowing 
her previous publications, the immediate answer comes as no surprise: ‘For many 
of us, the party is emerging as the site of an answer’ [4]. Hence, the essence of 
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Crowds and Party is quickly revealed: If the Left wants to achieve real change, it 
cannot rely solely on the power of crowds (to use an expression from the 
contemporary hype-literature). While crowds might serve to disrupt the dominant 
order, it takes a political party to kick the ball across the goal line. However, as the 
attentive reader might have guessed, not just any party will do. But before we jump 
to conclusions, let us first consider the book’s five chapters one at a time. 

A (perhaps not so) brief summary 

In the book’s first chapter, ‘Nothing personal’, Dean unfolds a compelling critique 
of contemporary capitalism’s individualizing tendencies. Through an exposé of 
corporate campaigns like Dr. Pepper’s Always one of a kind and Coca Cola’s Share 
a coke (one could easily add other campaigns like Reebok’s I am what I am or 
Android’s Be together, not the same), Dean explains how the discourse of 
communicative capitalism fragments people by reducing them to isolated entities. 
The sad thing is, presumably, that the Left has bought into the idea of the 
individual as a privileged agent. To substantiate this claim, Dean leaps headlong 
into a critique of what she calls ‘leftist individualism’ or ‘leftist realism’, depending 
on the target of her criticism. The individualists are writers, such as Charles 
Leadbeater and Rosalind Brunt, who, towards the end of the 1980s, argued that 
the rise of Thatcherism and ‘individual consumerism’ demanded a socialist 
response that likewise placed the individual at the center of its political program. 
The realists are, as already mentioned, those intellectuals that substituted the 
economic determinism of classical Marxism for a post-Marxist focus on democracy 
and pluralism. According to Dean, both individualists and realists are guilty of 
betraying the progressive agenda by abandoning collectivity altogether. As she puts 
it: ‘To call on people to ground their politics in the personal experience that 
differentiates them from others is to reinforce capitalist dynamics of individuation’ 
[35].  

Though lucidly written, the main purpose of the book’s first chapter, one suspects, 
is to construct a leftist straw man worthy of debunking. For instance, why would a 
post-foundational approach to politics, such as the one advocated by Laclau and 
Mouffe, translate into an acceptance of the marketplace as an ontological necessity, 
as Dean seems to suggest on page 54? Would the point not be the exact opposite: 
That nothing – and certainly not the marketplace – can be viewed as a necessity? 
Anyhow, if one proceeds beyond the first chapter, things get much more 
interesting. In the second chapter, ‘Enclosing the subject’, Dean sets out to reverse 
Louis Althusser’s well-known dictum that ideology interpellates individuals as 
subjects. While Althusser’s idea is that individuals are subjectified through the 
ideological grip of dominant discourses, Dean suggests that subjects emerge only 
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when ideology fails. Drawing on Slovenian psychoanalysts like Mladen Dolar and 
Slavoj Žižek, she conceives the subject, not as a product of ideology, but as the 
ineradicable distance between the individual and ideology. This then allows Dean 
to argue that Althusser got it backwards: Ideology does not subjectify individuals, it 
individuates subjects [79]. 

What follows from the reversal of Althusser’s interpellation thesis is that the 
subject is no longer ‘pre-constrained to the individual form’ [80]. Hence, in a much 
more sophisticated way, Dean picks up the argument from chapter one, namely 
that the individual is the imaginary figure par excellence of bourgeois ideology. This 
means that the subject, now emancipated from its essential connection to the 
individual, can be conceived as something collective, that is, as a collective 
condition for agency. In that way, the subject becomes political, or at least a vehicle 
for politics: Politics is only possible when ideology eludes us, and ideology only 
eludes us when individuals get to recognize themselves as part of a collective, i.e. 
as part of ‘the people’. Here, it is important to note that ‘the people’ is not an 
ontological category for Dean. For instance, ‘the people’ cannot be reduced to the 
sum of those parts that are present in a crowd. The collective subject of ‘the people’ 
is always conditioned by an excess of meaning, often expressed through a common 
name (think of Occupy’s famous meme, ‘we are the 99 percent’). As Dean puts it: 

[T]he people do not know what they want. They are not fully present to themselves. 
Conflicting and contradictory desires and drives render the people a split subject 
perpetually pushing to express, encounter, and address its own non-knowledge. [90]   

Now, at this point, it is not so difficult to see where Dean is going. But before we 
get to the part where someone tells the ‘the people’ what they truly want, the book 
takes its reader on a journey through the crowd theories of Le Bon and Freud. The 
main purpose of this voyage into the complex world of group psychology seems to 
be to emphasize the importance of political leadership, while simultaneously 
fending-off accusations of vanguardism. For instance, while in Freud’s account, 
the leader is conceived as a ‘hypnotist’ that is somehow able to ‘rob the subject of 
his own will’, Dean prefers Le Bon’s conception of the crowd leader as a passive 
agent that merely acts as ‘the nucleus of will around which the crowd forms’ [111]. 

This then brings us to the third chapter, ‘The people as subject: Between crowd 
and party’, in which Dean sets out to fully unfold the book’s main argument. 
Drawing on Elias Canetti’s notion of the ‘egalitarian discharge’, Dean substantiates 
the argument from the previous chapter about the crowd not knowing what it 
wants. The egalitarian discharge, she explains, is the overwhelming feeling of 
equality that spontaneously erupts when a crowd assembles. The egalitarian 
discharge is a collective feeling of mass-enjoyment that serves to cancels all 
difference between those who participate in the crowd. An important point here is 
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that ‘[d]e-individuation accompanies intense belonging’ [121].  It is the inescapable 
sense of equality – of collective subjectivity – that fuels the crowd’s desire to unite 
in the struggle for justice. However, this energetic discharge will always be 
founded on negativity towards some kind of externality. As Dean notes: ‘The crowd 
manifests the desire of the people, but without telling us what it’s for…’ [117]. As 
such, the concept of the egalitarian discharge allows Dean to argue that the crowd 
does not have a politics, until someone retroactively projects a political direction 
onto the crowd. Until then, the crowd remains but an opportunity for politics. As 
she explains: 

The politics of the beautiful moment [the crowd disruption, red.] is no politics at all. 
Politics combines the opening with direction, with the insertion of the crowd 
disruption into a sequence or process that pushes one way rather than another. 
There is no politics until a meaning is announced and the struggle over this 
meaning begins. [125] 

For Dean, the crowd is thus not the same as ‘the people’ – at least not until 
someone associated with the crowd articulates a positive political agenda. This is 
where the party enters the picture. According to Dean, the party is the only 
organizational form that is capable of sustaining the egalitarian discharge while 
pushing for social change. The political challenge for the party is thus to maintain 
fidelity to the egalitarian ethos of the crowd disruption while providing the crowd 
– now known as ‘the people’ – with a sense of political direction [145]. In that way, 
‘the people’ can be said to exist somewhere between the crowd and the party. While 
the crowd cuts open a crack in the dominant order, the party’s job is to retroactively 
determine the road ahead. In short, without the party, there can be no people. As 
Dean poetically puts it: ‘Because the party looks for them, the people are found’ 
[158].  

