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ABSTRACT 

 

As a field, human resource development (HRD) is still relatively new. Although the concepts and 

functions associated with HRD can be traced to historic approaches to work-related learning, the 

field emerged as a distinct entity out of training and development efforts during and after World 

War II. For much of the field’s history, scholars and practitioners emphasized a bottom-line 

interest in improving performance and productivity through development activities (organization 

development, career development, and training and development). Early admonitions to engage 

in ‘training revolutionaries’ remained dormant until contemporary scholars began to offer 

alternative perspectives that challenged the managerialism in HRD. These new perspectives, 

called Critical Human Resource Development (CHRD), focus on the processes of engaging 

human and organizational systems that relate, organize, learn, and change in ways that optimize 

not only organization advancement, but also human interest and social impact. Crucial to 

advancing CHRD is understanding the power interests that frustrate and facilitate these 

processes. To that end, this dissertation compiles five published articles which, collectively, 

address issues of where power lies within a given context, who benefits (and suffers) from the 

application of power, and how (and why) power is enacted. The core articles contain 

explorations of the power of ideology to define beliefs, thoughts, and behaviors. This work 

contributes to the broader field of HRD in at least three ways. First, it provides a framework for a 

new way of viewing HRD from a critical perspective through practices of relating, organizing, 

learning, and changing. Second, it offers insight into how power can be understood within the 

field of HRD as defining, using, and resisting. And, finally, it addresses how CHRD can engage 

in the power to that leads to activism by HRD professionals. 
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1. A FRAMEWORK OF POWER: SHAPING THE ‘CRITICAL’ IN HUMAN RESOURCE 

DEVELOPMENT  

 

As a field, human resource development (HRD) is still relatively new. While the concepts 

and functions associated with HRD can be traced to historic, even ancient, approaches to work-

related learning (Nadler, 1985), the field began to emerge as a distinct entity out of formal 

training and development efforts in World War II and its immediate aftermath (Nadler, 1970). 

Arguably, though, the emergence of HRD as an identifiable field of practice can be traced to 

George Washington University and the collaborative human resource development work of 

Leonard Nadler and Gordon Lippitt (Nadler, 1970, 1985; Lippitt, This, & Bidwell, 1971; 

Sashkin, 1981). Cementing its place as a recognizable field, graduate programs dedicated to 

HRD appeared in the 1960’s (Nadler, 1985) and George Washington University’s HRD program 

was amongst the first (if not the first) (Neal Chalofsky, 1994, Personal Communication).    

While most people today believe that the field was grounded in neo-liberal, managerialist 

roots, there was much contestation about the purpose of HRD in the early days of the field. 

Nadler (1985) notes that in the 1960’s human resources meant “those programs of the Great 

Society designed to improve the condition of the disadvantaged and minorities” (p. 12). In a 

chapter of book section entitled “Human Resource Development in a Changing World,” 

Sorenson (1971) contended that, “In short, your task is nothing less than that of training 

revolutionaries” (Lippitt, This, & Bidwell, 1971, p. 8). Nevertheless, this more critical 

orientation to HRD transformed to the performative, dominant orientation that has gripped the 

field for much of its history (Bierema, 2002, 2009). The erosion of earlier discourses of power 
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and context from mainstream work has constricted the social justice outcomes (Ahonen, etal 

2014) toward which fields such as HRD could contribute. 

Although HRD is deeply embedded in adult education because “HRD was based in the 

field of learning” (Nadler, 1985, p. 17), there has long been a tension between the critical 

orientations found within adult education and the managerialist orientations found within HRD. 

The notions that “managers…have a responsibility to meet the goals of that organization through 

the effective use of the resources available to them” (Nadler, 1985, p. 12) and that the “main focus 

of HRD is on improving job performance” (Nadler, 1985, p. 13) served as touchstones for the 

functionalist and performative interests of HRD professionals. These views strongly influenced 

the field until more contemporary scholars began to offer alternative perspectives that challenged 

these managerialist approaches within the field (e.g., Lee, 2001; Bierema, 2002; Sambrook, 2004; 

Callahan, 2007; Rocco, Landorf, & Delgado, 2009). 

This dissertation contains some of the more recent core work that I have published 

around such an alternative perspective that has come to be known as critical human resource 

development (CHRD). My work presented here has contributed to the body of literature around 

CHRD by exploring power issues within the field of HRD. While providing definitions for a 

field can be fraught with dangers of essentialization and stagnation (Lee, 2001), I nevertheless 

provide an operating definition for how I conceptualize CHRD in this dissertation. Critical HRD, 

here, is the process of engaging human and organizational systems that relate, organize, learn, 

and change “in ways that optimize human interest, organization advancement, and social impact” 

(Bierema & Callahan, 2014, p. 436). 
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A key component of CHRD is its emphasis on deconstructing power interests and 

creating more equitable spaces for working and learning. To that end, I offer five manuscripts 

that I have published that engage with power in different ways under the umbrella of CHRD. The 

first article, and organizing framework, is an article (and forthcoming book) which offers a new 

way of conceptualizing the field of HRD through a critical theory lens. The remaining four 

articles each represent of one of the perspectives described in the framework. 

1.1. The emergence of a critical HRD 

While the field of HRD was more prominently established in the US context (Sambrook, 

2008), the UK arguably took the lead in challenging the dominant performative perspectives that 

had come to define the field. The return toward critical perspectives of HRD began in the late 

1990’s and early 2000’s. Bierema’s (1998) critique of human resource development research 

from a feminist perspective at the Adult Education Research Conference in June was perhaps one 

of the first re-introductions of critical orientations into the field. Just a month later in July, 

Hughes (2000) presented her work on contributions of feminist analyses to HRD at the Leeds-

Lancaster Collaborative Conference. In the UK, the HRD stream at the Critical Management 

Studies conference at Lancaster University in 2001 was a key (re)turning point to Critical HRD 

(CHRD) (Rigg, Stewart, & Trehan, 2007). In the US, the first CHRD conference session, 

convened by UK scholars, was held at the Academy of Human Resource Development 

conference in Honolulu, HI in 2002. Once a (nearly) lone voice in the American fabric of HRD, 

Bierema found “kindred spirits” at that session (2018, personal communication).  

  What joined these kindred spirits was a desire to rethink the way we understood and 

practiced HRD—by analyzing power and control, and problematizing taken-for-granted 



 

4 

 

assumptions (Trehan, Rigg & Stewart, 2006). Critical HRD challenges the dominant 

performative orientations of the practice of HRD. One of the cornerstones of CHRD is that, like 

critical pedagogy (Giroux, 2010), it questions, “In whose interest does this serve?” (Callahan, 

2007). In other words, amongst other things, CHRD queries such issues as where power lies 

within any given context, who benefits from application of that power (and who suffers), and 

how (and why) power is enacted. The articles I have authored throughout my career have 

explored power from multiple perspectives (both traditional and critical HRD) and with regard to 

who, what, how, when, where, or why power is wielded or experienced. For each section of the 

proposed framework, I offer an article I have written in order to provide a scoping framework for 

a new way of conceptualizing (critical) HRD as a series of actions that address or challenge 

power assumptions associated with practice in the field.      

1.2. Overview & framework 

The approach presented in this article restructures the “holy trinity” of HRD (i.e., 

Training & Development, Career Development, and Organization Development) (McLagan, 

1989) by offering four different areas of engagement for HRD practice that reconceptualize what 

it means to ‘practice’ in the field. Using action-oriented verbs, I worked with a colleague to 

develop an understanding of HRD that addresses key, and contested, issues of practice associated 

with relating, organizing, learning, and changing for organizations. The work that describes this 

framework in more detail serves as the first article in this dissertation (Bierema & Callahan, 

2014). 
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1.2.1. Relating 

The ways in which individuals relate to one another underlies how we learn, change, and 

organize. As a result, when relationships between people are nurtured and developed in an 

equitable direction, relating has tremendous leverage in our ability to facilitate a socially-just 

HRD. Thus, in this section, the work that I propose to include will address issues such as the 

implications of power held by stakeholders and the dynamics of resistance and incivility in 

workspaces (Callahan, 2011). Much of the work in HRD, and in broader management discourse, 

addresses incivility as a matter of employee transgression and management control. I challenge 

this managerialist perspective and suggest that incivility be used as a diagnostic tool to reveal 

where relationships have eroded. In my analysis of how my explorations of power inform the 

HRD action of relating, I also highlight other publications I have co-authored that include topics 

such as the exploration of relating to others as a foundation for transformational growth and the 

search for career equity amongst racialized ‘others’ in a highly gendered culture.  

1.2.2. Organizing 

Frequently, HRD is discussed in terms of ‘organizations’. However, the label 

‘organization’ is contested (Weick, 1979) and, given ever changing structures of organized 

spaces, looking at organizing processes may provide more insight into HRD practices. Here I am 

interested in what organizing for HRD looks like, and where it can operate. To that end, I 

incorporate my work which explores the idea of new spaces in which ‘organizations’ can take on 

a different form, i.e. social movements (Callahan, 2013). Once again, I critique the narrow focus 

of what constitutes the ‘space’ in which HRD occurs and challenge who has the power to define 

such spaces. Supporting this critical view of organizing, I refer to some of my other works that 

offer alternative views of sensemaking. For example, one of my projects explores the role of 
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artefacts in building organizational support and another traces the history of storytelling to see 

how narratives have changed in the last 40 years. 

1.2.3. Learning 

Historically, learning has been considered the key distinguishing characteristic of the 

field of HRD (Ruona, 2000); but learning is not a monolithic construct and that is why it is so 

contested in the field of HRD. As Merriam and Bierema (2014) describe, learning happens at 

individual and collective levels; it is incidental, informal, and formal; it is cognitive, 

psychomotor, emotional, social, and more. My core article in this section is a critique of online 

learning (Callahan, 2010), which builds upon another article I had published earlier with a 

colleague (Callahan & Sandlin, 2007). I challenge the tyranny of technology as it is applied in 

higher education and organizations and contend that online learning can reveal power 

differentials and, following Grugulis (2007), value orientations of organizational leadership. 

Some of the concepts that underpin this included work also inform other publications and 

presentations that I refer to in association with the theme of learning. These works address topics 

such as adopting critical learning approaches for reflection, thinking, and action; challenging the 

assumptions underlying proposed structural changes to learning systems; and identifying early 

influences that inform how leader identities are developed.  

1.2.4. Changing 

When people come together within organizations, the processes of organizing, relating, or 

learning often involve change. In many cases, the catalyst for action is a quest for change, 

through which learning will hopefully occur. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine change without 

learning or vice versa for any substantive learning or change. My core article for this section 
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(Callahan, 2018) addresses how change in the context of scholarly practice reveals power 

dimensions that can delegitimize our understanding of ‘work’—what was once perfectly 

acceptable can be retrospectively immoralized as bad behavior. Other works I refer to here 

include the development of an organizational change model to give voice to marginalized groups 

or reflections on emotional derailment of a change effort.  

1.3. Summary & contribution 

The consistent thread that weaves these works together is that each article addresses some 

aspect of ‘power.’ The shift in my perspective of power from a critical orientation began with an 

article that explored emotion in the critical theory classroom (Callahan, 2004). This early 

adoption of critical perspectives enabled me to participate in shaping the field and the works here 

trace that development. 

Thus, this dissertation provides a scoping of the architecture and boundaries of CHRD. It 

reconceptualizes how the field is understood in a way that provides opportunity to challenge 

dominant paradigm approaches to HRD intervention. While I have always explored some 

element of power in my work, even from dominant paradigm perspectives, this past decade of 

my career has been about bringing ‘critical’ conceptions of HRD into mainstream practice. These 

works represent a window into how I have helped make ‘critical’ a more widely understood and 

accepted approach to HRD research and practice. 

The final chapter will interrogate the nature of power that is woven through my work as it 

relates to operationalizing HRD practice and research. Perhaps more importantly, it will 

articulate how my work has served as a catalyst to explore the power to (Callahan, 2011) engage 

in acts of resistance toward ends of social justice and equity. 
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2. TRANSFORMING HRD: A FRAMEWORK FOR CRITICAL PRACTICE1 

 

2.1. Abstract 

The Problem. Human resource development (HRD) has become powerfully influenced by a 

dominant rationality in which masculine characteristics of assertiveness, objectivity, control, and 

performance are privileged without question, resulting in inequitable practices and social systems 

such as sexism, racism, and capitalism. The humanistic roots of the field of HRD have been co-

opted into serving organizations at the expense of workers and other stakeholders. The current 

frameworks used to understand and apply practices within the field are not sufficient to reclaim 

the HRD voice of organizational conscience. 

The Solution. This article defines critical human resource development (CHRD) and offers a 

framework for envisioning the field that restructures the “holy trinity” of HRD known as 

Training & Development, Career Development, and Organization Development. We make a case 

for why a CHRD is needed and provide an overview of key, and contested, issues of practice for 

HRD (and CHRD) professionals—relating, learning, changing, and organizing. 

The Stakeholders. Scholars and practitioners invested in exploring a new framework of CHRD. 

2.2. Introduction 

This article adds to the growing body of literature which defines critical human resource 

development (CHRD) and it extends that literature by offering a framework for envisioning the 

field that restructures the “holy trinity” of HRD known as Training & Development, Career 

                                                 

1 Bierema, Laura L. & Callahan, Jamie L. (2014). A framework for Critical HRD practice: 

Transforming HRD. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 16(4), 429-444. DOI: 

10.1177/1523422314543818 
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Development, and Organization Development. We make a case for why a CHRD is needed, 

including the dominance of performative theories and practices in HRD, the drift away from the 

original ethos of the field valuing humanism, and the importance of HRD reclaiming the role of 

organizational conscience. We then provide an overview of key, and contested, issues of practice 

for HRD (and CHRD) professionals. 

These issues are presented by using a Venn diagram (Figure 2-1) approach to understand 

the essence of the field (Lee, 2001). In this framework, we offer the categories of Relating, 

Learning, Changing, and Organizing as the areas of engagement in which HRD practice occurs 

and as a way of reframing the work of HRD. Within each area of engagement, practice itself is 

driven by guiding interrogatives that encourage professionals to question where (context), whom 

(stakeholders), what (process), and how (method). These guiding interrogatives are embedded 

within each of the four areas of engagement, creating an alternative, nested framework of 

understanding and practicing HRD. 

 

Figure 2-1. A framework for CHRD.  
Note. CHRD = critical human resource development. 
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2.3. Theoretical traditions informing CHRD 

Human resource development (HRD) has been evolving for decades, its emergence as a 

distinct field traceable to the mid-20th century along the same strains that produced the fields of 

adult education and organization development. HRD’s focus is on people in organizations and 

has been historically concerned with the development of workers and the organization, 

particularly in the areas of training, career development, and organization development 

(McLagan, 1989). These three areas have dominated how we describe and discuss HRD, serving 

as the field’s own “Holy Trinity” of practices and research foci. 

HRD’s roots are grounded in humanistic philosophy,2 which also influenced the human 

relations movement and creation of the field of organization development (Burke, 1992; Porras 

& Bradford, 2004; Wirtenberg, Abrams, & Ott, 2004). Humanistic goals seek improved human 

and organization systems by benefiting the stakeholders and doing no harm; yet, as Grey (2009) 

suggested, these fields have come to apply humanistic principles to “the veiled exploitation of 

human beings for organizational aims” (Callahan, 2010, p. 319). Although HRD’s roots are tied 

to employee advocacy and organization health, the field has drifted from this value system and 

more current discussions situate HRD in relation to productivity and profitability, and privilege 

management interests. 

                                                 

2 The humanistic roots of human resource development (HRD) are not without critique. Rigg, 

Stewart, and Trehan (2007) contended that humanism itself is masculinist and contributes to an 

over-emphasis on the rational self. While this accurately captures some characteristics of 

humanism, other characteristics (such as people are valuable and meaningful, people are worthy 

of concern, people flourish in healthy social interactions; Honer & Hunt, 1978) are more central 

to our perspective of the roots of HRD.  
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A serious risk of HRD’s contemporary alignment with management interests is its co-

option into hegemonic management practices that contradict its underlying philosophy of 

humanistically facilitating development and change that yields a holistic benefit. Although many 

of HRD’s innovations have been celebrated for creating healthier organizations, enhancing 

employee engagement, making management more accessible, and empowering workers to make 

decisions, such innovations can also be critiqued for stealthily stripping away employee rights 

(Grey, 2009). These workplace innovations also represent the shifting of the locus of control 

toward individual self-regulation, guided by what feminists call the panoptic gaze of the “other” 

as legitimate masculine authority. Today, workers are expected to manage their career 

development, embrace self-directed learning, and be subject to organization surveillance of their 

activities. Organizations may appear to treat workers more humanely, yet management has 

created means of worker surveillance such as monitoring communications, self-surveillance, 

360-degree feedback, and self-directed work teams that might be viewed as a kinder, gentler 

means of managerial control (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992; Grey, 2009). 

In short, HRD has become powerfully influenced by masculine rationality—the 

organization’s identification with masculine characteristics such as being strong, mechanical, 

assertive, objective, and controlled (Bierema, 2009). Masculinist rationality privileges masculine 

traits of objectivity, aggressiveness, and performance as standard. Masculine rationality has a 

powerful grip because its characteristics become default norms that are assumed to be neutral 

and normal that are above question or challenge. It is no coincidence that masculinist rationality 

is dominant—those in power invented it, typically White males—and functions to create 

expectations that privilege and protect its very creators. Society is so steeped in masculine 
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rationality that we unquestioningly accept its assumptions that promote inequitable social 

systems and practices such as management, capitalism, sexism, and racism. 

2.4. Masculine rational HRD influences 

Naturally, masculine rationality trickles down to smaller social systems, including fields 

such as HRD, where it is alive and well. The dominant masculine, rational, and performative 

outlook privileges management—generally a male-dominated and controlled enterprise—and is 

also used in a competitive sense to build HRD’s credibility among the management elite. We are 

concerned that the field is generally uncritically accepting of these linkages. The following 

sections illustrate the consequences of a masculine rational orientation in HRD. 

2.4.1. HRD definitions and foundations 

We can look to HRD definitions to demonstrate the hold of masculine rationality. For 

instance, the widely used definition, “HRD is a process of developing and unleashing human 

expertise through organization development (OD) and personnel training and development 

(T&D) for the purpose of improving performance” (Swanson & Holton, 2001, p. 90), privileges 

performance and promotes the purpose of engaging in development as benefiting the 

organization. Other HRD theoretical frameworks also hint at masculinist rationality such as 

Swanson’s (1995) three-legged stool that represents HRD foundations as economic, systems, and 

psychological, resting on a rug of ethics, or Gourlay’s (2001) “HRD focuses on theory and 

practice related to training, development and learning within organisations, both for individuals 

and in the context of business strategy and organisational competence formation” (McGuire, 

2011, p. 5), or Slotte, Tynjälä, and Hytönen’s (2004) 

HRD covers functions related primarily to training, career development, organisational 

development and research and development in addition to other organisational HR 

functions where these are intended to foster learning capacity at all levels of the 
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organisation, to integrate learning culture into its overall business strategy and to promote 

the organisation’s efforts to achieve high quality performance. (McGuire, p. 5) 

The field’s adoption of masculine rational frameworks and methods is apparent in its 

over-reliance on economic models and performance-enhancing interventions. Its quest to prove 

its worthiness with management is also an effort to prove HRD’s rationality. This pursuit has 

caused the field to dismiss other models and interventions that challenge the “rational HRD 

way.” 

