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This stream will explore the opportunities and challenges involved in developing Human Resource Development (HRD) from a critical perspective.   Human resource development is an area of academic study and practical application.  It is a concept that can be considered associated with human resource management, and by this association one component of the broader concept of management.  Much work has examined management practices from a critical stance. However, HRD is a more recent concept, still emerging and finding space in both academic and practitioner spheres.  This stream therefore develops a critical examination of HRD by applying some of the strands of critical thinking to HRD. The stream will focus on issues associated with power and emotion in three key aspects of HRD: pedagogy, practice and research. To this end an innovative approach is employed with the dual purpose of effecting practical change and advancing knowledge. The stream will provide an international platform for exchange of knowledge across these strands of Critical HRD at work

There has been sustained growth in Critical Management Studies (CMS) focusing on organisational and management theory over the last 15 years, and a critical perspective has been growing within the HRD community.  There have been streams at the CMS conference in 1999, 2002 and 2003 (see for example Trehan et al 2002), and also ‘critical’ sessions within HRD specific conferences, such as the Academy of HRD (see for example Elliott & Turnbull 2002, Sambrook & Hatcher 2006) and the European UFHRD conference (Valentin C 2005, Sambrook & Callahan 2007).  There have been numerous edited texts published (Elliott & Turnbull 2005, Rigg et al 2007). There have also been attempts to link critical HRD and ‘big topics’ such as leadership (Trehan 2005). However, the concept of critical HRD (CHRD) is still under-developed, and there appears to be an emerging tension between a (dominant, orthodox) focus on performance and a (more humanitarian, emancipatory) focus on learning.  HRD stakeholders operate in a complex context, facing a reality of serving two masters, both dominant social structures (usually organisations with a performative orientation) and those who work within those structures. This potentially raises both political and emotional issues.

In this stream, we wish to develop our understanding of the concept of CHRD, and particularly its application in practice. We invite papers from a variety of disciplinary and epistemological positions: post-modern, post-structuralist, labour process and post-Marxist schools, as well as feminist, queer, racist and post colonial researchers.  
Elliott and Turnbull (2005) have argued that ontological differences exist between researchers working within these traditions, but what they have in common is a concern to challenge disciplines of management that "are generally understood to be devoted to the (scientific) improvement of managerial practice and the functioning of organizations" (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992: 1).  We seek to challenge orthodox HRD practices and the impact these have in contemporary organisations. For example, Burrell (2001:14-17) reviews critical theory, identifying six strands to a critical approach: political, iconoclastic, epistemological, investigative, revelatory and emancipatory.  These involve exploring, for example, the political, epistemological and emancipatory dimensions of CHRD – what power do lecturers and learners have in the classroom?  What power do HRD practitioners and employees have in the training/work context?  What power do researchers and the researched have in constructing knowledge?  Who has power and how is this manifest in a developing community of critical practice?  Also, what is the relative power of CHRD within the context of dominant HRM?  

There is an inherent tension between reconciling the needs of individuals and those of employing organizations, so how could HRD emancipate? This relates to the political dimension (Vince 2005). Should HRD interventions serve the purpose of freeing humans – perhaps from capitalist exploitation and employment degradation?  What is HRD about, and whose needs do academics and practitioners serve?  Some might even ask whether HRD might be emancipated from HRM?

There are also questions about the emotional implications of CHRD. Adorno (1978) noted that, without emotion, thought processes are nothing more than absolute tautologies. While critical theory has a long history of distancing from anything that appears non-rational (Brookfield, 2001; Turner, 1991), Callahan (2004) argued that emotions are fundamental to understanding the implications of critical theory when incorporated in learning or training programs for adults. And, yet, questions about the emotional implications of CHRD abound for both the individual and the organization. What strategies can or do CHRD professionals use to “manage,” or manipulate, emotions in the learning environment? What is the ethical responsibility of the CHRD professional to address the heightened distressful and empowering emotions generated by CHRD (Callahan, 2004)? How does CHRD inform emotion work vs. emotional labour (Callahan & McCollum, 2002)? Can CHRD itself be considered emotional labour, managing and manipulating learners’ engage with an organization, and even learning? Anger, guilt, shame, fear, excitement, hope, joy, and empathy have been linked with CHRD (Callahan, 2004); but how do these emotions really manifest themselves within the practice of CHRD? There has been a considerable amount of academic work on emotions in recent organisational theory, but a key deficiency is the lack of explicit theorisation or research on how emotions, feelings, and power affect Critical HRD practices in a multi national context.  This stream is a contribution to addressing this gap.

From a pedagogical perspective, this will include issues associated with delivering a critical educational agenda for Human Resource Development HRD practitioners.  Papers here will offer insights into the ethical and political dimensions of teaching critical HRD.  Central to this dimension are the ideals of critical management theorists and arguments advocating a critical approach to management education (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992; Willmott, 1994; Reynolds, 1998).  Papers will be invited to explore tensions associated with both ‘process radical’ and ‘content radical’ pedagogy.

From a practitioner perspective, there are many issues that might be considered.  Papers might challenge traditional HRD practices, such as the training cycle or the ‘sheep dip’ (everyone gets trained whether they need to or not) approach, which are based more on ritual than evidence. Papers might consider the use and abuse of power and authority when designing learning interventions, identifying training needs and ‘sending’ people on courses. 

From a research perspective, papers might consider how we know and understand HRD through our approaches to research and whether this should be more democratic, involving our partners in co-constructing new knowledge.  Close up research arises from the concerns and daily practice of practitioners (Pritchard and Trowler, 2003).  Researchers/lecturers and learners could be considered as members of a ‘community of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991), and adopting a critical orientation could be considered as members of a community aiming to become ‘critically reflective practitioners’ (Reynolds, 1998).  Papers here will explore how knowledge is created, the relationship between researchers and researched, teachers and learners, and the methods employed and considered valid, acceptable and relevant to enhancing our understanding of critical HRD.
This stream seeks to attract a diverse range of empirical, conceptual, and theoretical papers focused on critical human resource development (HRD).  The aim of this stream is to promote knowledge, understanding and practice of critical HRD, and to consider advances in research, practice and pedagogy from a critical perspective.

Please submit abstracts (maximum 1,000 words, A4 paper, single spaced, 12 point font) to Professor Jim Stewart by 1st November 2008.  However, please contact any of the co-convenors of this stream for further information. 