In the fourth chapter, ‘More than many’, Dean returns to the conversation with 
the ‘leftist realists’ about the role of the party in contemporary left-wing thought. 
The basic idea is to invoke scholars like Robert Michels and Rosa Luxemburg as a 
way of countering the contemporary Left’s rejection of the party form as an 
authoritarian and undemocratic part of radical politics (see e.g., Holloway, 2002; 
Newman, 2007). So, instead of focusing on the necessity of political leadership in 
and of itself, as was the case in chapter two, Dean turns her attention to the 
necessity of the political party as a particular organizational configuration. 
Especially Michels’ (1911) seminal work on ‘the iron law of oligarchy’ in modern 
democracies plays a grand part in Dean’s argument. Michels’ point, which seems 
to echo the writings of his tutor, Max Weber, is that there is an oligarchic drive in 
all democracies. In fact, in any kind of human association, Michels argues, the few 
will end up with more than the many. As Dean bluntly puts it: ‘If democracy means 
rule by the many, democracy is impossible’ [172]. This then leads to the logical 
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conclusion that the intense spirit of equality that infuses the crowd with energy 
and desire cannot be maintained forever. The crowd’s very nature, Dean argues, 
‘makes it vulnerable to oligarchy’ [173]. Even the most anarchist types of 
organizations will eventually succumb to authoritarian dynamics – or so the 
argument goes. As such, the crowd needs something extra that allows it to 
maintain the egalitarian discharge. That extra is, of course, the party. 

This takes us to the book’s final chapter, in which history seems to repeat itself. 
True to its title, the chapter sets out to explore ‘the passionate dynamics of the 
communist party’, and why the communist party is the only organization capable 
of translating the egalitarian discharge into actual politics. Dean opens the chapter 
with a lovely story from the annals of the American communist party. The story is 
about a Jewish woman from New York called Lilly who is afraid of telling her father 
that she wants to marry a non-Jewish man of Chinese heritage. Lilly, a 
‘conscientious communist’, turns to the leader of the party’s branch on the Lower 
East Side for advice. To comfort her, the leader tells her that he will accompany 
Lilly to her father’s house and tell him about the wedding plans. ‘You’ll go with 
me?’, Lilly then asks. And the leader replies: ‘Not only me (…) we’ll take the whole 
damn Communist Party’. A months later, Lilly tells the party leader that she 
managed to singlehandedly confront her father, only because she felt the presence 
of the whole party in the room with her [211]. 

This short story serves as a stepping-stone for Dean to apply a rather peculiar 
perspective on the communist party. Instead of examining the party in terms of 
ideology, organizational structure or historical development (which, in light of 
previous events, would seem advisable), Dean views the communist party as 
nothing but an ‘affective infrastructure that enlarges the world’ [210]. As such, 
Dean spends most of chapter five recounting a series of stories about the 
communist party as a ‘generator of enthusiasm’ for those involved [225]. Nowhere 
does she properly consider the political program of the communist party, and why 
the communist party is the only party capable of offering a psychic space from 
which the crowd is able to recognize itself as ‘the people’. It seems like a gross 
fallacy to assume some kind of essential bond between the crowd and the 
communist party, especially when this bond is never justified in terms of political, 
organizational and/or historical arguments. Whoever said that the crowd only 
consists of comrades in becoming? If anything, the recent rise of popular 
movements from Hong Kong and Ukraine to Brazil and Spain testifies to the 
inherently diverse and, ultimately, irreconcilable nature of crowds. 
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Occupy: A case in point? 

Returning to the first pages of the book, Crowds and Party begins where The 
Communist Horizon ended: With a combined appraisal and critique of the Occupy 
movement. Paraphrasing Naomi Klein, Dean’s argument is that Occupy became 
‘the most important thing in the world’ because it managed to disrupt the 
provisional hegemony of neoliberalism by successfully exposing the wrongs of 
capitalism (see also Dean, 2011). However, the shared feeling of importance 
quickly faded with the movement’s persistent focus on autonomy and 
horizontalism as organizing principles. To illustrate her point, Dean recalls a 
speech made by a tall, ‘revolutionary looking’ man at a general assembly on 
October 15, 2011. The topic of the assembly was whether the occupiers should 
spread from Zuccotti Park (the initial site of occupation) to Washington Square 
Park. According to Dean, the mood in the crowd was equally enthusiastic and 
egalitarian.  

But then, suddenly, the man gets up and starts to speak. His main point is that not 
all occupiers may be ready to embark on yet another occupation: ‘Each person has 
to make their own autonomous decision’, he argues. ‘No one can decide for you 
(…) Everyone is an autonomous individual’ [3]. Contrary to a strikingly similar 
episode in the Monty Python movie, Life of Brian, this speech immediately broke 
the mood (or at least Dean’s mood). The crowd was no longer one, but many. 
Regardless of whether or not the mood actually broke, this episode raises an 
interesting question about the organization of crowds, which is unfortunately 
obscured by Dean’s preoccupation with communism and the communist party. 
So, let us for a moment set aside our Bolshevik aspirations and isolate the 
immensely important question that Dean rightly poses in the introduction: 
‘Through what political forms might we advance?’ [4].   

Skipping to the end of Crowds and Party, Dean makes the argument that, in order 
to endure, the crowd needs a ‘movement party’ to advance its cause at an 
institutional level. According to Dean, a movement party is a party that replaces 
the worn-out notion of a vanguard party with a ‘form of organized political 
association that holds open the space from which the crowd can see itself (and be 
seen) as the people’. It is a party that ‘transfers the egalitarian intensity from the 
particular to the universal’ [259]. Even though Dean goes to great lengths to 
debunk Ernesto Laclau’s version of radical politics, she often borrows his 
vocabulary. This is, for instance, the case with the conceptualization of ‘the 
universal’ and ‘the particular’ (which, of course, is not exclusive to Laclauian 
terminology). According to Laclau, the universal and the particular are two 
fundamentally unbridgeable, yet interrelated, levels of the social that host different 
kinds of identities. While particular identities are conceived as differential, in the 
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sense that they can be clearly separated from one another, universal identities are 
formerly particular identities that have surrendered some of what initially made 
them differential in order to represent what Laclau calls ‘the absent fullness of the 
community’ (1994: 174).  