2.4.2. HRD privileges performativity 

Masculine rationality privileges a performative philosophy. Performativity is a 

philosophical shift away from human values toward efficiency and performance and money 

(Lyotard, 1984). Performativity3 dominates industrialized workplaces evident in interventions 

such as downsizing or globalizing undertaken to enhance performance. HRD’s adoption of 

performativity is evident in definitions and dominant discourse that describe human development 

as a process of “unleashing human expertise” with organizations as the beneficiary. HRD success 

in performative terms is usually linked to linear, rational measures gauging return on investment. 

Workers are referred to as “resources” or “productivity brokers” where development is described 

as making an “investment in human capital.” HRD’s ambition for performance has diverted its 

concentration from mutually beneficial human development to sharpen its focus on productivity, 

performance, and profit. This performative shift is likely due in part to HRD’s ongoing pursuit of 

becoming a strategic partner and “human performance technology consultant” to alter its 

traditionally marginal status among management functions in organizations. 

                                                 

3 Performativity as defined by Lyotard is not the same as Butler’s (1990) definition of 

performativity pertaining to gender performance. 
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Performativity also privileges patriarchy’s power and control in organizations. 

“Performativity . . . carries the added message of masculinity: the common-sense expectations of 

men’s behavior. That is, the competition, aggression, the functionality of performance 

measurement, all framed within notions of emotional control, rationality and endurance” 

(Whitehead, 1998, p. 212). 

2.4.3. HRD commodifies workers 

Performative HRD creates the commodification of workers. Commodification transforms 

human relationships, such as the employment relationship, into transactions of monetary value. 

Labor becomes a product that is bought and sold—exchanged much as goods and services are on 

the open market. This process preserves the masculine rational goals of profitability and 

performance. Commodification is a type of hegemony that assimilates people into capitalism 

through a self-perpetuating dependency accelerated by technology and wealth creation. Selling 

labor creates wealth, which in return creates more demand for selling labor and a vicious cycle of 

commodification ensues, sometimes with little regard for the human value of work. 

Examples of commodification abound. For example, employee knowledge is being 

commodified where corporate education programs that instill the organization’s values, goals, 

and discourse may function to replicate the organization within the person (Carden & Callahan, 

2007; Covaleski, Dirsmith, Heian, & Samuel, 1998). The explosion of the knowledge economy 

and rise of learning organizations also hint that knowledge is now being commodified like labor, 

as noted by Fletcher, Boden, Kent, and Tinson (2007). 

HRD that privileges profit maximization commodifies employees in dehumanizing ways 

where they are required to market themselves, increase their value to the organization, and 

improve performance. The organization responds in kind by forming a transaction-oriented 
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relationship with workers where their labor can be easily bought or sold, and cast aside when it is 

no longer needed. The end result of commodification is that it creates an imbalance between 

human and organization needs. Although all stakeholders benefit when organizations are 

profitable, disregard for the human element privileges performance and profit motives above all 

others. This includes anticipation that the human needs should parallel those of the organization: 

When individual’s needs are consistent with the organization’s, there is no tension. When 

the individual’s needs are not congruent with the organization’s performance 

requirements, and the organization is providing the required learning experience, a 

tension exists and inevitably results in some degree of organizational control. For this 

reason, learning professionals in HRD must balance practices that lead to the most 

effective adult learning with those that will lead to performance outcomes. (Knowles, 

Holton, & Swanson, 1998, p. 122) 

This demand for enhanced employee performance that is aligned with organization goals 

signifies the commodification of employee needs, learning, and autonomy. 

2.4.4. HRD is beholden to shareholders 

Another indicator of masculine rationality is HRD’s allegiance to stockholders over 

stakeholders. HRD occupies a precarious place that finds practitioners striving to satisfy 

management interests while serving employees (Callahan, 2007). These distinct stakeholder 

groups may have incompatible interests, putting the HRD practitioner in a no-win situation of 

compromising personal ethics to achieve managerial expectations (Marsick, 1997). Korten 

(1996) observed in a speech to the Academy of Human Resource Development Conference that 

there is a “serious disconnect between your own values and the realities of life in many of the 

corporations in which you work” (p. 1). The stockholder orientation values a profit motive, often 

at the expense of worker who must contend with difficult or unpleasant conditions to achieve the 

stockholder goals. Favoring a stockholder orientation falls in line with performative, masculinist 
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rational principles that value profit and performance, only entertaining social responsibility when 

it is profitable or required by law. 

Alternatively, the stakeholder orientation holds organizations accountable for being 

responsible to multiple parties. Stakeholders are “any group or individual who can affect or is 

affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives” (Freeman, 1984, p. 46). Primary 

stakeholders are those on whom a corporation depends for survival such as shareholders, 

investors, employees, customers, and suppliers (Clarkson, 1995). Secondary stakeholders are 

those who are influenced or affected by the organization but not engaged in transactions essential 

to the organization’s survival. 

2.4.5. HRD ignores power relations 

Power dynamics receive little attention in HRD education as documented by Bierema and 

Cseh (2003) and Bierema (2009, 2010b). These studies have shown how rarely issues such as 

power, patriarchy, sexism, diversity, or racism are broached in HRD. Such omissions suggest 

that careful examination of power relations is risky business for a masculine rational HRD. 

Unearthing how performative practices marginalize some groups and privilege others directly 

threatens masculine rational values. When we explore disenfranchisement in organizations, we 

examine inequitable systems of power that can be threatening to the power holders. A more 

critical approach acknowledges that management is a political, social practice that has been 

influenced by historical and cultural power relations. HRD’s failure to recognize how some 

organization members are privileged, while others are marginalized or disenfranchised by its 

work, is problematic. 

A key rationale for encouraging human resource developers to be critical lies in the 

realisation of how powerful managers now are in the world, yet how poorly traditional 
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HRD education has prepared them for considering questions of power and responsibility. 

(Trehan, 2004, p. 30) 

Traditional management and HRD education have reproduced prevailing relations of 

power and reinforced management superiority in organization life. “It is no longer acceptable 

that HRD educators allow managers to maintain the illusion that their choices and actions are 

without political consequences” (Trehan, 2004, p. 31). Overlooking dynamics that significantly 

affect the goals HRD hopes to achieve impinges our ability to be effective or implement lasting 

change. 

2.4.6. Challenging masculine rationality in HRD 

When masculine rationality is challenged in HRD, its opponents are often accused of 

irrationality. Bierema’s (1997, 2000) critiques of HRD’s performance orientation were depicted 

as “contain[ing] gross errors and misunderstandings” (Swanson & Holton, 2001, p. 131). In part, 

we contend that performance-based HRD has become such a dominant voice in HRD due to its 

advocacy by powerful male figures in the field and its advancement by practitioners and 

researchers, both female and male. Holton (1999) contended, “Because many HRD practitioners 

have developmental values and roots, they view the notion of performance outcomes and 

accountability for developmental processes with disdain and avoid it” (p. 37). Yet, setting up the 

performance discussion as an “either you are with us or against us” dichotomy is a simplistic 

response that fails to consider how contested organization work is (Callahan, 2007) or how many 

conflicting agendas intersect when you practice HRD. Performance is not inherently bad; 

however, it needs to be better balanced with other organizational and community variables and 

considered in the totality of the health of the organization using multifaceted, critical criteria. 
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2.5. Critical HRD: An Alternative to Masculine Rationality 

Today, we find an HRD dominated by masculine rationality that compromises its original 

intention to create humanistic, equitable organization change. The HRD field is not tackling 

diversity, acknowledging power dynamics, or entertaining alternative conceptual frameworks. 

What is the alternative? 

We advocate for a new perspective that critiques HRD’s masculine rational practices of 

performativity, commodification of workers, loyalty toward stockholders, and neglect of power 

relations. Taking a stakeholder perspective accepts that addressing multiple, sometimes 

conflicting, needs is a process of negotiation in HRD where power relations play out among 

different groups with varying degrees of power and that it is desirable to seek outcomes that 

satisfy all parties. The contradictory nature of HRD work is not well understood or addressed in 

the dominant literature or practice. Several authors have advocated critical HRD as an alternative 

framework to conceptualize and practice HRD (Elliott & Turnbull, 2003; Fenwick, 2004, 2005; 

Sambrook, 2000; Trehan, 2004). 

A critical HRD acknowledges that HRD is dominated by a masculine rational orientation 

that has historically marginalized groups with less power such as women and people of color. 

Critical HRD rejects the technical rationalist perspective that managers and the managed should 

be naturally divided social positions. Critical HRD is socially conscious HRD (Bierema & 

D’Abundo, 2004) and values democratic implementation of HRD that considers a diverse range 

of stakeholders, including customers, employees, suppliers, and citizens in policy development 

and oversight. Critical HRD also recognizes that certain interests are privileged when decisions 

are made and questions who benefits from HRD (Callahan, 2007) and ensures that stakeholders 
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have voice or a “place at the planning table” (Cervero & Wilson, 2005). The rest of this article 

will explore an alternative framework for understanding and practicing HRD. 

2.6. A new framework for HRD 

While earlier frameworks have provided action categories in which HRD practice occurs 

(i.e., Callahan & Dunne de Davila, 2004; McLagan, 1989), those frameworks did not make 

explicit and accessible the underlying values and philosophies of a critical HRD. As such, they 

(unintentionally) facilitate co-optation to a dominant masculine rationality of the field. We 

advocate viewing HRD as being in a state of becoming (Lee, 2001) and considering the field in 

McGuire’s (2011) broad conception of its evolution “as a field of theory and practice with a 

distinctive tripartite agenda of human betterment, organisational enhancement and societal 

development” (p. 1). McGuire views HRD as having transformative power to create innovative, 

radical solutions to the world’s problems. We aim to re-privilege the humanistic values that 

undergird the field and offer new conceptualizations of the areas in which HRD practices are 

engaged. We define critical HRD as the process of engaging human and organizational systems 

that relate, learn, change, and organize in ways that optimize human interest, organization 

advancement, and social impact (see Figure 2-1). 

The four areas of HRD engagement are relating, learning, changing, and organizing. 

They are verbs to denote the nature of “becoming” that characterizes the field (Lee, 2001). 

And, yet, unreflective action within these four areas of engagement runs the risk of 

devolving again into the masculinist rationality that characterizes contemporary HRD practice. 

Rigg, Stewart, and Trehan (2007) noted that the traditional view of HRD practice as “objective, 

apolitical, and value-free” (p. 6) has been unproblematized. To remedy this challenge, Fenwick 
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(2011) contended that the history of contestation in the field requires that we ask questions to 

guide our practice. 

We use guiding interrogatives to engage the reflection on and in action associated with 

each area of engagement. Context catalyzes reflection about where HRD practice occurs and the 

situational factors that inform and influence engagement. Stakeholders encourage the HRD 

professional to reflect on whom their engagement serves, and who is privileged or marginalized 

as a result. Process facilitates reflection on what values and assumptions undergird the HRD 

interventions enacted. And method guides how HRD will be implemented. Like the areas of 

engagement, these guiding interrogatives overlap to capture the complexities of action within 

HRD practice. The below sections briefly outline each area of engagement, and then provide 

sample responses to each of the guiding interrogatives within the respective areas of engagement 

2.6.1. Relating 

People are the cornerstone of “human” resource development, and we challenge the 

notion that it is acceptable, even expected, that employees are “treated as if they were things 

rented” (Erdal, 2011, p. 143). Furthermore, HRD is grounded in relationships between people. 

Consistent with a dominant masculine rationality, concepts associated with the “personal” 

connotations of relationships are infrequently addressed in the scholarly literature of the field; 

while social media (e.g., YouTube) explicitly connected to HRD frequently calls upon 

“personal” issues that form the foundation of “relating” (Chapman & Stanigar, 2014). This 

reinforces that relating is important to how practitioners have come to “know” what HRD is. 

Relating forms the context for learning, changing, and organizing and has tremendous 

leverage in our ability to facilitate effective HRD when relationships between people are 

nurtured and developed in a positive direction. Thus, we distinguish between stakeholders and 
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shareholders; describe and critique human capital theory; address the dynamics of resistance and 

incivility in workspaces; problematize race, gender, class, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender (LGBT) status; and explore the implications of fear, hope, and other emotions at 

work (Figure 2-2). It is within our commitment to “people” that HRD professionals confront the 

critical question of “Whom do we serve?” 

 

Figure 2-2. CHRD actions associated with relating 
Note. CHRD = critical human resource development. 

2.6.2. Learning 

Historically, learning was the key distinguishing characteristic of the field of HRD 

(Ruona, 2000). But learning is not a monolithic construct; there are distinctions of different types 

of learning, different places of learning, different philosophies of learning, different purposes of 

learning. Our work highlights these distinctions and provides action contexts within each, while 



 

24 

 

challenging the false dichotomies (such as learning vs. performance) that have constrained the 

field for decades. 

As foundational as learning is to HRD, we tend to operate with a very rational, 

mechanistic approach to it, evident in the traditional Western philosophies of education such as 

liberalism, progressivism, humanism, behaviorism, and radicalism (Elias & Merriam, 2005) 

present in contemporary conceptions and practices of learning. A dominant approach to 

workplace learning is training to correct deficiencies. In other words, employees have defects 

that can be corrected through learning. 

Yet, non-Western views of learning focus on the communal, lifelong and informal, and 

holistic aspects of the process (Merriam & Kim, 2011) and more adequately honor a culturally 

diverse workforce. These alternative views of learning are more conducive to creating 

organizations that are sustainable, socially responsible, and healthy, because they privilege 

egalitarian approaches to development that benefit all stakeholders. More critical approaches to 

learning look for new ways of learning and knowing and question what counts for knowledge 

and who gets to say so. 

Critical learning approaches also foster critical reflection, thinking, and action. 

Employees are given the tools to question and consider different ideas and ways of doing things. 

This aspect of learning also requires skill at conversing with others who do not necessarily share 

the same views (Figure 2-3). 
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Figure 2-3. CHRD actions associated with learning. 
Note. CHRD = critical human resource development. 

2.6.3. Changing 

When people come together to learn in organizations, the output is often change. In fact, 

it is difficult to imagine change without learning or vice versa for any substantive learning or 

change. Whether planned or unplanned, change plays an important role in the philosophy and 

practice of HRD. Furthermore, change is intricately intertwined with learning. Most change 

requires learning new procedures, ideas, or ways of being. Without a solid basis in learning, 

advancing relating and organizing through change would be very difficult and minimally 

effective. HRD is concerned with facilitating change at individual, group, and system levels. 

This framework examines change from a more critical lens, considering the ethical implications 

of implementing it within our framework. 
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Change is most effective when those affected have input into and involvement in the 

change. Creating cultures of inclusion of multiple stakeholders in the change process is key to 

building a more egalitarian healthy organization that makes good decisions and builds 

commitment to the overall strategy and direction of the organization (Figure 2-4). 

Change is also a learning process that moves through stages of unfreezing (realization 

that change is needed), moving (adopting the change), and refreezing (solidifying the change so 

it becomes permanent; Lewin, 1951). Helping organization members navigate the stages of 

change and preserving input and communication are key to implementing sustainable change 

 

Figure 2-4. CHRD actions associated with changing 
Note. CHRD = critical human resource development. 

2.6.4. Organizing 

Frequently, HRD is discussed in terms of “organizations.” However, Callahan (2013) 

argued that the field must loosen its “definitions of what constitutes an ‘organization’ that is 

relevant for the study and practice of HRD in order to meet the changing environment of the 
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future” (p. 299). Thus, we explore the space of organizing. Within this area, example 

engagement interventions would include critical organization development, highlighting 

storytelling and sensemaking, critiquing the power and politics of organized spaces, elevating 

corporate social responsibility and sustainability, and problematizing strategic HRD (Figure 2-5). 

 

Figure 2-5. CHRD actions associated with organizing 
Note. CHRD = critical human resource development; HRD = human resource development. 

2.7. Liminal spaces of (C)HRD action 

Ruona (2014) argued that the future of HRD must move beyond traditional conceptions 

of career development, training and development, and organization development. We contend 

that to conceptualize the field by areas of practice that can be considered sub-fields in their own 

right (the Holy Trinity) causes confusion about the nature and identity of HRD. The framework 

we offer here furthers Lee’s (2001) vision of HRD as “becoming” because the constructs that 

form it are verbs—relating, learning, changing, and organizing—which allow HRD to be 

continuously “talked” (Sambrook, 2000) into renewed becomings. 
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The power of this approach is that it is affected by very fluid dynamics and is dependent 

on the players—local and global, and explicit and implicit—that inform the areas of HRD 

engagement. The nested nature of the four interconnected guiding interrogatives within each of 

the four interconnected areas of engagement creates liminal spaces of action that offer a new 

framework of (Critical) HRD. In this way, the essence of (Critical) HRD action can be found in 

the thresholds of overlap between these areas of engagement—a concept that resonates with 

Ruona’s (2014) call for exploring the “spaces between our core professional activities.” The 

result is a holistic perspective of HRD that challenges the performative, problematizes the 

commodification of employees, engages multiple stakeholders, contests power asymmetries, and 

privileges socially conscious practice. 
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3. INCIVILITY AS AN INSTRUMENT OF OPPRESSION: EXPLORING THE ROLE OF 

POWER IN CONSTRUCTIONS OF CIVILITY4 

 

3.1. Abstract 

In this article, I will explore the ways in which power is constructed through concepts of 

“civility” and “incivility.” I contend that traditional desires to moderate or diffuse the emotions 

labeled as uncivil can result in stagnation or alienation for the employee. From a critical 

perspective, incivility may be an attempt to create dissonance that can foster individual and 

organizational change. I will address three types of power associated with the popularization of 

incivility—the “power of” elites (e.g., organizations) to define and construct what constitutes 

civility, the “power over” lower status individuals that catalyzes incivility, and the “power to” 

engage in incivility as acts of resistance against the other types of power. Finally, I will identify 

strategies for how HRD professionals address these issues of power and convert “incivility” to a 

means to create more humane workspaces. 

