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Background

• HRM evolved in many ways in past decades

• Rise of “socially responsible HRM” (SRHRM)

• At same time rising problems with pay and record 
levels of in-work poverty (IWP)

• Could a variant of HRM be a key factor in the rise of 
IWP – i.e. socially irresponsible HRM (SIHRM)?

• Conceptual link between HRM and IWP?



Research questions
1. How can SIHRM be conceptualised?

2. Is there an empirical basis for the existence of 
SIHRM?

3. What are the practical and policy implications for 
developing a conceptual framework linking HRM 
with IWP?



Theoretical propositions drawn from 
SHRM literature
• P1: SIHRM is based on an anti-humanistic and unethical 

philosophy, which undermines employee interests and 
satisfaction

• P2: SIHRM is based on HRM practices minimally 
compliant with employment law, leading to the 
wholesale undermining of employee interests and 
satisfaction

• P3: Employee ill-health will arise under SIHRM practices
• P4: SIHRM is a critical factor in cycles of IWP and poor 

employment conditions
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Methods
• Study set in Scotland 2015

• 27 life history interviews with people in IWP

• Employee experiences key to understanding IWP

• Help explain how people locked in cycles of poverty

• Give back history to disadvantaged peoples

• Reflecting groups most likely to be in IWP

• Employed in range of sectors and sized organisations

• Framework analysis



Research findings: The philosophy of SIHRM

“It’s work that’s telling me that I need a degree to
continue what I've been doing for the last seven
years… but they're not willing to help fund that and
I've got no method or means of getting funding or
anything like that…” (Support Worker)



Research findings: Minimal legal compliant HRM

“Tomorrow I get my pay and I'm really curious how
much I've got in this month because they should, they
don’t pay for travel time. So, when I'm spending like
12 hours in my work, they pay me for 6 or 7, because
the rest of time it’s like travelling time, so they don’t
pay me” (Care Worker)



Research findings: Ill-health and SIHRM

“I shouldn’t be having to rely on my mother [for
financial support], who's an old age pensioner… I
shouldn’t have to stress out with any of this. So, I
didn’t for a long time and then I got really ill… I was
really depressed. I started taking antidepressants…!”
(Learning Support Worker)



Research findings: Caught in cycles of IWP

“I effectively run the department I'm working in, but
there's been no supervisory position paid for that role.
You just [do the supervisory role] by virtue of being
the guy who's worked there the longest. I'm expected
to run that department and I get paid the same as the
guys who've just started” (Butcher)



Practical and policy implications
• Employment law reforms

• Employers exceed law requirements, e.g. equality, pay, 
pensions

• Employee voice mechanisms, e.g. trade union recognition

• Build trusting employment relationships

• Living Wage Accreditation

• Job evaluation

• Staff surveys to pick up on work-life interface issues

• Become more socially responsible!