Laclau’s point is that, in order to represent ‘the people’ as a whole, a universal 
identity must itself lack particular content. Otherwise, the universal would be 
contaminated by particularity, which would prevent it from actually claiming to 
represent ‘the people’. As such, the universal should be conceived as a more or less 
empty space occupied by a so-called ‘empty signifier’ (Laclau, 2001). Now, if we 
take Occupy as our point of reference and analyze it in terms of the 
universal/particular relationship, it becomes clear that Occupy began as a 
particularized project, but quickly ended up as a highly universal identity 
embodied by the well-known meme ‘we are the 99 percent’ (Husted and Hansen, 
2017). For instance, in The Declaration of the Occupation of New York City, which 
serves as the movement’s first official statement as a collective, a long sequence of 
non-prioritized grievances are listed alongside each other. At the bottom of the 
declaration, a footnote reads: ‘These grievances are not all-inclusive’ (Occupy Wall 
Street, 2011). At a particular level, these grievances have little in common. At a 
universal level, however, they share something very fundamental, namely an 
overriding dissatisfaction with an unspecified actor called ‘they’. It takes little 
knowledge of Occupy to know that ‘they’ is the name of the movement’s 
constitutive outside, the wealthiest one percent of the population.  

This list of grievances is easily interpreted as ‘chain of equivalences’, which is a 
fundamental characteristic of all universal projects (Laclau, 1994). In fact, it seems 
hard to imagine a more universal identity than the one emerging in Zuccotti Park 
during the fall of 2011. As such, the act of institutionalizing the egalitarian spirit 
of movements, such as Occupy, would not be a matter of further universalization. 
Instead, it would be a matter of particularizing an otherwise universal identity. 
Especially if the institutionalization was to be carried out by something as 
saturated and ‘contaminated’ as the communist party, the equivalential chain 
would be dramatically shortened. Accordingly, the party (be it communist or not) 
would never be able to claim to represent ‘the people’ in the same way that Occupy 
did and to some extent still does. Whether or not the new wave of left-wing parties, 
such as Podemos in Spain and The Alternative in Denmark, will be able to push 
for radical change while preserving the egalitarian discharge of the crowd remains 
to be seen. One thing seems more certain, however: the time for communist party 
politics has come and gone. Rather than resurrecting relics from a much too 
distant past, the institutional Left has to invent new and innovative ways of 
representing ‘the people’ if it wants to keep up with the passionate and forceful 
dynamics of the 21st Century crowd.   
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Negating negation: Dean’s challenge to organization scholars 

This review could have ended here with a wholesale rejection of Dean’s final 
argument, but that seems a little too easy, especially since the question that is 
posed at the beginning of the book is both extremely pertinent and equally difficult 
to answer: through what political forms might we advance? In other words, how 
do we translate the political negation that crowds like Occupy represent into a 
positive force for change – how do we negate negation? As I see it, there are at least 
two possible answers to this question. One solution is simply to convince the crowd 
that the universal and the particular are commensurable, which is the solution that 
Dean seems to opt for. This involves what Laclau (2005: 105) calls ‘impure’ 
representation, meaning that identity flows primarily from representative to 
represented and not the other way around. In the case of Occupy, this would 
require a political actor capable of convincing the occupiers in Zuccotti Park that 
their universal protest against the 1% would find its one true manifestation in 
some kind of particular form (e.g. the communist party). This, however, seems 
more than just a little unlikely given the movement’s complete lack of political 
direction. The second solution, which seems more viable, is to construct an 
organizational form that is somehow capable of sustaining the crowd’s claim to 
universality despite the articulation of particular political demands (see Husted, 
2017).  

As critical organization scholars, I believe it is our duty to pursue this second 
option; that is, to explore different organizational configurations that allow activists 
to negate negation without losing sight of ‘the people’. Fortunately, some authors 
have already ventured down that road, namely those associated with the field of 
research commonly known as ‘alternative’ or ‘utopian’ organizing (Parker, 2002; 
Parker et al., 2014). Here, a circle of empirically well-grounded researchers 
investigate a plethora of organizations that defy the hegemony of dominant 
discourses through different practices and procedures that all somehow prefigure 
an alternative society (e.g., Kokkinidis, 2015; Reedy et al., 2016; Sutherland et al., 
2014). Of particular interest are those studies that explore the notion of political 
imagination, understood as the ability of groups and individuals to evoke 
‘imaginary significations’ of that which does not yet exist (e.g. Komporozos-
Athanasiou and Fotaki, 2015; Shukaitis, 2009; Wright et al., 2013). These studies 
are important for at least two reasons. First, they illustrate how effective resistance 
is ‘as much a question of decolonizing the imagination as one of enacting new 
practices’ (Fournier, 2008: 534), which is a point that is worth reiterating in a time 
where the old TINA-doctrine (‘there is no alternative’) all too often goes 
unchallenged. Secondly, they show us why the ability of organizations to keep open 
‘spaces of imagination’ (Husted and Plesner, 2017), in which members can 
recognize themselves as part of ‘the people’, is vital if we want to successfully 
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translate the crowd disruption into a force for progressive change. Without such 
spaces, counter-hegemonic projects like Occupy lose the ability to build 
equivalential chains across different interests and identities, which would be 
detrimental to the movements’ ability to survive and expand, but more 
importantly, detrimental to the Left’s ability to pursue that which does not yet exist.  

Naturally, this does not mean that further research into alternative / utopian / 
imaginative modes of organization constitutes a panacea, capable of resolving 
problems that have haunted the Left for more than half a century. But it does 
represent an attempt to wrestle with such problems by trying to translate negative 
critique into edifying dialogue, antagonism into agonism (Parker and Parker, 
2017), and passivity into action. Now is indeed a good time to remember Marx’s 
old dictum about changing the world instead of just trying to understand it, but 
now is not the time to party like Dean wants us to, despite her admirable effort to 
negate negation. 
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Most critical management scholars argue that the value of their scholarship lies in 
its (alleged) emancipatory potential. The value of their critique, they claim, should 
be judged based on the extent to which it contributes to raising awareness about 
the silent and exploitative power dynamics permeating the management and 
organizational realities that they study. In this awareness-raising resides the 
potential for social change. It is this emancipatory ambition, this desire to speak 
back to power, that largely defines the field of Critical Management Studies (CMS). 
Indeed, it is what unifies the otherwise diverse theoretical approaches and 
analytical frameworks that animate the field. With this in mind, two questions are 
central to ask to critical management scholarship: 

• If, as these scholars argue, critique is to contribute to emancipation, then 
what is critique in CMS? Formulated in the pragmatic tone that the editors 
of the volume adopt, how do CMS scholars actually do critique? What are 
the scholarly practices that constitute the ‘C’ in ‘CMS’? 
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• Since critique per se does not necessarily constitute a critical intervention 
in the reality analyzed, what is the value of the critical practices that these 
scholars engage in? Or, as some of the authors in the volume phrase it, 
what is the influence (the performative consequence) of their critical 
practices?  