3.2. Introduction 

There’s been another string of layoffs at John’s company. The senior executives cite the 

economic downturn and the need to be more responsible with budgets to keep the company 

viable; they tell employees that they must do more with less and that all employees are on a 

salary freeze. But John works in accounting and finance, so he knows that the senior executives 

all received salary increases this year. For the rank and file worker like John, though, salaries are 

                                                 

4 Callahan, Jamie L. (2011). Incivility as an instrument of oppression: Exploring the role of 

power in constructions of civility. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 13(1), 10-21. 
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frozen and photocopying privileges are reduced, work hours are extended, lunch breaks are 

reduced from 1 hr to 45 min, company-funded mobile phones are rescinded, and overtime pay is 

converted to comp time. The next time John goes to the copier, it jams and he responds, “Forget 

it, we’re not supposed to photocopy anything anyway anymore” and he leaves the copier 

jammed. When he returns from lunch within the allocated 45 min, he takes an extra 15 min to 

really get started back to work. When work calls him on his personal mobile phone after hours, 

he ignores the call. And he no longer volunteers to work overtime to help colleagues sort out 

major project issues because he just isn’t convinced that he’ll be allowed to take the comp time 

he earns 

Is John being uncivil to his peers and superiors? Or is John resisting what he perceives as 

unfair practices of the organization? The literature ascribes both labels to these types of 

behaviors (see, for example, Fleming & Spicer, 2003; Pearson, Andersson, Porath, 2005). On 

one hand, these behaviors certainly meet the requirements for being considered uncivil—they are 

not violent, but are mildly aggressive and could be considered rude or disrespectful (Porath & 

Erez, 2009). On the other hand, these behaviors also meet the criteria for resistance because they 

represent an employee’s attempt to achieve small, sometimes personal, feelings of gain in 

opposition to being manipulated or engineered by the organization (Fleming & Spicer, 2003). 

In general, the literature suggests that incivility is, amongst other things, “troubling” 

(Bandow & Hunter, 2008), “challenging” (Reio & Ghosh, 2009), and “detrimental” (Porath & 

Erez, 2009). While these perspectives certainly hold some truth, the difficulty with these 

perspectives is that most do not fully take into account the power biases inherent in the 

interpretation of what constitutes emotionally valenced behaviors such as being “aggressive,” 

“disrespectful,” or “rude.” Reio and Ghosh (2009) commented on this lack of consideration of 
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power with regard to uncivil behavior; following Lawrence and Robinson (2007), they suggested 

that incivility may be associated with abuses of power which should, therefore, be explored in 

more depth. Thus, in this article, I will explore the concepts of “civility” and “incivility” as 

socially constructed labels for what constitutes “acceptable” or “unacceptable” expression of 

emotion and enactment of power in workplaces. 

The growing push for civil behavior in workplaces mirrors the historical American and 

British trend toward the desirability of controlling negative emotion, especially anger (Stearns & 

Stearns, 1985). In the workplace, calls for civility can be equated to organizational attempts to 

have employees monitor their own behavior, to police themselves to meet organizational desires 

(Grey, 2009). Thus, “‘correct’ behavior is increasingly produced by the individual person, on his 

or her own accord” (Van Iterson, Mastenbroek, & Soeters, 2001, p. 506). I contend that 

traditional desires to moderate or diffuse the emotions labeled as uncivil (Ely, Meyerson, & 

Davidson, 2006; Kuhlenschmidt, 1999) can result in stagnation or alienation for the employee 

(Sandlin& Callahan, 2009), which may ultimately hurt the broader organization. From a critical 

perspective, incivility may be an attempt to create dissonance that can foster individual 

(Callahan, 2004) and organizational (Callahan, Kissack, & Minnis, 2010) change through 

resistance. 

I suggest that incivility is defined differently by those occupying different power status 

positions and that sometimes what is constructed as uncivil expression of emotion is really a 

valid attempt to initiate needed changes in organizational systems. In this article, I will explore 

the ways in which power structures influence and define what constitutes “civil” and “uncivil” 

behavior and how this reproduces power structures unless “uncivil” behaviors successfully 

challenge the status quo. I will also address the negative implications of ineffective application 
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of incivility for employees, of the failure of employees to use incivility to effect positive change, 

and of the attempts to squelch dissent by organizations. Finally, I will identify strategies for how 

HRD professionals can help employees more effectively use “incivility” as a means to create 

more humane workspaces and facilitate for organizations the creation of spaces and policies that 

invite the legitimate peripheral participation that leads to the type of emotion deviance that 

creates positive change. 

3.3. Civility and incivility as social constructions 

Civility is fundamentally about the moral and cultural codes that guide people with 

regard to how to behave “properly” in public (Arkes, 1974). These codes of behavior are 

typically constructed by the elite of any given collective (Bourdieu, 1987; Giddens, 1979). 

Within such a context, civility is the proper enactment of moral and cultural codes of behavior 

established by those in power, demanding that “anger and passion be treated only in terms of 

irony” (Kampf, 1972, p. 28). When those who constructed the moral and cultural norms of 

behavior feel threatened by the emotionally driven actions of those less powerful, these dominant 

actors resort to making claims for the importance of civility to control the deviant behavior of 

lower status actors (Kampf, 1972). 

This deviant behavior is typically couched in terms of “incivility” and, as a result, is 

marginalized. The most commonly accepted definition of incivility is, “low intensity deviant 

(rude, discourteous) behavior with ambiguous intent to harm the target, in violation of workplace 

norms for mutual respect” (Pearson et al., 2005, p. 179). Again, these norms are understood to be 

those established “by dominant administrative coalitions” (Pearson, Andersson, & Wegner, 

2001, pp. 1399-1400) and not by less powerful subgroups in the organization. Often, incivility 

can be seen as deviant expressions of emotion (e.g., anger, frustration, anxiety) stemming from a 
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perceived emotional slight (e.g., rudeness, disrespect; Reio & Ghosh, 2009). Incivility is not 

directly about violent behavior although it has been argued that incivility might lead to more 

aggressive categories of deviant behavior, such as violence (Pearson et al., 2001; Reio & Ghosh, 

2009). 

The hallmark of incivility is that the intent is ambiguous (Pearson et al., 2005). In other 

words, it may not be clear to all involved parties whether the action experienced was intentional 

or unintentional. When unintentional, these acts of deviance tend to be more passive and 

legitimately stem from a lack of awareness on the part of the instigator (Pearson et al., 2005). 

When intentional, these same acts tend to be more assertive and stem from a (semi-)conscious 

desire on the part of the actor to inflict harm (Pearson et al., 2005). My interest here is in the 

more assertive form of incivility in which there is agentic (Giddens, 1979) behavior on the part 

of the actor (or instigator). In other words, the analysis here is confined to situations in which 

there is some form of intent on the part of the actor to affect outcome, even if that intent is not 

completely or clearly formed. 

In summary, both civility and incivility represent signification rules (Giddens, 1979). 

They are rules of behavior in a given collective, such as an organization. Such rules are typically 

established by those with greater capital (Bourdieu, 1987) or those we might refer to as the 

cultural elite (Kampf, 1972). These groups often form the dominant coalitions in society. When 

acting in accordance with those rules, employees are said to be civil and cultured; when acting 

against those rules, employees are said to be uncivil and rude. Thus, civility and incivility are 

fundamentally about power, but that power extends beyond a simple relationship from more 

powerful to less powerful. 
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3.4. Discourses of Power and Incivility 

There are at least three discourses of power with regard to incivility. The first discourse is 

the overarching power “of” corporations to label behavior as uncivil. The second discourse is the 

power “over” the less powerful enacted by those in higher status positions within an 

organization. The third discourse is the power “to” enacted by lower status actors in response to 

perceived oppressive, unfair, or inequitable workplace practices that privilege the powerful. 

3.4.1. The power “of” corporations.  

As a dominant force in contemporary society, corporations wield a great deal of power in 

constructing structures that implicitly coerce the less powerful to voluntarily monitor their own 

behavior to serve the interests of the powerful (Grey, 2009). This type of power reduces visible 

conflict (Karreman & Alvesson, 2009) and results in symbolic violence for workers who are 

complicit in their own oppression (Bourdieu, 1987) by stridently calling for fellow workers to 

“be nice” in response to unfair and inequitable work conditions. This complicity is generated 

through two mechanisms—the media and language. 

Media. Since the 1970s, organizations have worked together to create an institutional 

field to sway legislation in their interest (Barley, 2010). Media is part of that field and it serves as 

a vehicle not only for influencing legislative bodies directly but also for swaying public interest 

as a means to indirectly influence legislative bodies. Incivility scholars (Pearson et al., 2001, 

2005) cite rampant media coverage about the “serious” and “worsening” problem of incivility in 

the workplace. They argue that the prevalence of incivility headlines in the news media help 

demonstrate the severity of the impact of these deviant behaviors on individuals and the 

organizations in which they work. The “alarming” (p. 65) ways in which incivility “wrecks 
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performance and robs the bottom line” (p. 64) are played out in U.S. popular news (Porath & 

Pearson, 2010). 

However, this amounts essentially to a moral panic perpetrated by those who stand to 

gain the most from the public voluntarily stepping in to demand “civility” in the workplace. As 

part of the institutional field of influence, virtually all the major media outlets in the United 

States are owned by five media conglomerates (Campbell, 2004) or megacorporations. It is in 

their interest to find ways to create compliant and conforming employees (Grey, 2009; Karreman 

& Alvesson, 2009) who do not protest against oppression. 

To frame this in emotional terms, the media helps create postemotional (Mestrovic, 1999) 

employees who are not in touch with the authentic emotions that enable growth and change but, 

instead, operate with a veneer of niceness (or civility) that serves corporate performative 

interests. Those who do not adopt the approved veneer risk being marginalized within the 

organization or potentially even being fired. Indeed, some suggest that individuals who do not 

successfully enact the postemotional construct of civility should be terminated and all due efforts 

should be made to ensure that individuals who have been known to engage in uncivil behavior 

should be blocked from employment (Porath & Pearson, 2010). This is the power of 

organizations to construct the label of “incivility.” 

Language. The label of incivility and the veneer of niceness are reinforced by what is 

known as the “software of control” (Brown, Kornberger, Clegg, & Carter, 2010; Fournier, 1999). 

Such control uses language-based constructs of individual identity to enforce behavior 

indirectly—for example, being “uncivil” or “civil.” Catchphrases such as “be professional” or 

“be civil” are mechanisms to individuate (Karreman & Alvesson, 2009; McCabe, 2007) 

employees as either “civil” or “uncivil” and, therefore, either right or wrong within the cultural 
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context. By creating such language, corporations isolate individual behavior and make 

employees less likely to resist in the organized ways that low status employees can more 

effectively influence change in more balanced worker–organization interest (McCabe, 2007). 

Cunningham (2004) claimed the instrumental nature of such language creates a “myth of 

individualism” that dominates HRD practice. 

3.4.2. The power “over” the less powerful.  

Once the power “of” organizations to construct the labels of civility–incivility is exerted, 

higher power employees can enact power “over” lower power status employees toward 

performative interests of the organization. Such individually directed incivility (such as power 

“over” often is) tends to be more aggressive and more personal (Pearson et al., 2005). If an 

individual acts in ways contrary to the accepted norms of the organization, enforcement of the 

label “incivility” occurs, “If you step outside the language, hierarchy is asserted” (Brown et al., 

2010,p. 533). Furthermore, this assertion of hierarchy is considered not only acceptable but also 

desired in some cases (Ferris, Zinko, Brouer, Buckley, & Harvey, 2007). 

The application of power “over” in the form of bullying followers is seen as a strategic 

means of accomplishing positive outcomes for the organization (Ferris et al, 2007). These acts of 

incivility are “strategically selected tactics of influence by leaders designed to convey a 

particular image and place targets in a submissive, powerless position whereby they are more 

easily influenced and controlled, to achieve personal and/or organizational objectives” (Ferris et 

al., 2007, p. 197). While long-term implications such as turnover may persist, the short-term 

gains of increased performance through fear are considered sufficient to reward incivility 

through power “over.” 
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3.4.3. The power “to” facilitate change. 

Incivility in the form of power “to” can be equated to power that is a productive force 

used as a resource (Karreman & Alvesson, 2009) to enact constructive change, especially for 

individuals. It is important to note that power “to” can be found amongst both line employees 

and managers. Because power “over” exists at almost every level of the organization, even 

managers may engage in behaviors of power “to” (Karreman & Alvesson, 2009) as they interact 

with those with greater power status. 

Pearson et al. (2005) argued that lower power individuals tend to respond with 

organizationally directed deviance. They suggested that indirect incivility such as cutting back 

on work hours or reducing productivity as a means to get back at the organization or higher 

status individuals are hallmarks of behaviors of lower power employees. Ironically, however, 

Fleming and Spicer (2003) defined these exact types of deviant behaviors as resistance and not 

as incivility. They argued that these types of behaviors are legitimate activities engaged in to 

resist inappropriate and unfair work practices designed to enhance organizational performance at 

the expense of the health and wellbeing of employees. Thus, resistance and incivility are 

essentially the same things in this context; the difference is the source of the label—resistance is 

a label constructed by the powerless and incivility is a label constructed by the powerful. This 

type of power “to” is typically done in isolation and anonymity (Pearson et al., 2005) in part 

because opportunities to engage in collective resistance are so constrained (McCabe, 2007). 

3.4.4. Summary.  

In summary, power “of” is defined in terms of organizational and corporate interests at a 

broad, systemic level. Within the boundaries of power “of” exist two different types of power 

discourses. Power “over” is less likely to be truly discouraged by the organization because it 
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serves short-term organizational performative interests. Power “to,” which is frequently the 

target of incivility literature, is subject to the greatest attempts at eradication in the so-called 

interest of the employee who is purportedly harmed by such behaviors. While it would not be 

inaccurate to say that such attempts at resistance may have negative consequences for other 

workers, researchers of incivility rarely look at the structural underpinnings of power inequities 

that are the catalysts for the behaviors. Thus, in the following section, I explore how HRD 

professionals can serve the interests of both employer and employee, resisting the lure of being 

handmaidens to solely organizational interests (Bierema, 2002). 

3.5. Implications for HRD professionals 

Many explorations into incivility call for terminating uncivil employees, teaching civility, 

“weeding out” potentially troublesome employees, or holding employees personally accountable 

for colleagues’ behavior (Porath & Pearson, 2010). In other words, instead of holding the 

organization accountable for creating the inequitable conditions that cause incivility, such calls 

hold the oppressed employee accountable. One might even argue that the creation of such 

systems to hold fellow employees accountable for engaging in resistance (or, under a different 

label, incivility) is akin to the KGB or Stasi. Nevertheless, I believe there are healthier activities 

that HRD professionals can champion. 

3.5.1. Power “of.”  

Changing the power “of” associated with corporate America is a very difficult and time-

consuming activity because it would require a long-term societal change. Barley (2010) 

highlights the extraordinary power of corporations to mold their environments in ways that 

benefit them, while successfully obscuring their actions from the public awareness. As Kampf 

(1972) noted, the U.S. tends to focus on external threats as a means to make “most Americans 
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ignorant of the fundamental economic conditions governing their lives: the United States is a 

capitalist society whose social arrangements are largely based on an obscenely inequitable 

distribution of wealth” (p. 24). As the Institute for Policy Studies notes in their 2007 Executive 

Excess report, Americans tend to be only vaguely aware of the extreme gap between the 

compensation that corporate leaders make and that of the average worker; what is worse is that 

our society has come to expect that such pay inequities are acceptable (Anderson et al., 2007). 

HRD professionals can, and should, resist the temptation to paint all seemingly “uncivil” 

behavior with a negative brush. Such broad generalizations are likely to lead to negative 

sanctions against individual employees, such as termination (Porath & Pearson, 2010), when 

those employees may actually be legitimately resisting oppressive and unfair workplace 

practices. In other words, presumed incivility may actually serve as the canary in the mine for 

greater problems at the systemic level of the organization. HRD professionals should use such 

behaviors as a signal to explore structural inequities and address those more challenging issues 

rather than dealing with one-off individual behaviors that can spiral out of control. 

3.5.2. Power “over.” 

 To reduce the negative impact of incivility based on power “over,” the first step is to 

educate leaders that learning interventions have greater long-term performative impact by, for 

example, reducing turnover and retaliatory behaviors. If power “of” and power “over” are better 

controlled, power “to” becomes less prevalent within actions of incivility. 

While a bit trite, the California dairy commercial claiming that “Happy cows make good 

cheese” may offer some rather odd insight into the workings of employees. While distasteful to 

refer to employees as “cows,” Grey (2009) suggested that we do just that by treating them as 

cogs in the machine. However, there is some truth to the notion that when employees are treated 
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with respect and given the opportunity to truly engage constructive power in their workspaces, 

they will be happier and more productive. 

3.5.3. Power “to.”  

So, how can we get beyond treating employees like “cows?” By educating them. As 

employees become more aware of the underlying causes of inequity and unfair practices, they 

become more capable of resisting and using more effective strategies of resistance than one-off 

acts of incivility. 

For starters, employees can become more aware of the power of collective resistance. 

Schied (2001) argued that contemporary organizations are essentially devoid of union solidarity 

that facilitates co-management, having instead sold out for fleeting capitalist incentives that have 

been slowly whittled away. Those in HRD can help employees establish unions and collective 

bargaining avenues to balance the interests of organization and employee. Myles Horton, Kohl, 

and Kohl’s work with the Highlander School highlights how effective such collective power can 

be in giving voice to workers against the power of corporations (Horton, Kolb, & Kolb, 1998). 

HRD professionals can also engage in organization diagnosis and development activities 

to ascertain the systemic underpinnings of acts of “incivility.” If the acts of incivility are agentic 

(Giddens, 1979), HRD professionals should attempt to find the structural antecedents of the 

behaviors. In all likelihood, such acts of incivility are responses to structural power inequities 

that can be balanced. On the other hand, if the acts of incivility are not agentic, they are likely the 

result of miscommunication or misunderstanding. In such cases, HRD professionals can offer 

training in communication skills, interpersonal relations, or even socialization opportunities that 

help people of diverse backgrounds better understand their differences. These types of activities 

to improve communication amongst diverse individuals are fairly mainstream in the civility 
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literature, as advocated by Reio and Ghosh (2009) and Porath and Pearson (2010), to name a 

few. 

3.6. Implications for research 

In the broad discourse of management and organizations, there is a great deal of literature 

around issues of power, but there is comparatively little engagement with issues of power from a 

critical perspective. In the field of HRD, power is rarely addressed from a critical or structural 

perspective (Bierema, 2009); more frequently, power is explored from a traditional perspective 

(e.g., leadership behavior). Thus, virtually any issue associated with power within the field of 

HRD is likely to benefit from explorations with a lens of critical theory. As Reio and Ghosh 

(2009) noted, incivility may be integrally connected within power and thus is situated as a 

relatively unexplored topic within the field of HRD. 

