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Human Resource Management (HRM)

Lesson: Foundations, Functions, and Strategic Imperatives

1. Introduction to Human Resource Management

1.1 Definition and Conceptual Overview

Human Resource Management (HRM) may be defined as the strategic,
integrated, and coherent approach to the employment, development, and
well-being of the individuals who work within an organisation. Unlike
earlier conceptions of personnel administration—which were largely

reactive, administrative, and transactional in nature—contemporary HRM



occupies a central position in organisational strategy, directly influencing
competitive performance, organisational culture, and long-term

sustainability.

According to Armstrong and Taylor (2020), HRM encompasses all activities
associated with the management of employment relationships in the firm.
These activities span the entire employee lifecycle, from workforce planning
and recruitment, through performance management and development, to
separation and succession planning. The field is characterised by its dual
commitment to achieving organisational objectives and promoting the
interests and welfare of employees—goals that, when effectively

harmonised, yield mutually reinforcing outcomes.

Storey (1995), whose work remains foundational in the discipline, defined
HRM as a distinctive approach to employment management which seeks to
achieve competitive advantage through the strategic deployment of a highly
committed and capable workforce, using an integrated array of cultural,
structural, and personnel techniques. This definition underscores the
transformational nature of modern HRM: it is not merely a support

function, but a strategic contributor to organisational value creation.

1.2 Historical Evolution of HRM

The origins of HRM can be traced to the industrial welfare movement of the
late nineteenth century, when concerns about factory conditions prompted
organisations to appoint welfare officers responsible for employee health
and social provisions. The subsequent development of scientific
management, associated primarily with Frederick Winslow Taylor in the

early twentieth century, introduced systematic approaches to work design



and productivity measurement, albeit at the expense of humanistic

considerations.

The human relations movement, pioneered by Elton Mayo and colleagues
through the landmark Hawthorne Studies (1924-1932), fundamentally
altered the prevailing view of workers as mere economic actors. Mayo's
research demonstrated that social factors—group dynamics, recognition,
and supervisory attention—profoundly influenced productivity, thereby
legitimising the study of employee attitudes and behaviour as a

management concern.

The post-World War II decades witnessed the institutionalisation of
personnel management as a distinct organisational function, with increasing
emphasis on industrial relations, collective bargaining, and formal HR
procedures. The emergence of strategic HRM in the 1980s and 1990s,
stimulated by intensified global competition and the recognition of human
capital as a source of competitive advantage, marked the most significant

paradigmatic shift in the field's history.

Personnel Management: Reactive, administrative, focused on
compliance and record-keeping.

Strategic HRM: Proactive, integrated with business strategy, focused on
value creation.

Strategic HRM aligns human capital practices with long-term
organisational objectives.

HRM recognises employees as assets requiring investment, not merely
costs to be controlled.




2. Core Functions of Human Resource Management

The HRM function encompasses a broad and interdependent set of
activities that collectively constitute the management of the employment
relationship. These functions must be understood not as discrete silos, but

as integrated components of a coherent strategic framework.

2.1 Human Resource Planning

Human Resource Planning (HRP) involves the systematic forecasting of an
organisation's future workforce needs and the development of strategies to
meet those needs. Effective HRP requires a thorough analysis of both the
internal supply of human resources—current workforce capabilities, skills
gaps, succession pipelines—and the external labour market—demographic

trends, educational outputs, and economic conditions.

The planning process typically involves demand forecasting (determining
the number and types of employees required), supply forecasting (assessing
available human resources), and gap analysis (identifying discrepancies
between projected demand and available supply). Contingency planning for
scenarios such as organisational expansion, contraction, or technological

disruption is an increasingly important dimension of contemporary HRP.

2.2 Recruitment and Selection

Recruitment and selection constitute the processes through which

organisations identify, attract, and appoint individuals best suited to



available positions. Effective recruitment begins with a comprehensive job
analysis—the systematic examination of a role's duties, responsibilities,
required competencies, and contextual conditions—from which accurate

job descriptions and personal specifications are derived.

Selection involves the evaluation of candidates against predefined criteria
through a range of assessment methods, which may include structured and
unstructured interviews, psychometric assessments, work sample tests,
assessment centres, and reference verification. The validity and reliability of
selection instruments are of paramount importance: high-quality selection
decisions reduce turnover, enhance performance, and improve the

organisational fit of new hires (Smith & Smith, 2005).