While the answers to both of these questions define the character and quality of 
critical management studies, they are most often left un-answered. Indeed, they 
often go un-asked. Critical Management Research: Reflections from the Field is 
therefore a much welcomed effort to address these questions. In this edited 
volume, Emma Jeanes and Tony Huzzard invite a group of recognized senior and 
younger scholars in the field to consider the character and value of critique by 
explicitly reflecting on their own practices and experiences as critical scholars. The 
focus is set on eliciting critical scholarly practices, on describing the doing of critical 
research, on developing the how of critique.  

Such issues typically fall within the territory of method books. Yet, this is no 
traditional method book. The contributors do not offer standardized recipes for 
how to conduct critical research. There are no clear guidelines for what is right and 
wrong; no lists of do’s and don’ts. Instead, the editors have allowed contributors to 
delve into the ambiguities, complexities and contradictions involved in doing 
critical research. In what this reviewer sees as a wise move, the volume refrains 
from solving the apparent contradictions confronting the practice of qualitative 
research; it renounces (and denounces) any effort to impose order either on the 
research practice being conducted by critical scholars or on the realities they study.  

Accordingly, the critical practices these authors suggest all relate to an increased 
tolerance for ambiguity. To do so, the authors encourage researchers to engage in 
a constant balancing act between proximity to the research subjects and critical 
distance; between active engagement in the field and detached involvement; 
between being open to the variety of perspectives and assumptions in the field and 
deciding on one analytical story line. As a result of this conscious effort to 
emphasize the ambiguity present in the field, the authors succeed in offering 
original reflections on how to deal with (and even nourish!) ambiguity. Here are 
some of the suggestions put forward by the authors contributing to the anthology: 

• Building surprise into one’s research design: Mats Alvesson and Jörgen 
Sandberg argue that for research to be both interesting and influential, it 
needs to challenge the audience’s taken-for-granted assumptions. They 
urge critical management scholars to introduce ‘assumption-challenging 
methodologies’ into their repertoire and suggest two strategies for doing 
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so: (a) spotting and problematizing assumptions in the literature, and (b) 
creating mysteries from the empirical material. 

• Managing the tension between distance and proximity to research 
subjects: Qualitative method books typically speak of the risk of ‘going 
native’, of the danger involved in getting so close to those studied that one 
is unable to see precisely what made them interesting in the first place. 
They also speak of the opposite risk and the need to get close enough so as 
not to impose one’s bias onto the interpretation of the people being 
studied. Instead of attempting to solve the apparent conflict between being 
a stranger and becoming native, chapters 4, 5 and 6 each offer a set of 
practices that can be employed to use this tension constructively. Daniel 
Nyberg and Helen Delaney discuss the expectations that researchers need 
to continously deal with throughout their time of fieldwork; Tony Huzzard 
and Yvonne Johansson explain how different intensities of engagement 
with the research subjects is required at various stages of the research 
process; and Mathias Skrutkowski describes his efforts to become a 
stranger in the organization in which he is a native (as he had been a full-
time employee in it for several years) and how both theoretical strange-
ness and practical native-ness gained him a vantage point from which to 
analyse organizational life. In chapter 8, Jon Bertilsson discusses the role 
of this tension in the conduct of netnography. 

• Using compassion throughout the research process: In chapter 7, Susanne 
Ekman convincingly argues for the need for a compassionate approach to 
qualitative research. More interesting for the researcher who wants to 
conduct such a critical management study, Ekman offers practical 
guidance for how to work with compassion throughout the research 
process, from the formulation of the research question, to the design of 
interviews and analysis of the empirical material.  

• Overinterpreting the empirical material: In an effort to go beyond what he 
calls ‘the empiricist straightjacket of the field of CMS’ [174], Peter 
Svensson argues for imposing more layers of meaning to the empirical 
material than what is justified by it. This is a provocative suggestion, for it 
goes against the respect to the view of the research subjects that is central 
to ethnographic research. Indeed, with her emphasis on compassion, it 
would be interesting to read Susanne Ekman’s reaction to Svensson’s 
analytical practices.  

The volume does not stop with a set of research practices to use at will when 
approaching the field, conducting fieldwork or analysing empirical material. Some 
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of the chapters apply the critical lenses onto the very field of CMS itself and argue 
that our critical research practices are constrained and shaped by the rules that 
dominate the academic game. Using a very direct tone, Martin Parker (chapter 12) 
denounces the institutional logic of universities, publishing houses, and research 
foundations, shedding light on the power dynamics that decide what and who gets 
published, cited and promoted. Karen Lee Ashcraft and Catherine S. Ashcraft 
(chapter 9) take a more pragmatic stance to the rules of the game that dominate 
the field and offer clear advice as to how to play with those rules in the method 
section of journal articles. In a chapter for which empirical research has purposely 
been generated, Emma Jeanes, Bernadette Loacker and Martyna Sliwa (chapter 3) 
identify collaboration as a current development in the academic game, which 
introduces the issues of the hierarchy of research relations or the strategic use of 
collaboration as a promotion strategy into the production of knowledge.  

The edited volume is up to date on the questions that the editors have set out to 
answer and is comprehensive in the answers it offers. Yet, the volume does little 
to discuss the performativity of the concepts and methods we researchers use in 
our scholarly practices. With the exception of Hugh Willmott’s chapter, the volume 
ignores the growing insight that the very concepts we use and the practices we 
engage in do more than enable us to observe the organizational realities we study. 
Our concepts are no neutral tools to describe some sort of independent reality; our 
research practices are no neutral techniques to register a reality that is taken to 
exist outside our offices and previous to our stepping into the field (Law, 2005). 
Our research practices and theoretical concepts contribute to perform the 
organizational realities that we claim to merely study. In chapter 11, Hugh 
Willmott touches upon this issue through a discussion of the performative effect 
of the concept of ‘organization’. ‘”Organization”’, he writes, ‘is a concept that 
retroactively constitutes what it ostensibly describes.’ Yet, he continues, ‘despite 
being a mere concept, […] it clearly can appear to reflect the reality of its referent, 
and so mobilizes action upon this (fetishistic) power’ [199, emphasis in original]. 
In other words, the mere process of studying and writing about something, 
contributes to make that something. While admitting that the performativity 
problem has no easy solution, Willmott does nonetheless encourage scholars to 
consider the performative consequences and political effects of the concepts we, 
scholars, use. 