Taking a critical perspective, this article explored incivility through the lens of power and 

provided a more detailed explanation of how power informs incivility. The vast majority of 

empirical research on incivility is conducted from the perspective of “power over;” indeed, even 

acts of incivility conducted from a “power to” perspective tend to be explored with the intent of 

minimizing disruption of “niceness” in the organization to maximize profit (Porath & Pearson, 

2010). In other words, even “power to” incivility is researched from the perspective of “power 

over” incivility and becomes coopted into the dominant paradigm of “power of.” This dilemma 

suggests that a fruitful avenue of future research and theory development focuses on identifying 

empirically the nature of each type of incivility power and exploring the antecedents and 

outcomes of each and the linkages between them. Barley (2010) notes that such research is 

infrequently conducted, particularly amongst U.S. scholars. Because of the dearth of knowledge 
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on how such power is enacted in practice, a fruitful starting point would be to conduct qualitative 

studies that provide descriptive depth about experiences and incidents associated with power. 

Another area of exploration particularly relevant for HRD professionals concerns the role 

of HRD interventions in reproducing the conditions that privilege “power of,” facilitate “power 

over,” and repress “power to.” For just one example, Reio and Ghosh (2009) suggested that HRD 

professionals could offer socialization programs to help minimize the conditions that lead to 

“power of” incivility through the loss of identity and autonomy. In a positive sense, this engages 

and educates employees to understand what to expect in the organization and facilitates 

awareness that employees can use to conform, deviate, or leave. 

But to what extent might such socialization programs be (unconsciously) subverted as 

tools to reproduce the dominant structures of the organization? In other words, “power of” is 

partially constructed through the ability of elites to socially construct the signification rule 

(Giddens, 1979) of civility; the rule tends to be reconstructed in the process of socialization (i.e., 

how one should act around here) and, therefore, “power of” is reinforced. Workplace learning 

initiatives of any kind are often fraught with “power of” and “power over” influences that are 

rarely challenged because HRD professionals are too often (without realizing it) co-opted into 

the dominant performative discourse of organizations (Bierema, 2009). Empirical research can 

reveal avenues for how HRD professionals can create programs that privilege “power to” and 

enact more equitable structural and cultural change. 

3.7. Conclusion 

This article is a first step in responding to Pearson et al.’s (2005) call for critical, 

structuralist, and nonmanagerial explorations of incivility. I argue here that incivility is not 

always something that must be eliminated to achieve optimal well-being in the organization. 
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Indeed, I argue that incivility is often an indicator that there are structural problems of power and 

inequity that need to be resolved at the organizational level. 

Cunningham (2004) highlighted Habermas’s concern that a fundamental threat to society 

is actually “the encroachment of bureaucratic systems in social relationships” (p. 232). And it is 

exactly here that the incivility literature often lies, with Pearson and her colleagues (2005) 

arguing that incivility is an “interpersonal event” of exchanges between two or more actors, 

which must be managed and controlled for businesses to function effectively. The proliferation 

of civility consultants, netiquette training, socialization training, and more suggest that 

organizations are indeed encroaching in social relationships to control the perceived incivility 

that may well be the resistive result of earlier organizational encroachment into the social spaces 

of individuals. It is time for HRD professionals to look more deeply at the underlying 

philosophies that guide their practice and to challenge the powers that so logically and rationally 

seduce workers into self-censorship and self-monitoring at their own expense,  

It is unlikely that anyone would argue for rude or disrespectful behavior in the workplace. 

But what this article attempts to do is to argue that instead of trying to find ways to individualize 

incivility and “fix” defective employees (Cunningham, 2004) who are using incivility as a means 

to engage in “power to,” we can better uphold the humane principles of HRD (Bierema, 2009) by 

showing organizations that seek to eradicate incivility that the best way to ensure a civil 

workspace is to address issues of “power of” and “power over” that generate acts of “power to.” 
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4. ‘SPACE, THE FINAL FRONTIER’? SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AS ORGANIZING SPACES 

FOR APPLYING HRD5 

 

4.1. Abstract 

This article suggests a qualitatively different type of ‘space’ that fits the classic definition 

of what constitutes an ‘organization’, but that is frequently rejected as being beyond the scope of 

HRD because it does not fit preconceived notions of an ‘organization’. In this article, I describe 

how social movements are spaces analogous to organizations that can enrich our understanding 

of HRD principles and that may benefit from our professional experience in fostering learning 

and development for and within organizations. Using concepts of sensemaking in the organizing 

process (Weick, K. E. 1979. The Social Psychology of Organizing. 2nd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage Publications) and concepts of space (Foucault, M. 1986. “Of Other Spaces.” Translated by 

J. Miskowiec. Diacritics 16 (1): 22–27; Lefebvre, H. 1991. The Production of Space. Translated 

by D. Nicholson-Smith. Oxford: Blackwell), I show how the social movement, Occupy Wall 

Street, can be seen as an important site of HRD practice and research. 

4.2. Introduction 

I have asked before, ‘What makes something “HRD”?’ (Callahan 2012). It is not 

uncommon for editors and reviewers of HRD journals and conferences to reject a manuscript 

because it is not perceived as being ‘HRD’. Some would argue, for example, that recruitment is 

                                                 

5 Callahan, Jamie L. (2013) ‘Space, the final frontier’? Social movements as organizing spaces 

for applying HRD. Human Resource Development International, 16(3), 298-312. DOI: 

10.1080/13678868.2013.782945  
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an HRM issue and not relevant for HRD, while others could suggest a counter-argument that 

recruitment is a tool of organization development initiatives and, therefore, relevant for HRD. 

For many, HRD is bounded in that it takes place within the context of (usually corporate) 

organizations (Weinberger 1998). For others, HRD extends beyond traditional boundaries of 

organizations and can be applied not only nationally but cross-nationally (Wang and McLean 

2007). 

To challenge our notions of what constitutes HRD, Nick Nissley (2011) has argued for 

the importance of exploring ‘place’ within the field of HRD. He focused his argument on 

physical, geographic places, emphasizing natural settings that are extra-organizational. In other 

words, they are not confined within the physical boundaries of organizations and yet they are still 

connected to the meaningful work, learning, and activities of and in organizations. The study of 

place extends our understanding of the boundaries of HRD to a different dimension rather than 

simply expanding the ‘size’ or ‘scope’ of the collectives that are relevant for study (e.g., nations). 

Similarly, I have suggested the field of HRD should reconceptualize its boundaries by 

thinking of ‘spaces’ in which its practice occurs (Callahan 2012). I argued that HRD 

professionals need to loosen their definitions of what constitutes an ‘organization’ that is relevant 

for the study and practice of HRD in order to meet the changing environment of the future. As I 

noted, this is not a new argument; Stewart (2007), for example, uses a ‘deliberately loose’ (68) 

definition of organization, suggesting that HRD may look instead at ‘social collectives’ (68). But 

this broader conceptualization occurs infrequently. Therefore, my goal in the present article is to 

further the exploration into new ways of conceptualizing the context for HRD scholarship and 

practice by providing a concrete example of such a non-traditional ‘organization’ that facilitates 

a greater understanding of different kinds of ‘spaces’ that can constitute relevant topics for HRD. 
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To do this, I offer a qualitatively different type of ‘space’ that can fit the classic definition 

of what constitutes an ‘organization’, but that is frequently rejected as being beyond the scope of 

HRD because it does not fit preconceived notions of an ‘organization’. These preconceived 

notions are artefacts of a dominant masculinity of HRD that can be challenged by a critical HRD 

(Bierema 2009) on which this article is grounded. Indeed, reconceptualizing the forms of 

organizing that constitute valid contexts for the study and practice of HRD is itself a challenge to 

the dominant masculinity of HRD and may serve to help re-engage the ‘more human and 

humane’ (Storberg-Walker and Bierema 2008) roots of the field. In this article, I describe how 

social movements, such as Occupy Wall Street (OWS), are spaces analogous to organizations 

that can enrich our understanding of HRD principles and that may benefit from our professional 

experience in fostering learning and development for and within organizations. 

I begin by discussing how the concept of ‘organization’ is frequently used within the field 

of HRD. I then offer a new definition of an ‘organization’ to serve as an analytic anchor for a 

discussion of ‘social movements’ as spaces of organizing. I demonstrate how this type of social 

collective meets the characteristics of ‘organization’ by using examples from a social movement, 

OWS. I conclude the paper by exploring the role of HRD practice and research in these contexts. 

4.3. What does it mean to be an ‘organization’? 

Lee (2001) argued that defining HRD may be necessary for political [or perhaps 

analytical] reasons, but such a definition ‘misrepresent[s] it as a thing of being rather than a 

process of becoming’ (327). In this way, she joins the call to ‘stamp out nouns’ (Weick 1979, 44) 

when studying organizations. It can be comforting to frame objects of study as things that ‘are’, 

because such labels offer the illusion of stability and (at least semi) permanence; for some, to 

define an ‘“organization” is therefore the urgent belief that something exists and is present to 
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apprehension’ (Ford and Harding 2004, 827). The commonplace imagery of the ‘organization’ 

constrains us from acknowledging other forms of collectives that could also be understood as 

‘organization’ (Hernes 2004). By defining organizations, we risk privileging the modernist 

notion of ‘being’ instead of being receptive to spaces of ‘becoming’. 

Nevertheless, ‘it is important at the outset to develop some appreciation for ways to 

conceptualize organizations’ (Weick 1995, 69). Therefore, this section explores ways to define 

organizations such that it privileges verbs (Weick 1979) and the process of becoming (Lee 

2001); such an approach takes its intellectual impetus from Whitehead’s notion of the recursive 

influence of verb and noun in which processes (verbs) drive the development and understanding 

of entities (nouns) (Bakken and Hernes 2006). Typically, an ‘organization’ has been defined in 

one of two ways (Morrill and Rudes 2010). The traditional functionalist definition is that an 

organization is a ‘goal-directed collective’ and a more interpretive definition is that an 

organization is a normative collective understood through its social milieu (e.g., Weick’s [1979] 

conception of sensemaking as an organizing process). Within these traditions, however, 

organizations are still generally understood by HRD professionals as formal for-profit, non-profit 

or public institutions. Further, within the field of HRD, the contexts that are typically seen as 

most valid for study and practice are performative corporations with stockholders (Bierema 

2009). We tend to have difficulty conceiving of other types of ‘spaces’ as constituting an 

‘organization’ because ‘the institutional organization of our lives is total’ (Burrell 1988, 232); the 

construct of ‘organization’, therefore, has become hegemonic. However, significant literature 

contends that there is considerable variety beyond these two narrow definitions regarding what 

constitutes an ‘organization’ (Burrell 1988; Podolny and Page 1998). 
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Thus, to facilitate an exploration of different kinds of spaces as organizations, I propose 

using a reconstructed definition of an ‘organization’: A [relatively] voluntary collective of actors 

committed to interacting toward a mutually constructed and interpreted endeavor or set of 

endeavors. Such a definition expands our realm of HRD scholarship and practice to include a 

wider range of social collectives, such as social movements, virtual communities, social media 

networks, temporary organizations and more. Further, this definition does not require an a priori 

‘goal’ for the creation of an organization. As Weick and his colleagues (Weick, Sutcliffe, and 

Obstfeld 2005) noted, even the goals of an organization are crafted through retrospective 

sensemaking. Using the concept of ‘actors’ instead of ‘individuals’ facilitates the exploration of 

networks of small collectives – such as projects – as jointly comprising an ‘organization.’ 

Finally, the use of the term ‘voluntary’ bounds the construct to those groups that actors choose to 

join, not, for example, families. However, in deference to issues of power, the modifier 

‘relatively’ acknowledges that not all actors engage in otherwise ‘voluntary’ collectives fully by 

choice. Certainly, employment in traditionally understood organizations would periodically fall 

in this ‘relatively voluntary’ category if actors are unable to leave for any number of reasons – 

lack of opportunity, lack of skills, lack of financial independence, etc. But also non-traditional 

organizations would fit in this category as well; for example, trafficked individuals are frequently 

workers in spaces that have easily recognizable characteristics of an ‘organization’ and, yet, their 

participation can hardly be considered as voluntary. 

This definition lends itself to conceiving of the relationship between space and 

organization as a context for the application of HRD scholarship and practice. Indeed, 

organizations are sometimes seen as ‘spaces’ (Yeung 1998), and the exploration of space and 

place has begun to attract greater attention from organization scholars (Taylor and Spicer 2007). 
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Nevertheless, much of the literature on space still begins from the same traditional concept of an 

‘organization’ as a space of practice, instead of looking at processes of organizing in unlikely 

spaces. The most common approach to organizational space is the study of geographic spaces 

within and around bounded organizations (Taylor and Spicer 2007). However, a less common 

approach – space as a lived experience (333) – suggests that space is a construction of our 

perceptions and experiences. Although Taylor and Spicer (2007) focus on organizational spaces 

in this approach as well, this perspective leaves room for conceptualizing space as an active 

process that can form an organization. 

Yeung notes Lefebvre’s construction of space as ‘constituted by relations among its 

objects’ (Yeung 1998, 110). This lends itself to Weick’s notions of verbs because space is not a 

‘thing’ or an object … space is made up of ‘things’ and ‘relations’; it is not a ‘container’ (110) of 

activities, but is the constructed interactions of actors. To Lefebvre, space is an active force 

(Beyes and Steyaert 2012) and, thereby, has properties of both noun and verb. This is also 

consistent with the way Bakken and Hernes (2006) describe Whitehead’s concept of 

nounmaking, in which processes (space) stimulate the apprehension of entities (organization). 

Quoting Halford and Leonard (2005, 661), Beyes and Steyaert (2012) contend that 

‘[o]rganizations are themselves configurations of multiple, distinctive, differentiated spaces’ 

(48). It follows, then, that multiple, distinctive, differentiated spaces may be considered 

organizations of some kind, and therefore, may be responsive to HRD interventions. 

4.4. ‘Space’: The final frontier? 

Explorations of ‘space’ are typically traced to the works of scholars such as Anthony 

Giddens, Michel Foucault, and Henri Lefebvre, and more recently, Edward Soja. Giddens may 

seem a natural lens for exploring concepts of structured organizations and spaces (Callahan 
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2009); however, other sociological concepts of spaces more fully enable a broadening of the 

classic understanding of what constitutes an ‘organization’. While Giddens conceptualizes 

organizations as having geographical boundaries through which people transition intermittently 

between work and non-work, Foucault, for example, sees organizations as all-encompassing 

spaces (Burrell 1988). Organizations, as spaces, are socially constructed and are malleable over 

time – meaning that what may be seen as an organization today may not be seen as an 

organization tomorrow. 

Foucault (1986) suggests that space concerns issues of ‘knowing what relations of 

propinquity, what type of storage, circulation, marking, and classification of human elements 

should be adopted in a given situation in order to achieve a given end’ (23). In other words, 

space is about the same issues that are associated with organizations – whether defined as goal-

directed collectives that serve as vehicles for organizing resources (Turner and Müller 2003) or 

as a series of activities that are organized and interpreted through collective sensemaking (Weick 

and Putnam 2006). 

The idea of ‘space’ as it relates to organizations is also not a new concept (Kornberger 

and Clegg 2004); indeed, ‘space functions as a central organizing principle in the social sciences’ 

(Gupta and Ferguson 1992, 7). As noted earlier, this is consistent with an interpretive definition 

of organizing that privileges activities such as sensemaking and enactment. Space informs 

organizing, and it ‘is both the medium and outcome of the actions it recursively organizes’ 

(Kornberger and Clegg 2004, 1096). 

But, what then, does ‘space’ mean?  Much of the literature regarding ‘space’ is grounded 

in the field of geography or uses tangible geographic phenomena in relation to ‘space’ (Elden 

2001). However, a broader application to different types of tangible and non-tangible spaces is 
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growing. Examples include Johansson and Kociatkiewicz’s (2011) exploration of city festivals, 

Pugliese’s (2009) study of Lampedusa and Christmas islands as spaces of ‘border zones of the 

dead’, Hirst’s (2011) study of ‘hot-desking’ office environments, and Wainwright’s (2010) 

exploration of distributed workplaces. 

Space is not unidimensional. There are non-tangible, virtual or ‘unreal’ spaces called 

utopias (Foucault 1986) or secondspaces (Soja 1989) or representational spaces (Lefebvre 1991). 

There are tangible, ‘real’ spaces of enactment called heterotopias (Foucault 1986) or firstspaces 

(Soja 1989) or social practices (Lefebvre 1991). According to Foucault (1986), any given space 

can have characteristics of both utopia and heterotopia. Foucault (1986) highlights a reflection in 

a mirror as such an example; he suggests that the image being generated in the mirror is a utopic 

representation of the heterotopic mirror itself and the object standing before the mirror. Soja 

(1989) and Lefebvre (1991), both of whom tend to explore geographical space, give this dualism 

of real-unreal a label; Soja calls it a thirdspace and Lefebvre calls it representations of space. 

These typologies are depicted in Figure 4-1.  

 

 
Figure 4-1. Typologies of relatively equivalent conceptions of ‘space’ 

 

In turn, the concept of space is often used in association with social movements 

(http://hannahwinkle.com/ccm/space.htm, accessed 30 March 2012). A social movement is a 

‘space of exclusion’ (Morgan 2000) because those who resist the hegemony of traditional 

http://hannahwinkle.com/ccm/space.htm
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hierarchical organizations find themselves excluded by said ‘organizations’ – thus making 

social movements a type of ‘non-traditional’ organization. As an organizing principle, then, we 

can think of ‘space’ in terms of a fulcrum on a continuum of organizational types because the 

concept of space helps us define and make sense of what constitutes an ‘organization’ 

4.5. Alternative organizational ‘spaces’ 

An example of an alternative organizing space can be found in social movements. Tilly 

(1998) notes that social movements are ‘strongly-patterned transactions within interlocking 

networks’ (456) that ‘include actors, ties, and identities, often include roles, groups, and 

organizations, but never sum up to a single solidary group’ (456); in other words, Tilly claims 

that social movements cannot be understood as organizations in their own right. Nevertheless, 

the counter argument that social movements have significant parallels to bounded organizations 

is not new (c.f., Zald and Ash 1966; Zald and Berger 1978; Rao, Morrill, and Zald 2000). Until 

recently, though, few have addressed the parallels between social movements and organizations 

(Davis and Zald 2005). What differentiates social movement organizations from more commonly 

accepted forms of capitalistic organization are that ‘(1) they mobilize their constituency for 

collective action, and (2) they do so with a political goal, that is, to obtain some collective good 

(avoid some collective ill) from authorities’ (Kriesi 1996, 152). 

Davis and Zald (2005) contend that, in today’s turbulent environment of change, 

‘organizations increasingly resemble episodic movements rather than ongoing bounded actors’ 

(335). Perhaps because the turbulent environment is so closely connected to technological 

innovation, organizational theorists tend to overlook the influence of cultural innovation, in the 

form of social movements, on organizational forms (Rao, Morrill, and Zald 2000). Further, social 

movements not only have characteristics that are analogous to bounded organizations (Davis and 
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Zald 2005), but social movements can serve as the catalyst for generating new forms of 

organization (Rao, Morrill, and Zald 2000). As spaces without distinct organizational identity 

boundaries (Hernes 2004), social movements can also be seen as organization that can generate 

organizations6. It is important to note, though, that ‘a social movement does not simply 

presuppose [organizations], but is itself an organized and self-conscious field of actors with 

grievances and common purposes, however shifting and negotiable’ (Goodwin and Jasper 2004, 

19). 

