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 Background

All organizations require human resource management (HRM): large and small, private 
and public, profit and non-profit making. But the concept of HRM has contested terms 
and definitions (Table 1).1 Common terms used to describe the field are: human resource 
management, personnel management, personnel administration, administration, industrial/
labour/employment/staff relations and people management.2 In general, HRM relates to 
managing people in work organizations and involves matters relating to human resource 
(HR) policy and planning, recruitment and selection, training and development, performance 
appraisal, compensation and benefits, legal compliance, and relations with employees. 
Nowadays, there are also initiatives such as human resource information systems (HRIS), 
knowledge management, talent management, organizational development and change, 
health and employee wellness management, conflict management, career management and 
international HRM.

 Various Definitions of HRM

In some organizations, administration units or only line managers are responsible for 
HRM activities. But increasingly, HRM specialists design and manage the processes 
and activities of HRM to motivate an effective workforce in support of the business’s 
strategies and objectives. These specialists serve as part of the management team, advising 
management on various HRM issues in relation to business growth. But in fact, managers 
and employees are still involved in human resource management. For example, managers 
conduct performance appraisals with their employees, and also provide training and 
development opportunities for their staff. However, there can be misconceptions about 
HRM activities among students, employees, managers and senior management in an 
organization that can lead to antagonism toward the HR department8 or mistrust of the 
field of HRM (Table 2). Thus, proper understanding of HRM activities and the roles of 
managers and employees in the field of HRM is necessary.
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Table 1
Various Definitions of HRM

 Definition Source

Human resource management involves all management decisions Beer, Spector, 

and actions that affect the relationship between the organization  Lawrence, Mills

and its employees — its human resources. and Walton,  

 19853

Human resource management is a distinctive approach to Storey, 20014

employment management which seeks to achieve competitive 

advantage through the strategic development of a highly committed 

and capable workforce, using an integrated array of cultural,

structural and personnel techniques.

The policies and practices involved in carrying out the “people” Dessler, 20055

or human resource aspects of a management position, including 

recruiting, screening, training, rewarding, and appraising.

The policies, practices, and systems that influence employees’ Noe, Hollenbeck, 

behaviour, attitudes, and performance. Gerhart and  

 Wright, 20076

Management practices purposefully used to regulate employment Chan and Lui, 

relationships in sizable organizations, including Chinese family 20047

business conglomerates, the Hong Kong civil service, quasi-

governmental organizations, and subsidiaries of foreign companies 

in Hong Kong.

 Rationale and Objectives of the Book

Over the years and especially since the 1980s, there has been marked growth and 
development of HRM in Hong Kong.9 The rapid development of the field can be attributed 
to a number of factors including: the growing complexity of the business environment, 
globalization, the advancement of technology, workforce diversity, the impact of 
government legislation, the outsourcing of HR functions, the diffusion of HRM practices 
from the home countries of multinational corporations (MNCs), greater demands for HR 
expertise from mainland enterprises, and the rising aspirations and expectations from 
organizations and their employees. As a result, HR specialists have to continually update 
their knowledge of the developments and tools in HRM in order to contribute to the 
improvement of organizational performance.
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Table 2
Common Myths/Misconceptions about HRM

 Myth/Misconception Reality

HR mainly deals with people. People go into • All areas of business activity, from  

the field of HRM because they like working with  HR to accounting to information  

other people.  technology, require employees to  

  work with other people. Managers in  

  all disciplines spend a significant

  amount of time on HRM issues.

Students/people choose HR because they are • HRM activities demand both   

number-phobic or the field is easy to join.  qualitative and quantitative skills.

Anyone can do HR.  For example, recruitment and   

  selection activities require HR  

  professionals to possess a good  

  knowledge of both psychological  

  principles and statistics. Functions  

  such as compensation management  

  and HRIS also demand good   

  analytical skills in database   

  management and hypotheses   

  testing, such as the generation of  

  “what if” scenarios in order to  

  analyse responses.

 • HR activities are based on a wide  

  spectrum of theory and research,  

  such as industrial/organizational  

  psychology, sociology and law. HR  

  professionals must master both theory  

  and practice.

HR is the job of the HR department. • HR work is “strategic”.  It is as  

  important to line managers as finance,  

  marketing and other business   

  domains.  It is also accountable to 

  other stakeholders such as investors, 

  managers, employees and customers. 

  HR professionals should join   

  managers in championing   

  organizational or HR issues.

 • All managers and supervisors are  

  accountable for various HR activities,  

  e.g., recruitment and selection, and  

  performance appraisal of the   

  employees.  Also, the ownership of  

  HR decisions should be taken by line  

  managers for their work units.

Table 2 (to be continued)
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HR focuses on costs, which must be controlled. • HR practices must create value 

  by increasing the intellectual  

  capital with the organization. HR   

  professionals must add value, not  

  reduce costs.

HR is not accountable for business results. • The impact of HR practices on  

  business results can and must be  

  measured using suitable metrics. HR  

  professionals must learn how to 

  translate their work into measurable  

  performance.