Although Willmott’s elaboration of the performative effect of the notion of 
‘organisation’ is appreciated, I would have liked to see a deeper engagement with 
performativity in a volume of this nature. Given the editors’ call to reflect on 
research practices, and given the political sensibility claimed by the authors in the 
volume, it is surprising to see no systematic discussion of a problem that is 
strongly shaping the debate among qualitative scholars (see, for instance, Law and 
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Urry, 2004; Mol, 1999; Bourdieu, 1991a, 1985). More so when the argument of 
the constitutive effect of our concepts and methods has political consequences for 
the realities we study and the knowledge we produce (see Barinaga, 2016; Mol and 
Law, 2002; Bourdieu, 1991b; Roelvink et al., 2015).  

The question is whether the editors and the authors in the volume are themselves 
aware of the extent to which their concepts, practices and analyses are implicated 
in the reproduction of what they claim to only unveil (Spicer et al., 2009). In any 
case, if critical scholars are serious about their emancipatory ambitions, they, too, 
need to become aware of the constitutive effects of their conceptual and 
methodological practices as well as of their own role in reproducing the power 
dynamics which they so condemn. It is positive that these researchers are 
developing practices that increase our tolerance for the ambiguity and complexity 
of the realities we study. This will hopefully contribute to richer and more varied 
realities (Mol and Law, 2002). Yet, until the day we start taking responsibility for 
the practical and political consequences of the concepts we choose and the 
practices we conduct on the realities we study, we are bound to fail in our 
emancipatory ambitions. 
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Claim and introduction 

The aim of the ‘Genders and Sexualities in History’ series is to ‘accommodate and 
foster new approaches to historical research in the fields of genders and sexualities’ 
(Springer, 2017). The following review shall give readers an idea of how the 
currently Denmark-based social scientist Andrew D. Shield lives up to the claim of 
‘promoting world-class scholarship’ by describing and analysing straight as well as 
gay and lesbian immigrant stories in Denmark and the Netherlands from the 
1960s to the 1980s.  

The book starts with the story of the Dutch politician Pim Fortuyn, who was 
assassinated in 2002, and continues with more recent events such as the sexual 
assaults in Cologne on New Year’s Eve 2016 or the shooting at a U.S. gay club – 
and guides the reader to what seems to be behind the buzzword of integration 
today: It is about the (endangered) Western values that are currently invoked in 
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Europe against the alleged threat of Islamic migration, as a potential victim of 
which the political right has recently discovered the LGBTQ1 community.  

A key background for the book is that Denmark and the Netherlands (as sample 
countries where the legacies of the 1960s to 1970s women’s and sexual liberation 
movements have had the greatest impact) highly effectively integrated women’s 
and sexual liberation movements into laws and social norms. This historic 
backdrop, in particular by its focus on the rights of women and gay men, is 
currently used by politicians and journalists alike to draw a line between the 
‘native’ population and non-Western immigrants [4]. What is described as a 
‘lighthearted’ comparison of two countries at the beginning is later thoroughly 
investigated and analysed, with a wide range of literature contrasted with empirical 
data collected and generated in the two focus countries. In the light of the book 
title, the Netherlands is described as the ‘gay’ country, whereas Denmark is 
described as the ‘gender equal’ country. While we might criticise that other Nordic 
countries are left out, the comparison works well due to the specific countries of 
origin of the described migrants, and the Danish and Dutch language skills of the 
author are an asset, especially with regard to local sources such as contact ads in 
newspapers or flyers, which were not written in English at the time (and to some 
extent still aren’t). The second part of the introduction provides a wide range of 
background information on visible versus non-visible groups, as well as a 
differentiation between colonial and post-colonial groups, labour migrants, 
refugees and others that do not fit any of the previous categories. The information 
on post-WW2 migration is clearly structured and described in detail; however, the 
portrayal of the earlier heterogenic Europe starts in 1523 and attempts to cover four 
and a half centuries on four pages, which only works if the reader refers to the 
extremely detailed footnotes – and thus only succeeds in interrupting the ‘flow’ 
while reading the introduction. For what is to come in the book then is primarily 
a description of male individuals migrating for labour and potentially finding love 
as well. From this perspective (migration for love), at least up to the 1950s, others 
have argued that it was predominately women who left their home (Kaplanis et al., 
2018). Regarding the bigger picture, it is not only politics and media that tend to 

																																																								
1  The question of which acronym to use is an ongoing and so far unresolved one. In one 

of his first footnotes, Shield himself defines his understanding as the adjective for 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender (or trans*), queer, as well as pansexual, intersex, 
and (undefined) ‘more’. In the last chapter, he does refer to the acronym LGBTI (I for 
intersex) from a particular legal case, closing with the statement that these gender 
identity labels and practices are in continuous flux, and referring to the ‘alphabet soup 
of LGBTQPAI+ discourses’ [254-255]. While the latter acronym still falls short of 
including the current academic discussion on polyamory as a sexual orientation (cf. for 
example Klesse (2014)), the version used for the current review is the one used by 
Shield (therefore ‘LGBTQ’).   
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simplify the issue, (migration) science, too, often fails to highlight the different 
intersectional facets. Another example of a detailed differentiated approach to 
migration studies is for instance provided by Gatt et al. (2016).    

Perception: Workers of the world, unite(d)?  

The first part, ‘Perceptions’, starts with the methodological approach: interviews 
as method of choice. Shield clearly states his affiliations by quoting authors who 
work with a similar approach. On the content level, the figure ‘three trajectories 
after liberalization’ brilliantly illustrates how the attitudes of migrant workers 
started to diverge with the start of the era of family reunification (1973-1980s): 
While some lived continuous liberalization and others made a conservative turn 
while retaining some liberal ideas, yet another group turned into a conservative 
direction (Shield, 2017: 75). Although only drawn from a small number of studies, 
this graph is one of the key findings of the book and it would be worthwhile to test 
it beyond the two focus countries.  

The fourth chapter on Danish sexuality and gender norms starts with a snapshot 
of the year 1972, and goes further into two aspects that were briefly mentioned 
before: content-wise, the trade unions are introduced, who are described as major 
players in establishing ties between foreigners and locals as the book progresses. 
Methodologically, newspapers are presented, thus adding a media analysis. In 
addition to the foreign workers’ journal that was published in several languages, 
mainstream press is quoted to reconstruct conflicts between the Danish 
population and foreign workers. The selected sample is sufficient for the chapter; 
for extended research, a full media analysis on the Fremmedarbejderbladet (The 
foreign workers’ journal) would seem worthwhile.  