The following section takes up the challenge to explore the parallels of social movement 

and organization by looking at a widely publicized social movement as a space in which 

organizing processes can be identified. The OWS movement that began in the United States and 

spread internationally to hundreds of cities globally (Adam 2011) actively resisted calls to more 

formally organize. And, yet, Madrigal (2011) noted that the Occupy movement is ‘metastatic, the 

protests have an organizational coherence that’s surprising for a movement with few actual 

leaders and almost no official institutions’ (paragraph 1); this lends itself to understanding social 

movements, through an interpretive lens, as organizations (Morrill and Rudes 2010). 

4.6. Occupy Wall Street – A space of organizing processes 

One of the most well-known theorists of organizing, Weick (1979) suggests that 

organizations are created through four organizing practices: ecological change, enactment, 

selection, and retention. Thus, to demonstrate how the ‘space’ of the OWS social movement 

mirrors what we easily recognize as an ‘organization’ in which HRD practice may be 

                                                 

6 For a distinction between ‘organization’ and ‘organizations’, see Hernes (2004). 
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meaningful, I use these four practices as a lens for interpreting OWS as an organized space. 

Further, these organizing practices can be linked to concepts of space. Using Lefebvre as a frame 

of reference, Figure 4-2 represents the interconnection of the organizing process and spatial 

dimensions. 

 

 

Figure 4-2. Organizing and space. 

 

A brief exploration of the core OWS website (http://occupywallst.org/) provides ample 

evidence of the organizing processes that serve to define this space. Indeed, the driving force 

behind planning the OWS movement, the New York City General Assemblies, claims that the 

movement is ‘an open, participatory and horizontally organized process [emphasis added] 

through which we are building the capacity to constitute ourselves in public as autonomous 

collective forces within and against the constant crises of our times’ (http://www.nycga.net/, 

accessed 4 April 2012). 

4.6.1. Ecological change 

As it sounds, ecological change is a difference in the environment that creates the raw 

material or catalyst for re-interpretation of present collective circumstances (Weick 1979). For 

the Occupy movement, the Arab Spring protests and the Wall Street bailout were triggers in the 

environment that initiated reflection for Occupy protestors. The description of the origins of 
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OWS on the main website of the ‘organization’ supports this. ‘#OWS is fighting back against the 

corrosive power of major banks and multinational corporations over the democratic process, and 

the role of Wall Street in creating an economic collapse that has caused the greatest recession in 

generations. The movement is inspired by popular uprisings in Egypt and Tunisia…’ 

(http://occupywallst.org/about/, accessed April 4 2012). 

Mapping ecological change to the literature on ‘space’, it is the process of reinterpretation 

of existing conditions that influences the creation of representational space, as defined by 

Lefebvre (1991). In this equivocal stage of recognizing environmental differences and reflecting 

upon what to do about it, ideas, visions, and theories begin to emerge. This emergence influences 

the initiation of enactment. 

4.6.2. Enactment 

Enactment emerges from a recognition of ecological change that drives a desire to take 

action in response to that recognized environmental difference (Weick 1979). The action taken is 

still raw material in that it has not yet been selected for continuation; it has not been tested or 

interpreted as an important response to change. 

The initial OWS protest that occurred on 17 September 2011, in the financial district of 

Manhattan (http://occupywallst.org/about/) is an example of enactment. Social movements such 

as Adbusters, anonymous, and US Day of Rage all played a role in creating the response that 

became OWS, but none of these movements can be seen as ‘leading’ or ‘responsible for’ the 

OWS movement itself (Schneider 2011). The group that played the largest role in enacting the 

protest was the NYC General Assembly (NYCGA), which comprised activists, union workers, 

students, and artists who had already been experimenting with occupation protests. 
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In addition to the march on Wall Street on September 17, protestors set up Zuccotti Park 

(also known as Liberty Plaza) as a staging area for the protests (Moynihan 2011). The park also 

became an impromptu campground for protestors and, over time, the temporary nature of the 

park began to include a variety of services that began to move the OWS from enactment to 

selection. 

As enactment commences, it pulls from representational space for the ideas and visions to 

create the action associated with this stage of organizing. In turn, the action itself takes the form 

of social practices (Lefebvre 1991). Enactment, then, is associated with both the ‘dreamed’ world 

of representational space and the practical world of social practice. 

4.6.3. Selection 

When structure is applied to an enacted display of action in order to make meaning of 

that enactment, selection is at play (Weick 1979). Selection can best be seen in the Occupy 

movement through the creation of other Occupy movements throughout the world and the 

formalization of the camp in Zuccotti Park through a variety of established services. 

The OWS movement quickly spread to include protest camps in at least 100 cities in the 

United States and more than 1500 cities throughout the world (http://occupywallst.org, accessed 

4 April 2012). Thus, the structure of the Occupy movement is influencing similar protests 

globally. 

Services in the camps represent another structuring mechanism. As Hanek (2011) noted, 

camps provided a wide range of services for those involved in the protest movement. There were 

libraries, computer labs, dining facilities, toilet facilities, medical facilities, and more. As the 

movement realized that a consistent presence seemed to make a difference in achieving an 
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emerging goal of action, these services grew from a recognition of need. In other words, these 

social practices were selected as a result of enacted sensemaking. 

From a spatial perspective, social practices are the daily routines that define a given space 

(Lefebvre 1991). It is the process of meaning making around such daily actions that constitute 

selection. Thus, the spatial construct of social practices can be connected to the organizing 

process of selection. 

4.6.4. Retention 

Retention is the ‘storage of products of successful sense-making’ (Weick 1979, 131). 

Sophisticated websites and the re-creation of services in multiple camps and the sharing of 

learning across camps are examples of retention. 

The core website for all matters associated with OWS is http://occupywallst.org/. The site 

notes that ‘OccupyWallSt.org is the unofficial de facto online resource for the growing 

occupation movement’ (paragraph 1). Within this repository of all things Occupy, there are 

discussion forums, chat rooms, event calendars, and more. There are operations group links and 

forums sharing best practices tips for kitchen operations, libraries, technical support, accounting, 

and media operations. There are guides for how to promote peaceful occupations in distant 

communities (http://howtooccupy.org/). Linked to this site are also visioning and community 

building documents passed by consensus and posted by the NYCGA, such as the principles of 

solidarity (http://www.nycga.net/resources/principles-of-solidarity/). These principles include 

‘points of unity’ such as ‘engaging in direct and transparent participatory democracy’, 

‘redefining how labor is valued’, and ‘exercising personal and collective responsibility’. Occupy 

presence on Facebook and Twitter further enhances the retention, revitalization, and re-creation 

of successful sensemaking. 
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In the literature on ‘space’, representations of space are the models, designs, plans, and 

guidelines (Lefebvre 1991) that serve to retain meaning for those engaged in interactive 

endeavours. Retention, then, is linked to representations of space. In turn, representations of 

space further reinforce the ideas, values, and belief systems that form representational space, 

which influences a collective’s interpretation of the environment. Thus, as depicted earlier in 

Figure 4-1, concepts of space are recursive. 

4.6.5. Recursive representational space 

As the OWS movement continues to grow and continues to engage in sensemaking, 

initial ideals and values are sometimes reinforced and sometimes re-created. These shifts in 

values, beliefs, and goals are represented in the virtual environment and are typically responses 

to ecological change. Such recursive reflection reinforces the creation of space as an organizing 

process. 

For example, one area of ecological change is found in detractors’ cries that the 

movement was ineffective because it did not have any established demands or actionable goals 

(Butler 2012). In response, those associated with the movement began to reflect upon the 

necessity of creating such demands. Those in the movement were conflicted; some began to 

create such demands, while others argued against them. Judith Butler (2012) argued that to create 

such a list of demands would result in ‘giving more power to the very sources of inequality, and 

in that way aiding and abetting the reproduction of inequality itself’ (paragraph 9). Nevertheless, 

the New York City General Assembly created a mind map that captured the essence of what the 

Occupy movement stood for (Figure 4-3). This declaration represents the ideals of the collective 

democratic process espoused by the organization as it ‘was drawn and conceived of by Rachel 

Schragis. It is based on the official OWS document Declaration of the Occupation of NYC and 
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developed through a crowd-editing process facilitated by the Artist’ (personal communication, 

Rachel Schragis, April 8, 2012). It captured the ideals of the group in response to environmental 

pressure and, in turn, has been used to guide further action by the group. In true ‘alternative’ 

fashion, the ‘demands’ do not take the traditional form of a list but, instead, are a somewhat 

ambiguous conglomerate of interconnected thoughts, ideals, and visions for the group. 

 

 

Figure 4-3. Declaration of the New York City General Assembly.  
Source: http://www.nycga.net/resources/declaration/#flow. Image used with permission from Rachel 

Schragis. 
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4.7. The role of HRD 

The journey of OWS through the four elements of the organizing process shows how 

social movements are spaces that can be understood as an organization. Indeed, social 

movements can be seen as an emergent type of organizational form that holds the promise for 

fostering democratic ideals within the workplace (Alvesson and Willmott 1996). In this way, I 

see social movements as central to the practice of HRD and, in particular, Critical HRD. They 

are a new form of organization in their own right, worthy of study; but they are also instrumental 

in facilitating change within other, more traditionally understood, organizations. 

4.7.1. Practicing for social movements 

Even the OWS movement itself recognizes the importance of human resources. Ed 

Needham, spokesman for OWS, said, ‘The success of the movement has never depended on 

money. OWS is about our abundant human resources – the creative talent, dedication and sweat 

equity of people here and elsewhere that have decided to stand up against a corrupt and unjust 

society run by a powerful, elite few’ (Cabrera 2012). 

In practicing HRD for social movements such as OWS, however, it would be important 

that HRD professionals avoid imposing traditional organization expectations and structures on 

these non-traditional organizational forms. Doing so would serve to marginalize these new 

organizational forms and legitimize the very organizational structures this type of social 

movement resists. Nevertheless, practices associated with organization development, training 

and development, and career development may prove useful for social movements. 

4.7.1.1. Organization development 

From an organization development perspective, the OWS movement had established a 

substantial organizational infrastructure to make resources available for the protestors – 
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information centres, medical centres, libraries, press centres, and more (Hanek 2011). 

Organization development activities for a social movement organization would likely touch on 

all four categories of action for HRD professionals (Callahan and Dunne de Davila 2004) – 

identity, integration, adaptation, and achievement. HRD professionals could help social 

movements create identity through engaging participants to create space for strategic discourse 

that facilitates institutionalization of the processes enacted in the movement (Phillips, Lawrence, 

and Hardy 2004). Integration activities would include establishing dissemination and diffusion 

mechanisms to ensure all members of the organization are aware of such things as decisions, 

action items, learning experiences, and more that serve to build inter-relatedness of members. 

Adaptation would include developing systems for environmental scanning. And achievement 

would, for example, focus on the strategic planning activities that facilitate realization of 

collective goals. 

4.7.1.2. Training and development 

The Highlander School (Horton, Kohl, and Kohl 1998) is an excellent example of 

integrative actions (Callahan and Dunne de Davila 2004) to apply learning strategies to facilitate 

change through social movements. In December of 1931, Myles Horton (Horton, Kohl, and Kohl 

1998) asked, ‘Can an idea become organized and still live?’ (53); the answer, he found, was to be 

organized ‘just well enough’ (53) to get people together and ‘SEE THAT IT GETS NO BETTER 

ORGANIZED’ [emphasis in original] (53). The resulting Highlander School applied active 

training and learning techniques that were integral to the US labor organization and civil rights 

movements. HRD can help social movements through training and development in a variety of 

areas. HRD professionals can help foster an internal sense of identity (Callahan and Dunne de 

Davila 2004) by creating and delivering newcomer orientation or socialization (Reio 2000) 
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sessions. They can create educational programming for how to effectively protest (an 

achievement-oriented action [Callahan and Dunne de Davila 2004]) or provide safety tips for 

police interaction (an adaptation-oriented action [Callahan and Dunne de Davila 2004]). 

4.7.1.3. Career development 

While only a small number of participants in social movements would seek to create a 

full career from their participation, the experiences gained from engaging in the social movement 

can be most helpful as a learning tool for job seeking. Such a training, learning, and development 

intervention for career development would speak to both adaptation to external environments and 

to achievement of goals (Callahan and Dunne de Davila 2004). Integration-oriented activities 

(Callahan and Dunne de Davila 2004) would include organization development initiatives that 

facilitate career development opportunities to engage and volunteer in the movement community. 

4.7.2. Practicing from social movements 

More importantly, I contend that such social movements can also serve HRD by teaching 

(C)HRD professionals new insights to organizing, leadership, power, and risk taking. I have 

made earlier calls to the field of HRD that our role is to help ‘employees learn to learn, learn to 

reflect and learn to question so that they can meaningfully engage’ (Callahan 2010, 321) in 

making choices about their work. Social movements can help push us out of our happy 

complacency (Sandlin and Callahan 2009) in doing our jobs to make us reflect upon what we are 

doing and perhaps to take risks to engage in something unfamiliar. 

One of those unfamiliar areas is distributed leadership. An early proponent of the concept 

of distributed leadership noted that ‘there is still a tendency among psychologists and 

sociologists to think of every group as having a leader … however … unequivocal unipersonal 

leadership rarely, if ever, occurs’ (Gibb 1958, 103, as cited in Gronn 2008). Disenchantment 
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with the efficacy of individualistic theories of leadership has spurred recent interest in the ways 

in which leadership is an artefact of collective engagement (Thorpe, Gold, and Lawler 2011). 

One of the criticisms levelled at the Occupy movement in the media is the lack of a clearly 

identified leader or leaders within the space. Despite formal leadership, it is clear that the roles of 

leadership are being fulfilled by individuals taking responsibility for accomplishing organizing 

tasks. In particular, ‘leadership to counterbalance the dominance of managerialist values’ 

(Thorpe, Gold, and Lawler 2011, 243) may be manifested through social movements. Thus, 

social movements with distributed leadership become fruitful places for the study of new forms 

of leadership. 

Another relatively unfamiliar area is the role of social media as an organizing vehicle 

and, yet, social movements often generate their ‘space’ through social media. This is different 

from the architectural constructions of space that dominate organizational studies (Kornberger 

and Clegg 2004). The field of HRD is becoming more comfortable with using social media to 

further organizational goals. For example, the Academy of Human Resource Development 

(AHRD) has an active Facebook page and is exploring how to use Twitter as a means to network 

its members and recruit for new members. Wainwright (2010) notes the importance of such 

social networking in extending the space of the traditional office. Thus, not only are social 

movements relevant to HRD, but they may be important to the future of our practice. We could 

ask not only what HRD can do for and within social movements but what can social movements 

do for HRD? And what other ‘spaces’ can HRD illuminate, and be illuminated by? We might 

expand our vision to online discussion forums, social networking media like Facebook or 

Twitter, community groups, informal learning networks, or other similar ‘spaces’ of learning in 

social collectives. 
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Social movements as a type of organization also serve as case studies for motivation and 

engagement. They are non-formal, relatively unstructured, voluntary associations of individuals 

committed to a mutually constructed endeavor. In working towards their goals, members of 

OWS endured police brutality, imprisonment, destruction of their personal property, extremes of 

hot and cold weather, and more; yet, they continued their presence and their engagement in 

pursuing the ideals formulated in representational space. Their work shows that engaging in 

social movements requires risk-taking. Reio (2007) notes that risk-taking is a prerequisite for 

problem solving, learning, development, and creativity; yet, the narrative about the implications 

of risk-taking within organizations tends to be negative. It is in this vein that social movements 

can be instructive in at least two ways for the HRD profession. First, what can more formal types 

of organizations learn from social movements about how risk-taking works to motivate and 

engage employees? And, second, how can organizations re-create spaces that encourage the risk 

taking that fosters learning? 

Further, it is in the creation of spaces for risk-taking and learning that social movements 

may also serve to form a bridge between the fields of adult education and HRD. Reio (2007) 

highlights the divergence of the two fields due to differing emphases on the goal of learning – 

adult education tends to focus on developing human potential, while HRD tends to privilege 

occupational performance. However, he argues that the similarities between the fields as 

constitutive parts of an educative system make it increasingly important that the fields work 

together. Social movement organizations, which are not the traditional contexts within which 

HRD professionals work, serve as organizing spaces in which members are actively taking risks 

to challenge corporate narratives about occupational and organizational performance and, by 

doing so, learn (and strive to expand that learning locally and globally). Spaces such as OWS 
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serve as cases for both adult education and HRD because they model a ‘freedom to act, to take 

risks, [which] implies freedom to learn and to accept the idea that you can build your strength 

from the bottom up instead of the top down’ (Horton, Kohl, and Kohl 1998, 146). 

Such grassroots social movement initiatives are often a response by citizenry to corporate 

oppression (Rao, Morrill, and Zald 2000). In turn, however, corporations may co-opt the 

mechanisms of the social movement. Barley (2010) demonstrates the way in which corporate 

organizations followed the success of environment shaping initiated by US social movement 

organizations in the 1970s. Recognizing the success that social movement groups had in joining 

forces to lobby Congress for legislation against corporate interests, organizations are engaged in 

similar collective action to reverse that legislation in their favour. And, once again, social 

movements have gained momentum to challenge corporate interests and, in doing so, are 

reluctantly becoming organized. This is a recursive journey of influence across organizing 

processes, fields, and institutions. 

4.8. Conclusion 

As I explore the role of HRD in this recursive journey of influence and organizing (and 

organizing and influence), I remain mindful of the risk of commodifying the nature of social 

movement organizations. Yeung (1998) notes Lefebvre’s concern that ‘capitalism, and more 

generally development, have demonstrated that their survival depends on their being able to 

extend their reach to space in its entirety’ (325). Am I, by proposing the idea of space as 

organization for HRD, contributing to the commodification of yet another type of space? 

I hope not, because I concur with Myles Horton that social movements have the power to 

change society through learning (Horton, Kohl, and Kohl 1998). Alternate forms of organizing, 

such as the OWS social movement, give HRD professionals an opportunity to step out of the 
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comfort zone of what constitutes an ‘organization.’ Reio (2007) contends that, ‘instead of being 

satisfied with what we already know, we strive to know more about what we do not, and 

according to Dewey, this is the only way we can come to know or learn’ (7). So, instead of being 

satisfied with what we think we ‘know’ is HRD, I hope the field of HRD will take some risks 

and think creatively about how to see different kinds of social collectives as ‘spaces’ for HRD so 

we can continue to shape our identity as a field that is relevant to the engagement of learning in 

‘organizations.’ 
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5. THE ONLINE OXYMORON: TEACHING HRD 

THROUGH AN IMPERSONAL MEDIUM7 

 

5.1. Abstract 

Purpose. This paper aims to present an alternative and critical view of online learning for and by 

HRD professionals. 