The HR department acts either as “policy police” • The function of the HR department is  

or as messenger from senior management.   not to enforce compliance, it is rather  

  for managers to instill a desire to  

  comply within their  employees.   

  Also, HR practices do not exist to  

  make employees happy, but to help  

  them feel committed to the   

  organization.

HR is  “women’s work”. • This perception may be based  on 

  a longstanding gender stereotype. 

  HR may be seen as “women’s work”  

  which tends to pay less and is not  

  considered to be central to the   

  success of an organization, and it  

  may be true that women tend to take  

  up the majority of positions in HR. 

  But HR requires a lot of innovation 

  and can be challenging and   

  rewarding, with remuneration   

  comparable to that of any other  

  business profession. The current  

  predominance of women in this field  

  should not be seen as a challenge to  

  its complexity or importance. 

Source: Some references were drawn from: Ulrich, D. (1997). Human resource champions: The 
next agenda for adding value and delivering results.  Boston: Harvard Business School Press; 
Hammonds, K. H. (August 2005). Why We Hate HR.  Fast Company, 97, 40.

Table 2 (continued)
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 It is not only within organizations that the growing importance of HRM in Hong Kong 
is evident. Organizations exhibiting outstanding human resource management practices 
are increasingly recognized. Different bodies, including the Labour Department of the 
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) government, organize competitions 
and present awards for outstanding achievement in people management.10 At the same 
time, the number of HR professionals and HRM programmes and courses in Hong 
Kong are escalating. More than 5,000 individual and corporations are now members of 
professional associations. Different educational institutions — including universities, their 
continuing education units, and overseas providers — are offering full-time and part-time 
HRM programmes and courses at certificate, diploma, master and even doctorate levels 
in Hong Kong. At the time of writing, more than 30 HRM or related programmes, lasting 
from four months to four years, were being organized by 17 educational institutions.11 
While some are HRM-specific degrees housed within a business school, some are business 
degrees with a strong HRM component (four to five HRM or related subjects). Students 
who complete these courses are prepared to work as future managers or specialists in the 
field of HRM. In other words, thousands of HRM practitioners have emerged who want 
professional HRM knowledge and skills.
 Given this growing interest in the field, there is scope for a useful reference for human 
resource professionals in Hong Kong. However, present books about HRM are dominated 
by Western sources which can only provide partial information about how HRM operates 
in different work environments. This may result in an oversimplification of managerial 
reality. Further, major books about HRM or employment practices in Hong Kong are 
either dated or inadequate with single chapters providing a general picture of HRM only. 
Most of these are written by academics occupied with the theory and conceptualization 
of HRM. Thus, these gaps call for a single book with current and detailed examination of 
HRM concepts and practices in Hong Kong.
 Moreover, it is interesting to note that although research studies have shown the 
importance of HRM in increasing organizational performance and profitability, many of 
these proven practices are infrequently used in businesses. Several factors may explain. 
First, many books and journal articles are written by academics using technical or 
specialized terminology. They may not be suitable for Hong Kong businesses. Hong Kong 
employees are busy and practical; they may find it difficult to gain access to these journal 
articles, and may struggle to find them relevant. Second, the concept of HRM has a short 
history in Hong Kong and some employers are not familiar with it. Organizations may 
not know how to implement these practices and may question their practical usefulness.12 
Even when these practices are used, they are often poorly implemented. Programmes such 
as change management, performance appraisal, and total rewards systems often serve as 
a means of managing the image of the organization, or are simply adopted because other 
competitor organizations have implemented them. As a result, organizations often use 
the least valid HRM practices (e.g., unstructured interviews) or invest little to nothing in 
practices that will have a greater impact in the future.
 Indeed, some domains of HRM can be controversial as there are contentious issues 
underlying some HR practices. For example, some people have concerns about the 
objectivity, transparency, fairness and potential deleterious effects of performance appraisal 
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on employee motivation. Also, the effectiveness of the HR certification system has been 
criticized elsewhere in the West. HR practitioners must evaluate these practices before 
their adoption and question the assumptions and feasibility of these practices in relation to 
their own organizations.
 Addressing the concerns outlined above for HRM stakeholders in Hong Kong provides 
the impetus for this book. New HRM practitioners, others involved in HRM activities such 
as business owners and managers, and HRM students will all benefit. The main focus of 
this book is to provide both theoretical and practical readings on professional practices 
in human resource management in Hong Kong. While suitable theories can help HRM 
stakeholders face the different demands and roles of their jobs, this book also employs a 
practical approach to communicate hands-on knowledge and methods of implementation 
to readers. The chapters are written by seasoned and experienced human resource 
professionals who are “front-line workers” in the field. As there may be gaps between 
theory and practice, factors influencing the relationship between theory and practice will 
be examined as well.
 In summary, the major objectives of this book are as follows:

To address the importance of HRM in Hong Kong organizations and help them to cope • 
with the rapidly changing business environment by utilizing HRM to gain competitive 
advantage.
To help stakeholders and students of HRM understand the different demands they • 
must face and roles they must fill in the changing business environment, and to share 
useful HRM concepts with them.
To provide up-to-date knowledge and skills with practical guidelines to HR stakeholders • 
on how to implement HRM practices more effectively.
To delineate the underlying factors affecting the implementation of HRM in the • 
workplace. As a result, gaps between theory and practice will be identified. Evaluation 
of some controversial HRM issues will also be made.
To provide some insight into the possible future direction of HRM in Hong Kong.• 

 HRM is still novel in Hong Kong. Many organizations and people are not familiar with 
its benefits and have not paid enough attention to this field. We hope the production of this 
book can inculcate a greater sense of the importance of HRM to people in Hong Kong. 
Indeed, this is the final objective of this book: to enhance the status and importance of 
the HRM profession in Hong Kong.