What Shield lacks to describe is why media coverage plays such an important role 
in shaping the public discourse on an issue. He uses the term ‘media framing’ 
without explaining it [104] – for those who are not familiar with this theoretical 
approach: ‘Framing refers to the active process of selective emphasizing of 
information and position’ (Matthes, 2014: 11). So mainstream media construct 
public discourse 2 , and, to make matters worse, they are mostly interested in 
dramatic headlines and stories to increase sales (especially in the case of privately 
owned and profit-oriented media as opposed to public broadcasting). On top of 
that, media can be used to address messages to individuals or groups, which is 

																																																								
2  This argument was valid in the 1970s – with the rise of social media and the result that 

consumers can now also be producers and distributors of content on channels like 
Twitter or Facebook, this is no longer completely applicable for the year 2018.  
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illustrated by a specific example: The author describes the publication of three 
lethal incidents between Pakistani men and Danish women in the Urdu pages of 
the Fremmedarbejderbladet, which may have been motivated by two different aims: 
either to inform their fellow communities to be aware, or to send out a word of 
warning to men to remain faithful to their Pakistani wives.  

Overall, in this first focus, ‘Perception’, Shield illustrates that the unification idea 
as proclaimed by Marx and Engels has survived more than a century in aspects like 
the founding of workers unions and (to some extent) providing some support for 
the new colleagues. A sexual, emotional and/or legal unification between Danish 
and foreign workers rarely succeeded, and if so, only in small numbers. For further 
research it would be interesting to see if that has changed with the aftereffects of 
the latest migrations since 2015.  

Solidarity: Reserved for the equal  

The second section deals with ‘Solidarity’ and describes the years 1974 to 1980 for 
the Netherlands, and the years 1974 to 1985 for Denmark. Social movements are 
no longer dominated by ‘Old Left’ stakeholders such as trade unions or traditional 
working class and left-wing parties, but the ‘New Left’, a much more 
inhomogeneous group: women’s and feminist groups, anti-war activists, 
environmentalists, anti-colonial as well as immigrant rights groups, plus race-
based civil rights groups formed alongside those demanding greater sexual 
liberation, which were fragmented subgroups promoting freedom and greater 
discussion of women’s sexuality, premarital sex, sex education, pornography and 
erotic art, public nudity, partner swapping, and, gay and lesbian liberation3. Shield 
describes two left-wing foreign worker organisations in great detail, using 
literature as well as historic sources such as folders, and enriches his findings by 
two interviews held in 2014. Milestones mentioned in the chapter are historical 
events like a protest and hunger strike by Moroccan workers or the protest against 
the Grey Wolves, a radical right-wing Turkish group. The following Chapter 6 
focuses on one of the groups described as ‘New Left’. It vividly illustrates the 
tensions between the dominant European notion of feminism and lesbianism, and 
those who had similar goals but felt left out since they did not fit the middle-class 
women who represented and/or led the discourse: black4, migrant, and refugee 

																																																								
3  Shield refers for this statement to Mineke Bosch for the Netherlands and Annette 

Waring and Arthur Marrwick for Denmark [118, 139]. 
4  While Shield uses the term ‘black’ in this chapter, in the introduction [6], he refers to 

the term ‘woman of color’, which in the Dutch case is used not only for women of Afro-
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women – a discussion that still goes on today. On a larger scale, the chapter title is 
what may be considered the key statement although it is expressed in the negative: 
‘Not a word about the oppression of women by men’ illustrates that for many 
feminists, the uniting element was not the fight for LGBT rights or against racism, 
but the fight against the patriarchal system [163]. But the goal of activism differed 
for other women, often determined by their background or origin.  

Participation: social media writes his_story  

The section ‘Participation’ starts with yet another different methodological 
approach: An analysis of contact ads in gay magazines, which are presented as the 
‘social media’ of the pre-internet period [178]. For most of the analysis, the sample 
is well chosen5, and representative (750 out of ca. 3,500 ads). What is missing is a 
description of why those samples were chosen. Before presenting the results of the 
media analysis, Shield gives a short but dense introduction on homosexuality in 
Denmark and the Netherlands from the 1920s onwards, including the Dutch 
colonies at the time.  

While one might expect an analysis in charts or percentage shares because of the 
relatively large sample of contact ads, Shield presents his analysis in selected 
quotes and their contextualisation. The author proves his in-depth knowledge of 
the zeitgeist and refers to various sources to explain the statements in the quotes; 
what he does not provide, however, is any quantitative data. It would have been 
interesting to see for instance the percentage of people who ‘outed’ themselves as 
individuals with dark skin or nationalities other than Danish or Dutch. In the case 
of the choice of qualitative aspects, some sort of methodical base would have 
helped to understand the selection process of the samples – Mayring (2014) would 
be an adequate method for this specific matter. In addition, the rate of men vs. 
women posting ads would have been interesting. To add a minor point of criticism, 
it might have helped to understand why those magazines appeared from the 1960s 
onwards by contextualising the Kinsey report – or, to be more precise, the way the 
report influenced the public discourse on homosexuality. For further reading, Eder 
(2009: 211-242) for example can be recommended. As a historian, Eder illustrates 

																																																								
American descent, but also for Moroccan, Surinamese, Antillean, Moluccan, Papuan, 
Turkish, Hindustani, etc. women.  

5  For the Netherlands, Shield chose one spring and one fall issue of a specific contact 
magazine in the years 1965 to 1979 (i.e. a total of 500 articles out of approximately 
2,500 existing ones); and for Denmark, one spring and one fall issue in the years 1971-
1977 (a total of 250 articles out of approximately 1,000 existing ones). The additional 
analyses of further magazines (another Dutch one as well as a pan-Scandinavian 
periodical) seem not to follow any selection procedure or rule.    
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how the publication of the first empiric report on sexual behaviours highlighted 
the gap between moral ideals and sexual practices, and how, as a consequence, a 
wide range of films and advice literature, as well as relevant magazines, found their 
way to their consumers. 

These two aspects should not devalue the lively and vibrant description of the 
homosexual scene, which continues in chapter 8 up to the 1980s. The method of 
choice is semi-structured interviews conducted with 57 individuals with, in terms 
of origin, different backgrounds (born Danish or Dutch, people from former 
colonies, former refugees and asylum seekers). In the introduction, the author 
broaches the issue of whitewashing – an often-overlooked aspect in academic 
literature on the topic of homosexuality in that period. Yet another critique in 
academia is that the discourse is dominated by able-bodied and cisgender 
individuals (individuals whose gender identity aligns with sex assignment at birth 
(Lange and Moore, 2017), which also applies for Shield’s book. Although Shield 
clearly states that all his interview partners were male, we might criticise this near-
exclusive focus on male homosexuality – it would be interesting to include more 
of the female (lesbian) point of view, too. And the current discussion does not end 
there. Jeppesen (2010) for example describes how aspects of global anarchist 
movements and queer politics add aspects like intersectionality and 
counterpublics to the theory and practice of the issue (see also Villeséche et al., 
2018). 