Contemporary recruitment increasingly leverages digital platforms, social
media, and applicant tracking systems to reach broader and more diverse
talent pools, while algorithmic and Al-assisted screening tools introduce
both efficiencies and ethical considerations that HR professionals must

navigate with care.

2.3 Training and Development

Training and development (T&D) refers to the planned and systematic
effort to modify or develop knowledge, skills, and attitudes through learning
experiences, with the aim of achieving effective performance in activities or
a range of activities (Buckley & Caple, 2009). Training is typically
concerned with the acquisition of specific competencies required for current
role performance, whereas development encompasses broader learning

initiatives intended to prepare individuals for future responsibilities.



The T&D process follows a cyclical model comprising needs assessment,
design and planning, delivery, and evaluation. The Kirkpatrick Model
(1959) remains one of the most widely utilised frameworks for training
evaluation, assessing outcomes at four hierarchical levels: reaction
(participant satisfaction), learning (knowledge and skill acquisition),
behaviour (transfer of learning to the workplace), and results

(organisational impact).

In the contemporary knowledge economy, organisations increasingly invest
in continuous learning cultures, coaching, mentoring, leadership
development programmes, and e-learning platforms. The concept of the
learning organisation, articulated by Senge (1990), emphasises the capacity
for continuous adaptation and collective knowledge creation as a source of

enduring competitive advantage.

2.4 Performance Management

Performance management is a comprehensive, continuous process through
which managers and employees engage in collaborative goal-setting,
performance monitoring, feedback, and review to ensure that individual
and team efforts are aligned with organisational objectives. It is a
forward-looking and developmental process, distinguished from the
narrower concept of performance appraisal, which is a retrospective

evaluation conducted at a fixed point in time.

An effective performance management system typically incorporates the
setting of SMART objectives (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant,
Time-bound), regular one-to-one discussions, formative feedback,

development planning, and formal performance reviews. Armstrong (2017)



argues that performance management is most effective when it is perceived
as fair, transparent, and developmental rather than punitive.

Organisations increasingly supplement traditional annual reviews with
continuous performance management frameworks, 360-degree feedback
mechanisms, and real-time performance data analytics, reflecting a shift
towards more agile and responsive approaches to managing individual and

collective performance.

2.5 Compensation and Benefits

Compensation and benefits management encompasses the design and
administration of pay structures, incentive schemes, and non-financial
rewards that collectively constitute an employee's total remuneration
package. An effective reward strategy is guided by principles of internal
equity (perceived fairness relative to colleagues), external competitiveness
(alignment with labour market rates), and individual performance

(differential reward based on contribution).

Pay structures may be job-based (determined by role requirements and
market benchmarks) or competency-based (reflecting the skills and
capabilities of the individual). Incentive components—including
performance-related pay, profit-sharing, and equity participation
schemes—are designed to motivate discretionary effort and align employee

behaviour with organisational goals.

Beyond financial remuneration, organisations offer an expanding range of
non-financial benefits, including flexible working arrangements, health and

wellness programmes, pension contributions, childcare support, and



recognition schemes. The design of attractive and equitable reward
packages is central to talent acquisition and retention strategies,

particularly in competitive labour markets.

2.6 Employee Relations

Employee relations encompasses the management of the individual and
collective relationships between an organisation and its workforce, with the
aim of maintaining a productive, fair, and harmonious working
environment. This domain includes the management of the psychological
contract—the set of implicit expectations and obligations between employer
and employee (Rousseau, 1989)—as well as formal processes for handling
grievances, disciplinary matters, and collective bargaining with trade

unions.

Healthy employee relations are predicated upon principles of procedural
and distributive justice, transparent communication, and genuine employee
voice. High levels of organisational commitment, job satisfaction, and
discretionary effort are consistently associated with effective employee
relations practices. Conversely, breaches of the psychological
contract—arising from unmet expectations or perceived unfairness—are

major antecedents of disengagement, voluntary turnover, and conflict.

3. Theoretical Frameworks in HRM

3.1 The Harvard Framework

One of the most enduring conceptual frameworks in the HRM literature is

the Harvard Model, developed by Beer et al. (1984). This model positions



HRM within a broad stakeholder context, recognising that HR policies must
reconcile the often competing interests of shareholders, managers,
employees, government, and the community. The framework identifies four
principal HR policy areas: employee influence (participation and voice),
human resource flows (recruitment, development, and separation), reward

systems, and work systems (job design and organisation).

The Harvard Model posits that these policy choices yield HR
outcomes—including commitment, competence, congruence, and
cost-effectiveness—which in turn generate long-term consequences for
individual well-being, organisational effectiveness, and societal welfare. This
multi-stakeholder perspective distinguishes the Harvard framework from

purely economic or managerial models of HRM.