Design/methodology/approach. This paper is positioned as a conceptual reflection regarding 

practical implications not frequently considered with regard to implementing online learning 

systems. 

Findings. This paper contends that many of the practical reasons for implementing online 

learning (accessibility, power equalization, and cost reduction) have fatal flaws. 

Research limitations/implications. This paper suggests that researchers broaden their 

perspectives beyond the assumption that using online learning is the goal to be achieved with 

regard to teaching and learning HRD. Both traditional and critical perspectives of online learning 

should be more thoroughly explored through empirical research. 

Originality/value – Few conceptual or empirical works challenge the unquestioned hegemony of 

the appeal of online learning, especially within the field of HRD. This reflection will hopefully 

serve as a catalyst for research that challenges unquestioned assumptions about online learning 

as a cutting edge innovation for teaching and learning HRD.  

                                                 

7 Callahan, Jamie L. (2010). The online oxymoron: Teaching HRD through an impersonal 

medium. Journal of European Industrial Training, 34(8/9), 869-874. DOI: 

10.1108/03090591011081020. 
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5.2. Introduction 

In an earlier article (Callahan and Sandlin, 2008), I argued that educational institutions had 

jumped down Alice in Wonderland’s rabbit hole by not mindfully considering the implications 

of online learning. I will make a similar argument here as it relates specifically to the teaching 

and learning of HRD. As HRD seeks more innovative ways to educate and train future 

professionals, online learning is often justifiably positioned as a cutting-edge approach to 

reaching learners. In the past few decades, online learning has exploded as a novel teaching 

technique poised to solve a whole host of problems associated with education and training. As 

sites of learning in organizations, HRD departments are being encouraged to implement online 

learning to deliver training materials; as sites of learning in universities, HRD programs are 

embracing online learning as a means to educate new HRD professionals. Indeed, online 

education is seen by many simply to be the inevitable future of teaching and learning (Clegg et 

al., 2003).It is this very unbridled enthusiasm of inevitability that provides me with pause for 

thought. With such enthusiastic support for a “new” technique of teaching, the potential for 

performative, instrumental, and commercial ideologies infiltrating spaces of learning is very real 

(Hides, 2005; Clegg et al., 2003), and yet these underlying assumptions associated with online 

learning are rarely addressed in the literature Thus, using a lens of my own experiences and 

reflections about the past decade in which I have been engaged with online learning as evaluator, 

designer, teacher, and student, I will present an alternative and critical view of online learning for 

and by HRD professionals. 

5.3. HRD education via on-line learning? 

HRD professionals engage in a wide variety of activities designed to promote learning 

and development within and by organizations. Although dated, McLagan’s (1989) three domains 
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of HRD activities – career development, organization development, and training and 

development – still form the knowledge base for many HRD professionals. To that end, HRD 

professionals learn skills such as how to interact with others in order to help those individuals 

and the organizations within which they work to meet desired goals; they learn to problem solve 

and help teach others to do the same; they learn how to design and deliver training; they learn 

how to evaluate training and organizational programs; they learn to work in groups; they learn to 

think in critically reflective ways to enact their role in ways that will benefit both employer and 

employee. Traditionally, these skills were taught in face-to-face sessions – in classrooms or on 

the job; now, however, the growth of technology is enticing – perhaps pressuring – HRD 

educators to teach new HRD professionals through online learning. 

But can online learning technologies promise all things to all learners and to all topics? 

No, just as no single teaching platform can, and yet techno-utopians argue that online learning is 

so powerful that it will make traditional sites of learning obsolete (Goldberg and Reimer, 2006). 

Despite combating a history of performative orientations, a core value consistently held by HRD 

professionals is “promoting meaningful change and making a difference” (Bierema, 2002, p. 

250). To accomplish this, important HRD practices are often those based in humanistic 

principles that privilege interaction, relationships, dialogue, and emotion (Callahan, 2004). While 

these things can take place within an online environment, the richness of experience is certainly 

diluted. Gulati (2008) notes that the prevalent instructional design of online courses privileges an 

objective instrumentalist approach to learning, which is at odds with the essence of what HRD 

stands for. 

Instructional design “is the process of deciding what methods of instruction are best for 

bringing about desired changes” (Riegeluth, 1983, p. 8). One of the first principles of design is to 
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identify your learning objectives or outcomes before you decide the best techniques to 

accomplish those outcomes (Welle Strand and Thune 2003). The fascination with online learning 

has by-passed that principle and assumed that the method, namely technology, will drive the 

learning. This assumption is so prevalent that techno-utopians (Goldberg and Reimer, 2006) do 

not even acknowledge the importance of outcomes before determining whether or not online 

learning is an appropriate medium for accomplishing the course objectives. For example, in their 

chapter on incorporating instructional design principles with the world wide web, Ritchie and 

Hoffman (1997) highlight seven important steps of instructional design – none of which include 

the determination of whether the method (i.e. internet-based learning) is even appropriate for 

reaching the desired objectives. 

To be sure, online learning can be an effective tool for teaching many HRD essentials. 

Online learning is likely to be highly effective for teaching basic information or objectives that 

call for knowledge, and perhaps comprehension, levels of intellectual activity. As objectives 

progress to more complex intellectual activities, such as application or evaluation, online 

learning becomes challenging at best. For example, learning how to write training objectives can 

be accomplished fairly easily online because it requires that learners recognize, relate, and 

reproduce statements that fit their circumstances. On the other hand, learning how to facilitate a 

training session with an unruly class participant is less likely to be effective without experiencing 

first-hand real or simulated conflicts in a learning environment. To accomplish similar abstract 

objectives, online learning can take much longer than face-to-face courses. For example, in a 

face-to-face class, interacting with fellow learners to read, troubleshoot, and respond to a brief 

case study can easily be structured to take part or all of a single three-hour meeting. The same 

case would take up to three weeks in an asynchronous environment; and synchronous interaction 
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is both at odds with the “flexibility” promise of online education and it requires access to high 

speed internet connections that are beyond the reach of many learners. 

5.4. A techno-utopia? 

The praises for online learning have created a techno-utopia (Goldberg and Reimer, 

2006) that promises to make education more accessible to the less wealthy and to disadvantaged 

racial and ethnic groups, eliminate power structures, and reduce costs. These are powerful 

statements that appeal both to those who advocate for social justice and to those who espouse the 

need to increase profit margins. Perhaps because of this diverse appeal, these claims have rarely 

been challenged. 

Accessibility to computers and the internet is strongly correlated with existing wealth 

(Goldberg and Reimer, 2006), suggesting that the less wealthy are less likely to have access to 

the required infrastructure to even participate in online learning. Reporting statistics from Allen 

and Sieman (2008), Doyle (2009) notes that online students are more likely to be white, 

financially stable (earning more than $60,000 per year), and live within 40 miles of the 

university from which they are taking classes. Indeed, the majority of students in my online 

classes often live closer to the university than I do! Until recently, the online classes that I taught 

were delivered using WebCT (Blackboard) Vista. My personal off-campus internet connection 

was not fast enough for me to access the course in an efficient manner; in one semester, it took 

three hours to submit grades for a class of 15 students. I could not help but wonder how my 

students were faring. Many of them indicated that they had to wait in line at the city library or 

come to campus to use the computer labs because either they could not afford a home computer 

or they could not afford the high speed internet required to access the courses. More often than 

not, these individuals were non-white and/or single mothers trying to further their education so 
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they could qualify for promotions or higher paying jobs. This dilemma is also present for those 

engaging in online HRD training in organizations – are they given work time to accomplish the 

training (often, no) or must they find  alternate  high  speed  internet  access  on  their  own  

time? This lack of accessibility and lack of convenience directly contradicts some of the very 

benefits of online learning touted by techno-utopians. 

With regard to the leveling of power structures, Gulati’s (2008) research revealed that 

online learning did nothing to eliminate power structures, but simply created new and different 

types of power differentials. As a method of ensuring that students are completing the training 

increased surveillance is often implemented to track accountability. Also, required participation 

in online discussion privileges active learners and potentially creates an unsafe environment for 

silent learners, resulting in power differences that reinforce extroversion and teacher dominance. 

Yet, engagement in the discussion forums is often perceived as necessary for creating 

community and for teaching interaction. The creation of community is also behind a feature in 

the learning systems software Moodle, which allows teachers and learners to upload profile 

pictures that appear with every post by the individual. On the one hand, this does increase the 

sense of community and provides a visual reference – a good thing. On the other hand, this also 

increases the likelihood that racial and gender biases that create power structures in face-to-face 

classes can be re-created in the online forum. Thus, dominant power structures may be expanded 

rather than eliminated in online forums. Again, this is another dilemma that challenges the extent 

to which online learning can truly support the HRD profession. The creation of community is an 

important element inherent within HRD practice; yet the coercive construction of that 

community is counter to HRD principles of inclusion and choice. 
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Finally, online learning is reported to reduce costs for training. But does it? And, whether 

it does or does not reduce costs, at what cost does it do so? There is an unmistakable symbolic 

violence (Bourdieu, 1990) that accompanies the appearance that online learning costs less – it 

may cost the organization less, but when it does cost less, it is often at the expense of the trainer 

and the learners. The costs in online learning are potentially hidden. HRD educators must spend 

the time that they used to spend doing other relevant, and still needed, activities to learn how to 

use ever changing technology. Further, in an online environment, the educator is expected to not 

only be a content expert, but is also expected to expertly manage the structures or mechanisms 

through which the content is delivered. This would be analogous to asking a brick and mortar 

educator to learn how to troubleshoot and fix the lighting or air conditioning in a classroom8 – an 

absurd notion, to be sure, but seen as perfectly normal (or hegemonic!) in online environments. 

Perhaps the greatest cost to HRD professionals is the relegation to delivering compliance-

oriented training online where it has minimal cost, maximum surveillance, and minimal chance 

for effecting real change. This places HRD not “at the table” as a strategic player, but instead 

marginalizes the field as an unwanted, but necessary, function to meet government regulations. 

For learners, the symbolic violence may be seen in the amount of unpaid time needed to 

learn skills and knowledge comparable to that of their face-to-face colleagues is significantly 

longer, as mentioned earlier, placing a greater burden upon the learner to be responsible and use 

personal time to be competitive. Also, the types of interpersonal and problem-solving skills 

needed by HRD professionals are not easily transmitted in online environments. In one semester, 

I split my Introduction to Training & Development course into one online class and one face-to-

                                                 

8 I am indebted to my colleague, Toby Egan, for this analogy. 
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face class. The primary objectives were to provide an overview of classic models of training (e.g. 

ADDIE) and to introduce students to platform and facilitation skills; all of my classes also 

incorporate some type of scholarly writing. The syllabus was the same for both courses, with 

minor differences accounting for the nature of the courses; for example, online students 

submitted videos of their platform delivery presentations while face-to-face students delivered 

the presentation in class. By the end of the semester, the online students had better rote memory 

recall of factual items (e.g. components of ADDIE, milestones in training history) while the face-

to-face students had better platform and facilitation skills and produced more critically reflective 

scholarly papers with fewer incidents of plagiarism. I submit that the skills acquired by the face-

to-face students are far more important for HRD professionals. Sadly, because of the transition to 

a new semester, a new version of WebCT Vista, and my then lack of expertise with the software, 

all of the data associated with that semester were lost – yet another “victim” of technology! 

5.5. Conclusion 

In conclusion then my point is this. I am arguing that online learning technologies can be 

a double-edged sword for HRD educators, but, as a field, we often fail to reflect on the 

implications of technology for our practice. For this reason, I purposefully have focused more on 

criticisms of online learning, as the praises abound. Citing Latour (1988), Grint (1997, pp. 16-17) 

highlights the challenge of technology as: 

[.. .] just one more temporary and recalcitrant ally in the war of competition against other 

capitalists. The consequence, therefore, may be that workers’ lives are lightened by 

technology – if it appears that such a strategy will secure a competitive advantage for one 

capitalist over another. Of course, the opposite may also occur and workers’ lives may be 

ruined by technology, but the issue is determined not by the technology but by the 

strategic intent of the capitalists. 
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This fascination with online learning may serve to highlight that HRD can adopt cutting 

edge technology and reduce costs significantly for the broader organization – all the while at the 

expense of creating HRD practitioners with watered-down skills whose shallower skill sets rob 

HRD of positions of credibility and influence within organizations. The field of HRD may lose 

the potential to help people when its professionals become depersonalized cogs facelessly 

delivering pre-packaged online services. 

Because of my experiences, I argue that the push for online learning is at odds with much 

of what the field of HRD stands for—including dialogue, interaction, and relationships. While 

learning through interaction and dialogue can certainly be accomplished in online environments, 

it is a pale shadow of the depth of what could be learned through substantive face-to-face 

interaction. A quote by David Noble (2001) bears repeating in my conclusion, “.. . all too often 

in the past people had only belatedly realized the dimensions of the calamity that had befallen 

them, too late to act effectively in their own interest” (p. ix). Innovations such as technology are 

neither inherently good nor bad. Technology, as the innovation discussed in this reflection, may 

help us better teach some things and it may hinder us from teaching other things. But we must 

mindfully consider our options before allowing technology, or any innovation for that matter, to 

drive our decision making. Let HRD educators act effectively in their own interest – use online 

learning wisely and do not be pressured into adopting technology for technology’s sake.  
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6. THE RETROSPECTIVE (IM)MORALIZATION OF SELF-PLAGIARISM: POWER 

INTERESTS IN THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF NEW NORMS FOR PUBLISHING9 

 

6.1. Abstract  

The ‘scourge of self-plagiarism’ has begun to find a place in the discourse of organization 

and management scholarship. Whether a real issue of concern or a moral panic, self-plagiarism 

has captured the attention of authors, editors, publishers, and plagiarism-detection software 

companies. The types of behaviors castigated as self-plagiarism and the severity of approach 

toward those behaviors vary, as power brokers in the publishing process argue they hold an 

ethical high ground. Yet, little has been done to problematize self-plagiarism as a concept and 

how, and why, it came to occupy such a central role in the academic discourse. In this article, I 

explore these issues and argue that self-plagiarism is a misnomer that has been retrospectively 

(im)moralized through regimes of power. I review the spectrum of behaviors that now fall under 

the self-plagiarism umbrella and problematize issues associated with self-plagiarism. I identify 

and challenge the power interests that are negotiating the spaces in which self-plagiarism has 

risen to the forefront and present a call to action to more transparently, and ethically, deal with 

issues that are currently labeled as ‘self-plagiarism’. Furthermore, in presenting this article, I 

engage in a form of ‘guerrilla plagiarism’ to resist the appropriation of my authorial voice by 

power elites in the institutional field of publishing. 

                                                 

9 Callahan, Jamie L. (2018). The retrospective (im)moralization of self-plagiarism: Power 

interests in the social construction of new norms for publishing. Organization, 25(3), 305-319. 

DOI: 10.1177/1350508417734926 
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6.2. Introduction 

The concept and enactment of ethics continue to grow in importance for organizations. 

Increasingly, organizations (to include publishers and higher education institutions) desire to be 

seen as ethical (Pullen and Rhodes, 2013) and compete to demonstrate the highest level of 

standards. And, yet, in the quest to be seen as ethical, socially constructed norms and codes of 

ethics may punitively target members of a community without considering alternative modes of 

understanding ethics from the perspective of the individual (Pullen and Rhodes, 2013; Randall, 

2001). In the academic community, plagiarism and self-plagiarism are currently constructed as 

ethical issues (Elliott et al., 2013) and scholars themselves are the targets of reconstructed codes 

of conduct that address these issues. 

As I have discussed elsewhere (Callahan, 2014), more and more publications are 

appearing about issues of self-plagiarism, and much debate has ensued about the ‘scourge of 

self-plagiarism’ (Green, 2005). In 2005, the number of hits on the keyword search ‘self-

plagiarism’ was 8000 (Green, 2005); in 2013, that number had increased to 82,500 (Callahan, 

2014). As of August, 2016, the same keyword search resulted in over 2 million results. Whether 

a real issue of ethical concern or a moral panic, self-plagiarism has captured the attention of 

authors, editors, publishers, and plagiarism-detection software companies. 

I contend that the dominance of these power structures interrupts a scholar’s ability to 

express themselves as they so choose within the publishing space (Rhodes and Wray-Bliss, 

2012). While others have addressed ethics with respect to the conduct of research (e.g. Jeanes, 

2017), little has been done to problematize self-plagiarism as a concept and how, and why, it 

came to occupy such a central role in the discourse of academe. In this article, I extend the 

conversation about research ethics to explore these issues and argue that self-plagiarism is a 
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misnomer that has been retrospectively (im)moralized (Bloom and White, 2016) through regimes 

of power. 

To provide background for my argument, I first discuss plagiarism and self-plagiarism, 

reviewing the spectrum of behaviors that now fall under the self-plagiarism umbrella and 

problematizing issues associated with self-plagiarism. I then explore the power interests that are 

negotiating the spaces in which self-plagiarism has risen to the forefront and problematize the 

competing interests between these actors. Finally, I present a call to action to more transparently, 

and ethically, deal with issues that are currently labeled as ‘self-plagiarism’. In this article, I use 

the core ideas from my previously published short commentary on the topic (Callahan, 2014) and 

expand upon them by problematizing the concept of self-plagiarism, addressing the power 

interests that are driving the current focus on the issue, and offering a call to action for 

addressing ‘self-plagiarism’ within scholarly publications. In developing this article, I engage in 

a form of ‘guerrilla plagiarism’ (Randall, 2001) to resist the appropriation of my authorial voice 

by power elites in the field of publishing. 

6.3. Plagiarism 

To understand self-plagiarism, we must first understand plagiarism. Historically, the 

word ‘plagiarism’ is rooted in the Latin plagiarius, or kidnapper; in the 17th century, the word 

plagiary referred to a ‘kidnapper or a kidnapping, theft or a thief of ideas’ (McArthur, 1992: 

784). Today, plagiarism is considered the theft of another’s words or ideas (Cronin, 2013). On 

rare occasions, this type of theft occurs when an individual presents as his or her own an entire 

paper published by another author, without attribution; it is much more common, however, for an 

individual to take sections of writing from one scholar and present them as his or her own. 
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Most scholars would contend that plagiarism is grievous because it ‘undermines the 

entire scholarly enterprise’ (Hexham, 2005: Section 1, paragraph 2). In academe, our ideas and 

the representation of those ideas (usually in the form of the written word) are our capital. Those 

words create the scholarly identities that form the basis of our credibility, reputations, and 

careers. Our ideas as scholars become the commodities that we trade for our livelihoods; 

however, as will be discussed later, our remuneration is indirect. Furthermore, identifying 

‘ownership’ of those ideas can easily be uncertain territory. 