The selected samples give a good idea of the diversity within the gay scenes – with 
different aspects such as colour of skin, religious identification, urban or rural 
socialisation6, family ties, financial background, migrants of the so-called first or 
second generation, education, and housing. This clearly shows that the lowest 
common denominator of all these live stories is the sexual orientation of the 
individuals. This is what Shield summarises well, although he does not directly 
address it: there is no one story of gay immigrants and the local population during 
the sexual revolution; every individual has his/her own story.  

Epilogue on epilogue and book  

This book review starts with the placement of the book in the wider academic 
discussion. And yes, it does broaden the current discourse by focusing on 
Denmark and the Netherlands, but it does more than this. By illustrating how the 

																																																								
6  In the introduction of an issue dedicated to historic migration research, Wadauer 

(2008) stresses the importance of migration from rural areas to urban centres – not 
only within state boundaries, but also beyond national borders.  
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so-called first generation of immigrants dealt with all kinds of non-normative 
sexuality in a changing world from the 1960s onwards, it helps the reader 
contextualise current media-generated debates on (Muslim) immigrants and their 
(assumed) attitudes towards queerness – and gender and sexuality more generally. 
The key question posed at the beginning is not exactly answered, since the book 
does not – as indicated on page 4 – analyse sources on/by politicians and 
journalists, but the experiences of straight migrants being confronted with 
homosexuality, as well as experiences of homosexual migrants, among other 
immigrant perspectives. 

The title of the book and the actual content of it are matching well, as it does exactly 
what it says on the tin: It gives a comprehensive, well-investigated, dense insight 
on immigrants into the Netherlands and Denmark in the sexual revolution. The 
strength of the book is its methodology – the triangulation of literature review, 
media analysis and interviews provides the publication with a broad empirical 
base; the sample sizes chosen and analysed, as well as the number of conducted 
interviews are at least within, if not exceeding academic standards – with, in the 
case of the media analysis, the minor weakness of failing to tell us why the specific 
samples were chosen. Readers who are looking for grand theory or a middle range 
theory in which the content is embedded may be disappointed.  

Bearing in mind that the use of predominately male sources represents and 
reinforces the predominately male-dominated discourse, Immigrants in the Sexual 
Revolution nevertheless is a must-read for scientists in the field and should also be 
considered as advice literature for journalists as well as politicians who shape 
public opinions on the matter. It could also serve as a starting point for fellow 
researchers to further explore the field: more (and bigger) countries with similar 
but different migration histories such as Germany, France, Spain, or the United 
Kingdom would be worthwhile objects of investigation. For the final statement, 
Shield himself summarises his third section, ‘Participation’, with a quote that can 
be considered valid for the whole book, and which provides all of ‘us’ in the field 
with an operating procedure for further research and analysis: ‘Overall, the 
narratives […] challenge us to consider that nascent “queer migration” theories 
must be integrated into colonial, post-colonial, asylum, and labour migration 
histories’ [240].  
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A few years ago, I published a paper on the ‘secrets of excellence’ in the business 
school (Butler and Spoelstra, 2012). It was written as an ironic guide to publishing 
in top-ranked management journals. Some of the tricks of the trade we identified 
– ‘productivity through people’, ‘close to the customer’, ‘bias for action’ – overlap 
with Peters and Waterman’s 1980s business-yuppie classic In search of excellence. 
Our point was to highlight that academic life has become so colonized by 
managerial imperatives that it should be understood through the empty language 
of corporate-speak. How to get published in the best management journals is what 
happens when these secrets of excellence are taken literally. 

Let’s start with the title: How to get published in the best management journals. This 
taps into a pervasive academic myth: that the outlets we publish in have an intrinsic 
quality, independent from the research that appears within their pages. Of course, 
this myth does not hold up to scrutiny; journal rankings and citation indices are 
flawed proxies for scholarly merit. Yet we continue to act as if the journals at the 
top of the academic tree actually have some special totemic value in themselves. 
As we would expect, this myth is smeared liberally across the pages of this strange 
book. 
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How to get published in the best management journals is not meant for high-flying 
tenured academics who have already made their mark in the ‘best’ management 
journals. On the contrary, this book is aimed squarely at the most precarious 
members of faculty staff, those who have the most to lose by failing to publish in 
premier outlets – of whom doctoral candidates and early-career researchers are 
perhaps only the most visible. As the editors put it in their introduction, this book 
seeks to ‘demystify the journal publishing process’ [1], presumably for those who 
are utterly mystified by it. 

This may seem like a noble objective. But when viewed in the cold light of day, this 
book is feeding on fear. Fear of not publishing, or not publishing in the ‘best’ 
journals. Fear of not getting a job, or losing a job. Fear of not getting promoted, or 
not getting promoted quickly enough. Those fretful masses, huddled together in 
university canteens, moving in packs at international conferences, demoralized by 
short-term teaching contracts and broken by hostile departments – this book is 
meant for you. 

How to get published in the best management journals is edited by Timothy Clark, 
Mike Wright and David J. Ketchen.1 The former two have served as General Editors 
of Journal of Management Studies while the latter has ‘served as an Associate Editor 
for seven scholarly journals and…an editorial board member for fourteen journals’ 
[xiii], although he neglects to say which. Numbers speak louder than words, 
apparently. In the opening chapter, the editors insist that, although we may not 
always like it, scholars must pay heed to journal rankings like the UK’s Chartered 
Association of Business Schools Academic Journal Guide (otherwise known as the 
‘ABS list’) and strive to publish as much as possible in highly rated outlets. They 
spell it out for us: ‘career advancement, scholarly reputation and pay are intimately 
tied to being able to publish in journals’ [1] – especially the ‘right’ ones [2]. There 
is no mention of the deleterious effects of journal lists on academic quality-of-life; 
the editors seem to accept these ranking systems at face value, despite their well-
known problems (e.g. Macdonald and Kam, 2007; Nkomo, 2009; Tourish and 
Willmott, 2015). For the editors, what is needed is more ‘actionable advice that 
authors can leverage’ [6] to get published rather than any reflection on the politics 
of knowledge production in the business school. 

																																																								
1  Intriguingly, Wright previously had a hand in editing How to get published in the best 

entrepreneurship journals (Fayolle and Wright, 2015), which begs the question: how do 
entrepreneurship journals differ from management journals? Do they really warrant 
two separate volumes? We can only hope this doesn’t lead to further collections from 
Edward Elgar Publishing, like How to get published in the best Australasian forensic 
accounting journals or How to get published in the best feminist credit risk journals. But at 
£85 a pop, who can blame them for trying? 
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That’s a shame, because this book is a depressing case study in how knowledge 
gets produced in management studies. Of the 32 chapters, a total of five are 
authored or co-authored by women. As if to reinforce this gender imbalance, 
Chapter 2 is comprised of a dialogue between the lead author of an article (Petra 
Andries) and the associate editor who dealt with her submission to a 4-star journal 
across five rounds of review (Mike Wright again). Here, a picture is painted of a 
kindly male patrician patiently steering a young and inexperienced woman 
through the hoops of the publication process with fairness and sensitivity. But 
there is no mention of all those unscrupulous editorial practices that serve 
artificially to inflate the journal impact factor. Heck, all we get from the associate 
editor is the revelation that ‘I really like to work with others and help them move 
their paper forward’ [20]. 