3.2 The Michigan Model

The Michigan Model, or matching model, advanced by Fombrun, Tichy,
and Devanna (1984), adopts a more prescriptive and strategic orientation. It
argues that HR systems must be congruent with organisational strategy and
structure, and that the three components of strategy, structure, and HRM
must be aligned to achieve superior performance. The model presents a
human resource cycle comprising selection, performance, appraisal,

rewards, and development as the core processes of HRM.

While the Michigan Model provides a clear and actionable framework for
aligning HR practices with strategic priorities, it has been criticised for its
unitarist assumptions—treating the organisation as a cohesive entity with

shared interests—and for its relative neglect of the complexity of



employment relations and the role of employee agency.

3.3 Resource-Based View and Human Capital Theory

The Resource-Based View (RBV) of the firm, most prominently associated
with Barney (1991), offers a compelling theoretical basis for understanding
HRM's contribution to competitive advantage. According to the RBY,
sustainable competitive advantage derives from resources and capabilities
that are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (VRIN). Human
capital—the collective knowledge, skills, abilities, and other attributes

(KSAOs) of an organisation's workforce—eminently satisfies these criteria.

Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1964) further elaborates the value of
investment in human resources by distinguishing between general human
capital (transferable skills applicable across multiple employers) and
specific human capital (organisation-specific knowledge and competencies).
From a strategic HRM perspective, practices that develop firm-specific
human capital and bind employees to the organisation through
organisational commitment are particularly valuable, as they are more

difficult for competitors to replicate.

4. Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM)
4.1 The Nature of Strategic HRM

Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) refers to the pattern of
planned human resource deployments and activities intended to enable an

organisation to achieve its goals (Wright & McMahan, 1992). The



distinguishing characteristic of SHRM is the deliberate alignment of HR
policies and practices with the strategic priorities of the organisation, such
that human capital considerations are integrated into the formulation and

implementation of business strategy.

SHRM represents a fundamental reorientation of the HR function from an
operational, administrative role to a strategic, advisory, and leadership role.
In this conception, the HR director is a member of the senior leadership
team, contributing to strategic deliberations with evidence-based insights on
workforce capability, culture, talent, and organisational design. This shift is
encapsulated in Ulrich's (1997) influential HR business partner model,
which defines four key HR roles: strategic partner, administrative expert,

employee champion, and change agent.

4.2 Best Practice vs. Best Fit

A central debate in the SHRM literature concerns whether organisations
should adopt universally effective HR practices—the 'best practice' or 'high
commitment' approach—or whether optimal HR configurations vary
according to the specific strategic, structural, and contextual circumstances

of the organisation—the 'best fit' or 'contingency' perspective.

Proponents of best practice, notably Pfeffer (1994), argue that a bundle of
high-performance work practices—including employment security, selective
hiring, self-managed teams, high compensation contingent on performance,
extensive training, reduction of status differentials, and information
sharing—consistently generates superior outcomes regardless of

organisational context. This perspective is intuitively appealing in its



simplicity but has been challenged for underestimating the complexity and

contingency of effective HR management.

The best fit perspective contends that HR practices must be congruent with
the organisation's competitive strategy (Miles & Snow, 1984; Schuler &
Jackson, 1987), its stage of development, its size, and its industry context.
For example, a cost leadership strategy may require HR practices that
emphasise efficiency, standardisation, and tight control, whereas a
differentiation strategy may call for practices that foster creativity,

autonomy, and collaboration.

S. Contemporary Challenges in HRM

5.1 Workforce Diversity and Inclusion

The increasing diversity of the contemporary workforce—encompassing
dimensions of gender, ethnicity, age, disability, sexual orientation, religion,
and socioeconomic background—presents both opportunities and
challenges for HR professionals. A diverse workforce brings a broader
range of perspectives, experiences, and competencies, which can enhance
creativity, problem-solving, and organisational resilience. However,
realising these benefits requires proactive diversity management strategies

that go beyond legal compliance to cultivate genuinely inclusive cultures.

Inclusion—defined as the degree to which employees feel valued, respected,
and able to contribute fully to organisational life—is increasingly recognised

as the critical complement to diversity initiatives. HR professionals play a



pivotal role in developing inclusive recruitment and development practices,
addressing unconscious bias, and promoting psychological safety within

teams.