And, yet, even highly esteemed scholars have been accused of plagiarism—from direct 

copying of language to appropriation of ideas without attribution. In his blog, Yiannis Gabriel 

(2014) posted his thoughts regarding the recently discovered plagiarism by major scholars such 

as Lewis Wolpert, Zygmunt Bauman, and Karl Weick. Wolpert accepted full responsibility for 

having used language taken directly from a variety of sources (to include Wikipedia) and 

apologized for having done so, claiming inadvertence and sloppiness (Davis, 2014). Bauman, as 

Gabriel (2014) notes, was not only sloppy in referencing and attribution, but he also seemed to 

have claimed ‘ownership of an idea that was very clearly someone else’s, in this case Erich 

Fromm’s’ (paragraph 9). Weick’s case has drawn both critics and supporters and is particularly 

relevant to the present argument because it is associated with ownership of language. Weick 

relayed a story from folklore using language nearly identical to a source, which he cited without 

using quotation marks. Many, such as Gelman and Basbøll (2014), contend that Weick’s actions 

were a grievous case of theft; others, such as the authors of the blog West Coast Stat Views (Can 

you plagiarize folklore? 25 April 2012, 

http://observationalepidemiology.blogspot.co.uk/2012/04/can-you-plagiarize-folkore.html), 
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challenge whether or not folklore can be plagiarized, given the nature of repetition of oral history 

and lack of clear ownership of the original idea or story. 

Such an argument is consistent with Randall’s (2001) deconstruction of originality and 

ownership in literature. Rose (2002) points out that Randall’s explanation of the history of 

plagiarism shows that ‘(a) plagiarist, then, is one who is by definition incapable of authorship’ 

(p. 271). Both authorship and plagiarism are ‘transhistorical’, and the definition and 

understanding of both change and evolve over time. As Ross (2002) notes, such evolution is 

based upon the decisions of any given ‘interpretive community’. It is institutions that have the 

power to affect evolution, creating a panopticon effect that encourages fellow academicians to 

surveil each other to ensure they follow the institutionally crafted, and institutionally benefiting, 

‘rules’. In this context, it is this changing nature of language that has contributed to the 

popularization of another form of scholarly transgression—self-plagiarism. 

6.4. Self-plagiarism 

If plagiarism itself can be contested, then the uncertainty associated with the recently 

popular issue of self-plagiarism is surely even greater. The current positioning of the concept of 

‘self-plagiarism’ began in the medical sciences before leapfrogging to the social sciences. A 

dominant player in the viral spread of the concept was the Committee on Publication Ethics 

(COPE), which was founded in 1997 by editors of medical journals (Yentis, 2010). Now, with 

more than 11,500 journals pledged to uphold the standards established by COPE (to include 

nearly 2500 social science and management related journals), the conceptions about what 

constitutes ‘self-plagiarism’ are grounded in natural and physical sciences. This is important 

because medical research follows inherently different practices to social science research, so 
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definitions, understandings, and practices do not transfer cleanly and there has been limited 

effort to problematize how these meanings appear in social science spaces. 

As a form of perceived transgression, self-plagiarism has instigated a change in 

guidelines of leading professional associations regarding ethical publishing behavior in 

organization and management studies. Honig et al. (2014) note that the Academy of 

Management’s code of ethical conduct has changed from ‘an implicit recognition that a certain 

amount of self-plagiarism is acceptable, as long as “different audiences and outlets” are 

employed’ (p. 128) to a more stringent and explicit exhortation to cite any and all words and 

ideas published, unpublished, or electronic, even if they are one’s own (Martin, 2013). 

Although some have contended that self-plagiarism is a new concept (e.g. Bretag and 

Carapiet, 2007; Green, 2005), it has, in fact, been bandied about for more than a century; an early 

reference to self-plagiarism can be found in an anonymous response letter to the Atlantic 

Monthly in 1893 (Anonymous, 1893). While the origination of the term self-plagiarism is unclear 

(Bird and Sivilotti, 2008), what is clear is that the concept is once again gaining ground. Martin 

(2013) noted that scholarly journal articles regarding self-plagiarism and related misconduct 

increased significantly (from 170 to 820 articles) between 2000 and 2012. Even the latest edition 

of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (American Psychological 

Association (APA, 2010)) includes a discussion of self-plagiarism for the first time (iThenticate, 

2011); certainly, self-plagiarism is on the publishing dashboard right now. 

In this spotlight, self-plagiarism is framed in at least four categories (Andreescu, 2013; 

Thurman et al., 2016) which occupy a spectrum of perceived (un)ethical behaviors on the part of 

authors. These are dual or duplicate publication, ‘salami slicing’, redundant publication, and 

textual recycling. In the paragraphs that follow, I will present the most rigorous definition of 
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each of these categories; however, while there is general agreement in the literature that these 

four categories in the extreme can be defined as ‘self-plagiarism’, there is not agreement on the 

nature or threshold of behavior that would be considered self-plagiarism. 

The first, and typically seen as the most egregious, is dual or duplicate publication 

(Andreescu, 2013). In this instance, the author publishes the same or substantially similar work 

in more than one outlet. Initially, this behavior was associated with authors publishing (nearly) 

the same work in its entirety in more than one journal. An example would be the widely 

publicized case of renowned economist Bruno Frey who, among other purported instances, 

published virtually the same critique of academic publishing in two different journals within 2 

years (Storbeck, 2011). De Vasconcelos and Roig (2015) explore another example of duplicate 

publication in which a conference proceedings article was significantly expanded upon and then 

later published in a refereed journal. The article was subsequently retracted under the broad 

umbrella of plagiarism (as opposed to the more specific self-plagiarism). 

The transgression of ‘salami slicing’ covers two types of self-plagiarising (Andreescu, 

2013). One type is taking one large data set and dividing it into multiple projects to maximize the 

number of publications that can emerge from a single study. A recent example is work done 

about teachers, as employees of school organizations, and their perspectives of bullying among 

students. Sokol et al. (2016a, 2016b) used the same data set to explore ‘the impact of victims’ 

responses on teacher reactions to bullying’ (Sokol et al., 2016b: 78) and ‘teachers’ perspectives 

on effective responses to overt bullying’ (Sokol et al., 2016a: 851). The other type of salami 

slicing is to use a different portion of an existing data set for another paper. With this 

understanding of self-plagiarism, for example, Roulston’s (2001) insightful article that 
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reanalyzed data from a 1991 study using a different methodological technique would have been 

an example of self-plagiarism despite having offered readers something ‘new’. 

Roulston’s (2001) article also would have been guilty of redundant publication, another 

type of self-plagiarism (as it has currently been retrospectively constructed). This type of self-

plagiarism occurs when an idea or an existing data set is used again in another publication with a 

different ‘thematic slant’ (Andreescu, 2013). Roulston’s (2001) re-analysis of the same data 

using a different theoretical lens resulted in a re-interpretation of the same findings. Examples of 

this type of publishing deemed as ‘self-plagiarism’ abound in the social science literature, 

especially because the nature of qualitative research encourages multiple subjectivities and, 

therefore, multiple interpretations of the same phenomenon. 

Finally, textual recycling is frequently seen as self-plagiarism (Andreescu, 2013); it is 

probably what most people now think of with regard to self-plagiarism. This type of behavior is 

not so severe as to reach the level of copyright infringement, and indeed, it seems to contradict 

the very author protections that copyright was designed to afford (Bently, 1994). Textual 

recycling refers to reusing parts of one’s own published works in a subsequent publication 

without a formal citation to that earlier work. In 2009, the Academy of Management code of 

ethics specifically required, without calling it self-plagiarism, that 

Academy of Management members explicitly cite others’ work and ideas, including their 

own [emphasis added], even if the work or ideas are not quoted verbatim or paraphrased. 

This standard applies whether the previous work is published, unpublished [e.g., in-press 

or in-progress manuscripts, email communications, raw data (APA, 2010)], or 

electronically available. (Schmink, 2009) 

Despite, or perhaps as a result of, this wide variation of what is seen to constitute self-

plagiarism, there is much debate about the concept. The very definition of plagiarism as theft 

causes many to argue that one cannot steal from one’s self, and therefore, self-plagiarism is an 
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oxymoron (Cronin, 2013) which purposefully ‘invoke[s] the pejorative tone of the root-word’ 

(Clarke, 2009: Section 2, paragraph 4). Some contend that self-plagiarism is academic fraud or 

misconduct (e.g. Bretag and Carapiet, 2007; Martin, 2013), while others have argued that 

scholars can, do, and even should reuse their written words and ideas, within reason and without 

citation (e.g. Andreescu, 2013; Anonymous, 1893; Chalmers, 2009; Hexham, 2005; Scanlon, 

2007; Vermuelen, 2012). As the anonymous letter writer argued in 1893, reissuing one’s own 

ideas is much like the state reissuing money; ideas, like currency, have greater impact if widely 

circulated through multiple outlets by the same ‘issuer’, such as an author (Anonymous, 1893). 

Vermuelen (2012) and Neville (2005) extended this notion by contending that, today, pre-

eminent seminal scholars with widely published, commonly themed works would be castigated 

as self-plagiarists, and our scholarly community would be the poorer for it. 

For if plagiarism is theft of words or ideas, how can one steal one’s own words or ideas? 

Unless, of course, the author does not, in fact, have ownership of those words or ideas. Copyright 

laws were initiated as a means to protect the rights of authors (Bently, 1994). However, in the 

present era of publishing, those rights are consistently being called into question. Gennaro (2012) 

is particularly frank about how copyright law has come to privilege publishers at the expense of 

those who created the work in the first place: ‘Once you have transferred copyright to a journal 

[in order to publish] you cannot ethically use the words that you have written in another journal 

article; you no longer own those words’ (p. 109). Nevertheless, Bently (1994) remarks on Roland 

Barthes’ contention that once text has been published, the words no longer belong to that author 

or anyone else for that matter. It is this notion of intertextuality that leaves space for authors to 

challenge the demonization of using their own words, data, or ideas for different effects and 

toward different audiences. 



 

98 

 

6.5. Problematizing self-plagiarism 

The concept of self-plagiarism can be critiqued on the whole as an example of 

retrospective moralization (Bloom and White, 2016) or, in this case, retrospective 

(im)moralization. This concept can be seen when a group retroactively reconstructs the norms of 

behavior to legitimize (or delegitimize) already existing behavior. For much of the discourse 

surrounding self-plagiarism, this retrospective (im)moralization has explanatory power with 

respect to arguments about reach, rationale, and reductionism. 

6.5.1. Reach 

A key attribute of scholarly research is that it should have extensive reach in order to 

have maximum impact. This concept of reach can be understood in multiple ways. One way 

reach is manifested is through gaining the attention of members in multiple audiences. The 

notion here is that the readership of any given journal is likely at least to be somewhat different 

than the readership of another journal, trade magazine, or book. Each of these audiences is likely 

to be distinct, but may well have common interests; however, they are unlikely to read the same 

publications. The most rigorous interpretations of self-plagiarism would (now) contend that it is 

not appropriate to publish a similar manuscript that has been modified to address the needs of 

each different audience. Paraphrasing a well-written idea to avoid recycling may actually be 

worse because it is not honest that it is indeed the same idea (Andreescu, 2013). Consistency and 

clarity around a core set of concepts, constructs, ideas or data, methods, and design would be 

desirable to be in verbatim, or nearly so, language because it creates layered impact (Chalmers, 

2009), and there is no question when one encounters the subsequent articles that this portion 

remains the same. Reach can also occur through first presenting at a conference or publishing a 

small portion of findings in a journal and then subsequently publishing a thoughtfully 
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considered, well-developed manuscript that built upon previous versions of the manuscript. Such 

a journey would follow traditional guidelines regarding the way in which scholarly progression 

and new insights occur, and yet it is considered by some as self-plagiarism in the re-envisioned 

norms of academic behavior (Kokol et al., 2016). 

Self-plagiarism associated with issues of reach is premised upon the privileged, and 

erroneous, belief that technology has rendered all publications accessible to all audiences. There 

are a number of reasons why this simply is not the case. First, databases which house journals are 

expensive; not every library can afford to maintain access to the work. Second, not all readers are 

privileged to be part of an institution that provides access to online copies of published 

manuscripts; these readers would have to purchase each work separately. Third, it assumes that 

readers always use targeted searches to identify works of interest and, therefore, will find the 

sole article published in a given outlet; it also assumes those targeted searches will be conducted 

within the database that houses the journal in question. 

6.5.2. Rationale 

The rationale for self-plagiarism can also be challenged. Some authors (e.g. Bruton and 

Rachal, 2015; Honig et al., 2014) contend that to recycle text is an indicator of laziness or 

deception. Another rationale is that the push for academe to operate more like a business has 

commodified scholarship, and new measures of success are predicated on quantity of output 

rather than quality of output. Quality is subjective and not easily captured by administrators, 

while quantity is easy to quickly identify. As noted earlier, Andreescu (2013) argued that it may 

be more ethical to simply use the same verbatim language when the content is common across 

two otherwise unique pieces of work. For example, the literature review or methods section are 
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likely to be similar (or, historically, even identical) across multiple pieces of work within the 

broader body of work of an author’s research agenda. 

Direct quotation of several sentences, or paragraphs, of one’s own work would be 

awkward and would be costly in terms of using limited word count space for self-citation instead 

of presenting truly new material. Andreescu (2013) suggests that, ethically, what is important is 

that each work offers new knowledge toward theory, research, or practice. Presenting the same 

language may be interpreted as more consistent and more honest, and ironically, given the earlier 

critique regarding the commodification of academe, such practices are also more efficient. 

Furthermore, allowing verbatim language precludes the need for excessive self-citation (which is 

also considered a transgression; see Brown-Syed, 2010) when large chunks of supporting 

language are easily identified as having been used in a previous work. 

6.5.3. Reductionism 

Finally, self-plagiarism is all too frequently subjected to reductionism when it is referred 

to as simply plagiarism in the quest for efficiency, lack of redundancy, or possibly conciseness of 

type font. Such reductionism places the author in a much more serious group of ‘offender’, one 

that is not retrospectively (im)moralized but that is genuinely and historically seen as a 

transgression by most scholars. Dropping off the modifier of ‘self’ conflates the construct with 

‘plagiarism’, which is acknowledged widely as being an egregious offense in academe. For 

example, Honig and Bedi (2012) explore the nature of plagiarism among Academy of 

Management scholars, and in their description of methods, they qualified their stance toward 

self-plagiarism in such a way that implies it may well be perceived as traditional plagiarism by 

some: 
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Since the focus of this study was on individuals plagiarizing others’ work without 

appropriate acknowledgement, we adopted a more conservative approach toward self-plagiarism. 

If authors used sections from their own previous work or cited the primary source, then it was 

not considered plagiarism. (p. 112) 

But the relabeling also is connected to what appears to be a general misunderstanding of 

how to read findings from software detection reports that, once again, reduces the transgression 

to a percentage of a similarity index. However, these similarity index reports cannot be 

interpreted in isolation—references may be captured inadvertently, block quotes are identified as 

copying, common phrases are picked up (e.g. ‘the purpose of this study is to …’), and more. 

When scholars discuss the extent of plagiarism (and self-plagiarism) in the literature, they 

frequently express the severity of the incident in terms of percentage of similarity with other 

texts (e.g. De Vasconcelos and Roig, 2015; Honig and Bedi, 2012). Marik (2015) discusses this 

problem in depth as he reflects on his own ‘conviction’ as a self-plagiarist as a result, in part, of a 

plagiarism-detection software that picked up a high similarity index which included his name, 

affiliation, common phrases for conditions found in his field, and even attributed quotations. 

Another reduction is the relegation of understandings of what constitutes quality in 

research to numeric performance indicators (Martin, 2013) at individual and institutional levels. 

Wade (1975) quotes a National Science Foundation (NSF) official: 

I am not looking forward to the day when Senator Proxmire’s assistant can get a printout 

from the Science Citation Index and says, ‘I see there has been a breakthrough in this 

field—I can’t quite pronounce it—and why haven’t you put half your money into it?’ (p. 

430) 

Fifty years ago, Janke (1967) noted the inherent concern of reducing the evaluation of the 

quality of work to the number of times it has been cited—namely that bad papers may be cited 
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frequently, while outstanding papers ‘are too far ahead of their time’ (p. 891) and are not 

frequently cited. Concerns about advancement with citation indices expressed 50 years ago may 

well be coming to fruition. 

6.6. Power interests and the social construction of self-plagiarism 

In her book Pragmatic Plagiarism, Randall (2001) argued that plagiarism is contested 

territory. Power interests compete to define what constitutes plagiarism and to best profit from 

the existence and enforcement of the socially constructed phenomenon. She contends that 

[a]cademia is much prone to internal accusations of plagiarism, carried out from time to 

time in the public eye, as cleansing rituals in which the mechanism of scapegoating, 

raised to the level of purging the internal ranks of the elite, guarantees the honesty, or the 

appearance of honesty, among the ranks of the virtuous. (Randall, 2001: 121) 

I contend that self-plagiarism is another step in this power struggle between corporate 

and scholarly interests. 

6.6.1. Corporate 

Corporate interests associated with self-plagiarism are represented not only by publishers 

but also by plagiarism-detection software companies and even institutes of higher education 

themselves. These groups all have a financial or managerial interest in promulgating the idea of 

self-plagiarism. Higher education is embedded in this corporatized audit society (Lorenz, 2012) 

and has fallen into Ritzer’s McDonaldization (Parker and Jary, 1995; Roberts and Donahue, 

2000). As Margolis (2004) noted, ‘Where not so long ago professors “owned” the tools of 

scholarship, controlled the labor process, and certified the quality of our product, the process of 

McDonaldization has torn this relation asunder’ (p. 368). Self-plagiarism is an extension of the 

McDonaldization of academia. 
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The introduction of managerialism in higher education led to such things as ranking lists 

and league tables that stripped academics of their autonomy as scholars and reduced their ‘worth’ 

to quantifiable targets (Lorenz, 2012; Parker and Jary, 1995; Trowler, 2001). As universities 

continue to compete for recognition in world ranking lists, they pressure their faculty to produce 

more— more publications, more grant funding, more student graduations. The message delivered 

here is that more is better because quantity serves as a proxy for quality in an audit culture. In 

turn, universities create promotion and performance management systems linked to journal 

output that privileges quantity over quality. Such pressure lends itself to problems of rationale 

and reductionism noted above because anything that is not measured does not ‘count’ toward the 

proclaimed efficiency of the enterprise (Parker and Jary, 1995; Waring, 1988). Thus, cutting 

corners in a managerialized institution has created a culture which facilitates behaviors that have 

been described as self-plagiarism (e.g. ‘dividing one paper into many’ (Parker and Jary, 1995: 

329)). Self-plagiarism merely becomes one more step in deprofessionalization, surveillance, and 

control that is guised in terms of ‘ethics’ in a corporatized university. 