Gamely, Andries says she ‘learned a lot from this process’ [20] that spanned 31 
months from initial submission to eventual acceptance. But what exactly did she 
learn? Perhaps how to play the game according to the rules, a recurring metaphor 
in the book. These rules are laid out by a number of authors, including Mike 
Wright (yet again), who offers advice on how to ‘sustain a publications career’ [49]. 
His language comes straight from the entrepreneurial playbook: 

• ‘[I]dentify new opportunities and exploit them…efficiently’ [49] 

• Ensure ‘product differentiation’ [59] 

• ‘[B]uild…social capital’ [66] 

• ‘Develop a [h]eterogenous [p]ortfolio for [m]omentum’ [56] 

• Cultivate ‘[a] reputation for delivery’ [66] 

• ‘[D]evelop generalized non-tradeable assets’ [61] 

Elsewhere Danny Gioia, in his chapter ‘Rules of the game’, presents more 
homespun wisdom: 

• ‘Publish or perish!’ [110] 

• ‘Two good publications per year keep the wolf away from the door’ [110] 

• ‘More shots on goal means more goals’ [110] 

• ‘Don’t take no for an answer’ [110] 
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• ‘Find a path with a heart’ [112] 

• ‘Just do it!’ [112] 

Other chapters are more concise and evocative. R. Duane Ireland’s contribution 
implores us simply to ‘[walk] in the snow’ and ‘[learn] the value of patience’ [114] – 
the kind of patience you will need, no doubt, for enduring five rounds of review 
over a period of 31 months. It’s cold out there. 

These are distillations; in reality, the book is a ragtag collection of well-meaning 
recommendations, self-serving anecdotes, disingenuous morality plays, off-the-
wall rants, recycled journal articles, and the occasional diamond in the rough. 
Almost a third of the book is concerned with various subfields of management 
(e.g. entrepreneurship, finance, economics, business history, human resource 
management, international business, strategic management, etc.). These 
interminable chapters provide authors with the leeway to engage in unfocused 
rambles and ridiculous self-citation – for example, 24 out of 35 references in 
Gerald P. Hodgkinson’s chapter are to his own work. 

Then there are the bizarro contributions. One of the strangest chapters is ‘When 
being normal is not enough’ by Philip L. Roth and Wayne H. Stewart. Here, the 
authors mysteriously invoke Winnie the Pooh, Eeyore, Piglet, Owl and Roo to 
respond to a critique of their work from more than a decade ago – an affront that 
still smarts, evidently. I’m not sure if it is meant to be funny, but they appear to 
hold a genuine grudge against poor Miner and Raju, scholars who ‘discovered no 
errors in our analysis, but only added dubious data to the situation’ [145]. Ouch. 

Also in the oddball category is David J. Ketchen’s passive-aggressive chapter, ‘Why 
I don’t want to co-author with you and what you can do about it’.2 Like a pick-up 
artist negging his target, Ketchen states that his goal is ‘to offer some useful tips 
on how to be a more appealing potential co-author’ [125]. After throwing us a few 
morsels of advice – ‘don’t sandbag’ [126], ‘save the drama for your mama’ [127], 
and ‘keep your promises’ [128] – he recounts an anecdote about his doctoral 
advisor, who ‘turned an unrecognizable shade of red as he roared’ at the young 
Ketchen for not turning in his best work [126]. This encounter is presented as a 
valuable learning opportunity rather than an inappropriate act of verbal 
aggression. With mentors like that, who needs enemies? 

																																																								
2  In case you missed it on his website, he reminds us that he has written ‘140 or so co-

authored articles across the last three decades’ [125]. 
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Negative emotion also rears its head in James G. Combs’ chapter ‘Respond to me 
– please!’. Framed as a letter from a reviewer to an author, Combs reminds us that 
he is ‘a busy person’ [153] with little patience for authors who ‘waste [his] time’ [155] 
with their inadequate response to his review. His tone is relentlessly pissy: ‘Your 
action editor read my comments and those of the other reviewers and gave you an 
opportunity to have your successful outcome at this journal: congratulations for 
you, more work for me!’ [153; emphasis in original]. He admits to being ‘grumpy’ 
[154], ‘frustrated’ [154], and in a ‘sour mood’ [155] when authors fail to live up to his 
expectations, while also acknowledging that he is ‘too lazy’ [154] to read their 
response letter properly. The chapter does provide some insight into the mind of 
a time-poor reviewer overwhelmed by shoddy submissions, and at least it’s sincere 
– which is more than can be said about many other chapters. Incidentally, Combs 
gives us perhaps the best piece of advice in the entire book: ‘Stop with “thank you 
for this insightful comment” at the beginning of each response. Let’s be honest; 
some of my comments made you angry, and you’re not fooling anyone with false 
praise’ [156]. 

Ben R. Martin’s chapter on ‘Ethics and integrity in publishing’ is the highlight of 
the entire collection, not least because it tackles topics that others seem reluctant 
to address: p-hacking, salami slicing, redundant publication, data trimming, 
HARKing, coercive citation, gift authorship, impact factor manipulation, and 
various other forms of corner-cutting and game-playing by authors, editors and 
reviewers. It’s a veritable smorgasbord of questionable research practices, which 
serves to undercut some of the smugness and sanctimony found elsewhere in the 
book. Minimally, Martin’s chapter suggests that there is a problem in 
contemporary academia with how we produce knowledge – a problem that How to 
get published in the best management journals only exacerbates. 

It is hard to believe that anyone will read this edited collection from cover to cover. 
But maybe that’s not what it’s for. On the one hand, the book is a cynical cash-in 
by Edward Elgar Publishers to appeal to nervous early-career researchers at the 
bottom of the academic food chain (or ambitious arse-kissers on the up and up). 
On the other hand, it’s another notch on the scholarly bedpost for the editors and 
contributors – and we know that Ketchen is keeping a running tally. But useful 
advice for scholars who are just starting their academic career in the business 
school? You’d be better off reading Michael Billig’s Learn to write badly: How to 
succeed in the social sciences (2013), which offers both a critique of mass publication 
and a set of tools for thinking about academic writing beyond its ‘market value’. 
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