5.2 Digital Transformation and HR Technology

The proliferation of digital technologies—including artificial intelligence,
machine learning, advanced analytics, cloud-based HR information systems
(HRIS), and robotic process automation—is profoundly transforming the
nature of HR work. Administrative tasks are increasingly automated,
enabling HR professionals to redirect their efforts towards strategic and
analytical activities. People analytics—the application of data-driven
insights to HR decision-making—is rapidly emerging as a core HR
competency, enabling organisations to predict talent needs, identify flight
risks, optimise recruitment, and evaluate the impact of HR interventions

with unprecedented precision.

However, digital transformation also raises significant ethical and
governance challenges, including concerns about algorithmic bias, data
privacy, transparency, and the potential for surveillance to undermine
employee trust. HR professionals must develop the digital literacy and

ethical judgement to navigate these challenges responsibly.

5.3 Remote and Hybrid Working

The COVID-19 pandemic precipitated an unprecedented and largely

unplanned experiment in remote working, which has permanently altered



employee expectations regarding where and how work is performed. The
subsequent emergence of hybrid working models—combining remote and
on-site work—has compelled organisations to fundamentally reconsider
their approaches to performance management, collaboration, culture,

employee well-being, and facilities management.

For HR professionals, hybrid working presents challenges in maintaining
organisational cohesion and culture, ensuring equitable treatment between
remote and on-site employees, managing performance in the absence of
physical presence, and addressing the well-being risks associated with the
blurring of work-life boundaries. These challenges require HR practitioners
to develop new competencies, policies, and technologies to support

distributed work effectively.

5.4 Employee Well-Being and Mental Health

Employee well-being—encompassing physical, psychological, social, and
financial dimensions—has risen to the forefront of organisational and HR
agendas in recent years, driven by growing recognition of the substantial
costs associated with poor well-being, including absenteeism, presenteeism,
reduced productivity, and elevated turnover. The World Health
Organization (2019) estimates that depression and anxiety disorders cost
the global economy approximately USD 1 trillion per year in lost

productivity.



HR professionals are increasingly expected to design and implement
comprehensive well-being strategies that address the root causes of
workplace stress, rather than simply providing reactive support services.
This requires collaboration with line managers, occupational health
professionals, and senior leaders to create psychologically safe, supportive,

and inclusive working environments.

5.5 Globalisation and Cross-Cultural HRM

The globalisation of business has fundamentally expanded the scope of
HRM to encompass international staffing, cross-cultural management, and
the navigation of divergent legal, regulatory, and cultural frameworks
across multiple jurisdictions. International HRM (IHRM) addresses the
additional complexities that arise when organisations manage human
resources across national borders, including the selection and preparation
of expatriate managers, the management of host-country nationals, and the

development of globally competent leaders.

Hofstede's (1980, 2001) cultural dimensions framework—comprising power
distance, individualism-collectivism, masculinity-femininity, uncertainty
avoidance, long-term orientation, and indulgence-restraint—remains one of
the most widely applied conceptual tools for understanding cross-cultural
differences in values, attitudes, and behaviours that have direct implications
for HR practice. HR professionals operating in global organisations must
develop cultural intelligence (CQ)—the capacity to function effectively

across culturally diverse situations—as a core professional competency.



6. Conclusion

Human Resource Management has evolved from a largely administrative
and transactional function into a strategic, evidence-based discipline that
lies at the heart of organisational effectiveness and competitiveness. The
preceding discussion has demonstrated that HRM encompasses a broad and
interdependent range of functions—from workforce planning, recruitment
and selection, and training and development, to performance management,
reward, and employee relations—each of which must be carefully designed

and implemented in alignment with broader organisational strategy.

Theoretical frameworks, including the Harvard and Michigan Models, the
Resource-Based View, and Human Capital Theory, provide essential
conceptual lenses through which the strategic value of effective people
management can be understood and articulated. The ongoing debate
between best practice and best fit orientations serves as a salutary reminder
that context matters: there is no single universally applicable HRM
formula, and practitioners must exercise informed judgement in adapting

principles to the specific circumstances of their organisations.

Finally, the contemporary HRM landscape is characterised by a
constellation of significant challenges—including workforce diversity,
digital transformation, the rise of remote and hybrid working, the
imperative of employee well-being, and the complexities of
globalisation—that demand increasingly sophisticated and adaptive
responses from HR professionals. Students entering this field must cultivate
not only technical HR knowledge, but also the analytical capabilities, ethical
sensibility, and interpersonal skills required to navigate a dynamic and

consequential professional domain.
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