 Organization of the Book

This book discusses essential elements of HRM in detail and is organized into seven 
parts. Part I Concepts and Development of HRM deals with the concepts of human 
resource management. Chapter 1 addresses the development and current state of HRM 
in Hong Kong. We note that professional HRM practices are becoming more prevalent in 
Hong Kong because of the changing business environment. An increasing number of HR 
specialists are occupying strategic HR roles and demonstrating core competencies, and a 
number of professional associations exist to support them. However, the status of HRM 
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as a profession is still equivocal vis-à-vis those of other professions in Hong Kong, such 
as medicine and accounting. The first chapter aims to make clear the current perception of 
HRM in Hong Kong organizations and to identify areas for future development.
 Part II Acquiring Human Resource highlights key aspects of HRM practice in 
sourcing and selecting suitable talent. Chapter 2 provides a picture of the current labour 
market in Hong Kong and identifies issues and concerns for business development. Effective 
talent management strategies, in terms of recruitment and retention, are necessary in order 
to “win the war for talent”. Chapters 3 and 4 discuss the importance of objective, reliable 
and fair selection methods to business and how such methods can be implemented. Use 
of psychometric tests, assessment centres and competency-based interviewing skills are 
discussed. Organizations will find these tools particularly useful.
 Part III Motivating Human Resource discusses the concepts and practices of 
performance and rewards management in Hong Kong. Chapter 5 highlights the fact that 
organizations are facing keener competition for profits. As a result, they demand their 
employee performance to align more closely to the organization’s strategies and goals, 
which makes managing performance a crucial issue. At the same time, employees with 
effective performance have to be suitably motivated and rewarded. Chapter 6 discusses 
current rewards management strategies in Hong Kong.
 Part IV Developing Human Resource relates to the importance of training human 
capital in organizations. Hong Kong is often depicted as a society with high employee 
turnover, leaving many employers reluctant to invest in people. However, recruitment costs 
are far greater than training costs, which makes training and development an effective and 
efficient strategy to retain talent. This is even more significant when considered in the 
context of the current global talent shortage. Chapter 7 addresses these issues in detail. In 
addition, Chapter 8 analyses the importance of knowledge management for competitive 
advantage. It addresses the implications of this for HRM.
 Part V Managing Employee Relations discusses employment law and employment 
relations in Hong Kong. It should be noted that as society progresses, notions of civic 
pride and demands for rule of law, rights and fairness, and democracy have been instilled 
in the minds of many Hong Kong people. They are increasingly demanding better working 
conditions such as employment rights protection, equal employment opportunities, and 
retirement benefits. As a result, the Hong Kong government has introduced new pieces of 
employment law. These topics are discussed in Chapters 9 and 10. On the other hand, as 
is the case elsewhere in the world, the role of trade unions in Hong Kong has diminished. 
Chapter 11 highlights the importance of trade unions in order to restore their role in the 
current environment and in an attempt to contribute to their survival in the future.
 Part VI discusses Special Topics in HRM in Hong Kong. Chapter 12 examines the 
objectives and details of implementing HRIS or e-HR systems. With the advancement 
of technology, HRIS can help a business to operate more efficiently and effectively. It 
is important for readers to note that implementation of HRIS should be strategic, i.e., 
in alignment with business strategies and objectives. Then, Chapter 13 addresses the 
issues and roles of HRM in change management, which is an important concern for most 
businesses nowadays. It has been found that issues of inter-personal and cultural alignment 
are common concerns when change management takes place. Thus, organizations should 
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involve HR professionals in the process as early as possible. Chapter 14 examines the 
implementation of HRM practices in a public organization. It discusses several new HRM 
initiatives in the Hospital Authority that are intended to help the public organization 
undergo successful reform. 
 Finally, Part VII Future Trends identifies some possible future directions for 
HRM development in Hong Kong, and discusses the implications of these. Data until 
mid-2000s showed that many HRM practices were routine and administrative. But there 
are possibilities for outsourcing, automation and devolution of HR responsibilities to 
line managers that would challenge the administrative focus of HR departments. Also, 
as businesses are facing fiercer competition and greater uncertainties in the business 
environment, organizations must work harder to maintain their long-term competitive 
advantage. HRM has a major function in sustaining business competitiveness. As a result, 
important HR roles and competencies are emerging and HRM should play a more strategic 
role in developing businesses in the future. HR professionals need to critically reflect on 
these issues and revamp their HR functions in accordance.
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