Perhaps more culpable in the creation of self-plagiarism as an ethical breach are 

publishers and plagiarism-detection software companies. Each of these entities has a financial 

interest in raising self-plagiarism as a transgression that needs to be monitored and curtailed. On 

one hand, corporate plagiarism-detection software companies want to create greater opportunity 

to increase markets for their products; manufacturing a new ‘need’ for detecting more instances 

of plagiarism suits that capitalist interest. On the other hand, publishers want to narrow the reach 

of each manuscript so that they have exclusive rights to make money from downloads and 

purchases of the research. Thus, technology has created instrumentalities that become 

meaningful only through their exchange value (Vieta, 2006). 
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Marcuse ([1941] 1997) foresaw this when he suggested that the commodification of 

products (e.g. journal articles) undermined the foundation of individuality. As a result, the less 

powerful (i.e. academics) were forced ‘under the dominion of the giant enterprises of the 

machine industry’ (Marcuse, [1941] 1997: 141) represented by corporate and university 

enterprises. Under their influence, the ‘… standardization of thought under the sway of 

technological rationality also affects the critical truth values. The latter are torn from the context 

to which they originally belonged and, in their new form, are given wide, even official publicity’ 

(p. 147). 

As part of this technological growth, a platform that provided publishers even greater 

control over words and ideas appearing in their outlets emerged. The ability of software 

detection programs to find the minutest level of similarity has created a self-monitoring system 

in which people police themselves and their colleagues. However, early forays into the use of the 

leading plagiarism-detection software, Turnitin, were met with resistance because they were seen 

by academics to violate student rights under copyright law (Foster, 2002) and to unfairly take 

advantage of student–faculty power differentials (Vie, 2013). Bringing commercial demand full 

circle, Read (2008) argues that the CEO of Turnitin seeks to maximize profit by expanding into 

new markets. One such new market was through publishers, and self-plagiarism increased the 

ability for both commercial enterprises to increase their earnings. Vie (2013) suggests that these 

technological platforms ‘lull us into compliance and cause us to forget that there are larger issues 

regarding copyright law and ownership of ideas still up for debate’ (p. 3). This is a corporate 

solution to a noncorporate issue. 

Another corporate solution to a non-corporate issue is the exchange of free labor by 

academics in the production of content for journals that serves as a ‘building block of [the 
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publisher’s] strong market position’ (Nentjes, 2012: 427). The Intellectual Property Director at 

Cambridge University Press acknowledges ‘the legitimate economic interests of the 

rightsholders’ (Taylor, 2006: 262), recognizing that frequently the rightsholder is the publisher 

and sometimes the author. He contends that such economic interests are typically more 

substantive for publishers, particularly with regard to copyright piracy more so than plagiarism. 

Taylor (2006), the book publisher representative, frames the corporate role as protecting ‘the 

rights of the author in the commercial marketplace’ (p. 266). Others, such as Nentjes (2012), 

disagree and contend that (especially journal) publishers have been protecting corporate 

economic capital as their priority. 

6.6.2. Academic 

The priority of academics shifts based on whether one is a reader, an author, or an editor. 

All three share, with each other and with corporate entities, an interest in some type of efficiency 

with respect to achieving their goals. However, a key differentiation of academic interests from 

corporate interests is that reputational factors are far more significant for scholars (Nentjes, 2012; 

Parker and Jary, 1995). 

Proponents of self-plagiarism as a scourge frequently argue that readers will be upset by 

reading the same words or ideas in multiple outlets without citation of the earlier sources 

(Bonnell et al., 2012; Nentjes, 2012). On one hand, they say, readers will feel duped if they pick 

up a subsequent article and find that portions of it are the same as another article they have read. 

This negative feeling is apparently mitigated if the author cites the previous work. Others 

contend, for efficiency’s sake, that the language from the original work may not even be used 

and that a reference or overview abstract should simply take the place of the common content 

(e.g. ‘For a description of the method, please see this article’.) (May, 1967). This would benefit 
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the publisher of the original manuscript because many readers would want to know that 

information and would obtain the article. The efficiency argument can also be raised as rationale 

for not citing an author’s original use of an idea or language in every case because providing a 

citation encourages a reader to obtain that resource (a benefit to the publisher); however, if the 

use of particular language (background literature or methods) is not particularly germane to the 

new purpose or new audience of the present manuscript, taking the time to obtain and read the 

original is not an efficient use of the reader’s time. 

Authors want to broaden the reach of each idea to many audiences because their 

performance is evaluated in terms of numbers and impact, which is made more likely by multiple 

publications that recycle text or build upon existing ideas. And, while doing these things, the 

expectation to avoid self-plagiarism is that authors cite their own ‘published, unpublished, and 

electronically available’ words and ideas (Schmink, 2009: 589). However, a dilemma here is that 

another transgression in publishing is frequent self-citation (Martin, 2013). Until recently, self-

citation was seen as more unethical than reusing one’s own words and ideas to support a new 

project. Before the creation of the Science Citation Index in 1963, interest in citation analyses 

was very limited and concern about self-citation was generally in the context of egotistical and 

excessive reference to an author’s own works (Martyn, 1975). While this type of self-citation 

was most common, Tagliacozzo (1977) noted that there were, in fact, three different possibilities 

for self-citation—individual, journal, and institutional. Individual-level self-citation is an article 

in which the author(s) cites their own previous works; journal self-citation is an article in which 

other articles from the same journal are cited; and institutional self-citation is an article that cites 

other articles by authors from the same institution. Self-citation as primarily an individual 
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transgression has been retrospectively moralized (Bloom and White, 2016). Self-citation is now 

more frequently associated with journal transgression (cf. Mavrogenis et al., 2010). 

Finally, editors are in a precarious position of power—they are scholars laboring without 

pay for publishers for the honor of furthering the dissemination of the latest scholarly research. 

Editors have a vested interest in raising the perceived quality of their journals, as currently 

measured by various versions of an ‘impact factor’. This has led to concerns about coercive 

citations (Honig et al., 2014), a form of self-citation (Tagliacozzo, 1977), in which editors or 

reviewers pressure authors to cite articles from the journal itself to increase the prestige (and 

ranking) of the journal. Indeed, early writers on the topic warned that enthusiasm for citation 

analyses could lead to journals (and authors) attempting to manipulate their reputations and 

‘impact’ by selective citation (e.g. Margolis, 1967; May, 1967; Wade, 1975). 

This fear of self-plagiarism led to editors and publishing bodies to create formalized 

ethics policies (Jeanes, 2017) that resulted in rejections and retractions. In the spirit of the 

McUniversity (Parker and Jary, 1995) or McAcademy (Roberts and Donahue, 2000), there has 

emerged an emphasis on creation of and adherence to rules (compliance-oriented ethics) and 

‘commitment to shared values and encouraging ethical aspirations (values-oriented)’ (Weaver et 

al., 1999). As more journal editors pick up the mantle of dealing with this once and future 

transgression, they write guidelines and codes. Codes are written by those in positions of relative 

power, relegating the transgression to the lowest denominator in the hierarchy (Farrell and 

Farrell, 1998). Such codes ‘do not liberate moral and ethical resources within the individual. 

Rather the codes use language to create or maintain a hierarchical power relationship’ (Farrell 

and Farrell, 1998: 598), thus disempowering the author. 
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6.7. Implications 

In this power struggle, the author bears the brunt of a ‘blame the victim’ mentality. The 

work of Honig et al. (2014) reveals that at the end of the day, this ethical dilemma of self-

plagiarism is focused upon the author. Our actions to address this relatively recently immoralized 

behavior are attempts to fix the scholars instead of challenging the structures that give rise to the 

behaviors and even to the phenomenon itself. To that end, I suggest that the field might 

reconsider its approach to self--plagiarism. I argue that authors and editors can create a healthier 

and more rigorous space for scholarly publishing by pursuing three courses of action. These 

three action items are to rename, recognize, and resist. 

6.7.1. Rename 

Multiple authors have noted the unjust and inflammatory nature of the label ‘self-

plagiarism’ (Andreescu, 2013; Chalmers, 2009; Marik, 2015). Ironically, words matter. Painting 

(perhaps latently) as plagiarists authors who build upon their ideas to contribute to knowledge or 

who use their own previously published words to drive home a salient point does not strengthen 

the field. While clearly some actions captured under the current label of self-plagiarism are 

unethical or questionable, some may be argued as acceptable or even encouraged. Regardless of 

position on the spectrum of action within scholarly publication, to equate these actions with theft 

does not offer an accurate picture of what occurred. I concur with Andreescu (2013), Chalmers 

(2009), and others that self-plagiarism is a term that should be renamed or even banished from 

our lexicon. Thurman et al. (2016) offer the suggestion of identifying ‘unacceptable duplication’ 

instead of ‘self-plagiarism’. If one accepts that some or all of the types of behaviors are 

unethical, then I suggest it would be better to simply call those things as they are instead of 

creating a moral panic of self-plagiarism—excessive reuse of text, redundant publication without 
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offering new knowledge, aggrandizing micro-segments of a study, and similar language would 

be more authentic ways of identifying problem areas. 

6.7.2. Recognize 

Extending from this need to rename the socially constructed offense of self-plagiarism is 

the need to recognize the spectrum of actions that fall into this category of action and 

establishing guidelines for assessing the soundness of the resultant manuscripts. I suggest that 

these guidelines be framed around standards associated with authenticity and audience. 

Authenticity refers to vetting each work based on openness and honesty, by both author 

and editor, regarding how the newly submitted work builds upon existing work to create new 

knowledge. Following Andreescu (2013), I suggest that it is not necessary to formally quote 

one’s own words in each instance as this may well lead to excessive self-citation (which has 

potential negative implications for both the journal and the author (Martin, 2013)). However, I 

do concur that it is important to acknowledge what work(s) the present piece builds upon. May 

(1967), for example, suggests a covering abstract that contextualizes the manuscript within the 

scholarship of both author and field. 

Audience refers to the extent to which the newly submitted work addresses a different 

group of readers who are less likely to have access to other similar published works. A cross-

disciplinary study exploring a common phenomenon in two very different fields (say, for 

example, medicine and management) may well result in two publications with significant 

similarities of method and framing, but with substantive differences in purpose and interpretation 

of findings due to the different nature and needs of the readers. Another way of understanding 

unique audiences is if an author chooses to do similar variations of the write-up for a particular 

study as a refereed journal article, a trade magazine, and a book chapter, each of which is likely 
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to reach a very different audience. With the Academy of Management exhortation that electronic 

and even unpublished ideas or words must be cited (Schmink, 2009), the scope of self-citation 

becomes massive—Twitter feeds, blogs, Facebook, LinkedIn, syllabi, and more. And the reach 

of ideas grows smaller and smaller as scholars try to balance the twin evils of self-plagiarism and 

self-citation. 

6.7.3. Resist 

Finally, as scholars who are producing works to extend knowledge of theory and practice 

and as editors who are shepherding those works into dissemination to their readers, we are called 

to resist those pressures to diminish the impact of our collective work. Authors and editors can 

both play a significant role here. Two methods of resistance are guerrilla plagiarism and editorial 

license. 

6.7.3.1. Guerilla plagiarism.  

One way for authors to resist is to engage in ‘guerilla plagiarism’. Randall (2001) refers to 

‘guerilla plagiarism’ as a means for marginalized groups to appropriate the language of 

oppressors in order to undermine their authority. Her conception of plagiarism rests upon the 

assumption that words and authorship have ‘ownership’ by another writer, and to engage in 

guerilla plagiarism is to reproduce those words in a ‘self-consciousness of contemporary 

appropriation’ (Randall, 2001: 220). However, I take a twist on this notion of guerilla plagiarism 

and suggest that authors can use their own words as a means of resistance against publishers who 

technically own the author’s words in today’s ‘property rights’–oriented (McArthur, 1992) 

society. Indeed, Chalmers (2009) implicitly argues for such guerilla plagiarism in his response to 

the Lancet editor when he acknowledges repeatedly using his own words in multiple publications 

as a means ‘to persuade readers and editors to take serious problems seriously’ (p. 1422). 
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According to accepted copyright guidelines, up to 30% of one’s own words in subsequent 

publications is perfectly reasonable (Robinson, 2014; Samuelson, 1994). In this article, I have 

used some (less than 10%) of my own words from my previously published short commentary 

(Callahan, 2014) and a subsequent conference presentation that further developed and honed my 

reflections on this topic (Callahan, 2017) to acknowledge constructs that are relevant to 

understanding my arguments. These few paragraphs and sentences, largely verbatim to my 

original language, are merely foundational in nature and not central to the new points that I 

address here. 

6.7.3.2. Editorial license. 

 Editors can take the lead on meaningfully addressing these issues associated with what we 

currently call ‘self-plagiarism’ in a way that extends dissemination and application of new 

knowledge rather than joining the hue and cry of transgression. To be sure, there are examples of 

genuine breaches of ethical norms regarding plagiarism and other types of behavior currently 

clustered under the label of self-plagiarism. However, editors have significant power in 

determining how they choose to define what ethical scholarship is and to make situational 

choices about each submitted work. 

The pressure on (especially) junior scholars to be prolific writers is substantial (Honig and Bedi, 

2012; Honig et al., 2014). Yet, as Honig and Bedi (2012) discovered, junior scholars are actually 

less likely to engage in plagiaristic behaviors. Instead, they found that senior scholars were far 

more likely to have plagiarized. Rather than assume the worst about scholars who have shaped 

the field, I submit that this reinforces Randall’s (2001) contention that conventions regarding 

plagiarism change over time. This is not to say that high-volume publishing is necessarily bad, 

but if this high rate of publishing is in a narrow field of focus, there is a great likelihood that 
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behaviors currently identified as the grievous case of ‘self-plagiarism’ will occur. Also, a similar 

idea or replication study by the same author may very well appear in a subsequent publication. 

The construct of interest or the data collection method can be explained with clarity in only so 

many ways—overlap with subsequent works is inevitable. Indeed, the idea that one could use the 

same data for more than one publication is claimed by some to be considered ‘salami slicing’ 

and, therefore, unethical. Finally, the pressure to be prolific shifts the emphasis of research from 

depth and breadth in long-term explorations to speed and efficiency in short-term assaults; this 

fundamentally changes the nature and impact of research. Editors can be important gatekeepers 

in the resistance to protect authors so that their words are still their own, to protect the field so 

that new knowledge is disseminated even if some of the authors’ words have been used 

elsewhere, and to protect their unique readership so that they have access to scholarship they 

might not otherwise have had access to. 

6.8. Conclusion 

The power interests within the field of scholarly publication compete, and I contend that 

the ultimate victim in this competition is the scholar author. In the words of Evans and Giroux 

(2015), the current trend of self-plagiarism has become ‘tantamount to a form of intellectual 

violence wrapped in objective scholarship that plagues the academy’ (paragraph 2). Thus, in this 

space of pursuit of scholarly knowledge and creativity, I offer a call to resist. A response for 

(especially senior) scholars to make is to take back copyright protections (Bently, 1994) and 

engage in ‘guerilla plagiarism’ (Randall, 2001) while working with editors to craft meaningful 

policies about when and how these actions retrospectively (im)moralized as self-plagiarism can 

be used in published works. 
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7.  ELUCIDATING THE FRAMEWORK AND UNCOVERING THE POWER: DISCUSSION 

AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

 

In summary, the framework I used for this dissertation shows the breadth of my work in 

relation to core elements of practice within the field. Each article captures (at least) one of the 

components of the CHRD framework (Bierema & Callahan, 2014). What binds these articles 

together as a cohesive body of work is not just that they capture the essence of this framework. 

The unifying element in my work, which extends far beyond the core works captured here, is the 

concept of power.  

As I begin this final chapter, I reflect upon the ways in which each article serves as a 

representation of the CHRD framework (Bierema & Callahan, 2014). Then, using the discourses 

of power I outlined in my work about incivility (Callahan, 2011), I discuss the nature of power as 

it relates to my work within the context of CHRD. I conclude with a call to more meaningfully 

engage in the power to. 

7.1. Clarifying connections 

It is important to note that the components of the CHRD framework are not intended to 

be mutually exclusive; any given action may contain seeds of other framework components 

(Bierema & Callahan, 2014). These four descriptors of CHRD practice are analytic lenses to 

better understand the ways in which a critical orientation to HRD can be enacted. Here, I 

describe my rationale for how each article, and other exemplars from my portfolio of work, 

reflect the relevant framework component. 
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7.1.1. Relating 

In this article, I contend that “incivility may be an attempt to create dissonance that can 

foster” change through resistance (Callahan, 2011, p. 11). The nature of that resistance, however, 

is by using an interpersonal mechanism—incivility. Scholars typically characterize and 

recognize incivility as a phenomenon grounded in interpersonal relationships (e.g., Pearson, et al, 

2005). Uncivil behaviours, typically given labels such as ‘aggressive’ or ‘rude’ or ‘disrespectful’, 

are those that individuals engage in in relation to someone, or something, else. But as we know 

from the literature on gender, what constitutes ‘aggressive’ for some (namely women) is seen 

with a positive connotation of ‘assertive’ for others (namely men) (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; 

Bono, etal, 2017). The salient characteristic of this article is that the power to label some 

behaviour as ‘civil’ and other behaviour as ‘uncivil’ strains relationships between individuals 

within organizations. I contend that this article shows how ideological power interests 

delegitimize acts of resistance by (mis)labelling them as ‘bad behavior’ and how managers and 

human resource professionals are co-opted to execute resulting punishment. The discourses of 

power explained in this article can be seen flowing through all the articles of this dissertation. 

This theme of relating is apparent in other articles that I have authored as well. In 

Deviance, Dissonance, and Détournement, I explored the role of emotion management within 

social movements (Sandlin & Callahan, 2009).  Looking at the resistance tactic of culture 

jamming enacted by two social movement groups, I developed a model of how activists engage 

the emotions of audiences to influence them toward social action. My article on international 

marriage immigrants (Kang, Callahan, & Anne, 2015) problematizes power issues inherent for 

women who leave their homes to marry men from more privileged countries. The article 

articulates how the social capital (or lack thereof) of relationships is crucial for women to find 
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meaningful work and develop careers in their new countries; the outcome is a model that links 

intersectionality and social capital to facilitate career development for marriage migrants. In 

Risky Business, I used the case of British Petroleum CEO Lord John Browne to explore the 

marginalization of gay men in masculinized industries and the choices they make to disclose, or 

not, their identities to colleagues with whom they work (Collins & Callahan, 2012). Each of 

these articles contains themes of power similar to the article that serves as the exemplar of 

‘relating’ for this dissertation. 

7.1.2. Organizing 

My article on ways of defining the spaces in which HRD operates offers a new 

organizational form to consider—social movements (Callahan, 2013). With a globalized context 

infused with technology, our understanding of traditional organizations is beginning to shift and I 

contend that the field of HRD needs to be more open about how we understand what constitutes 

an organization. I argue that social movements, such as Occupy Wall Street, are valid ‘spaces’ in 

which to engage HRD and I support my contention by using Weick’s (1979) notions of 

organizing. This article addresses power implicitly on multiple levels. First, it pushes back 

against the preconceived notion of an ‘organization’ that reflects the dominant masculine 

rationality of HRD (Bierema, 2009) by redefining a space in which the field can operate; thus, 

reflecting the power ‘of’. Another way the article addresses the power ‘of’ is by explaining how 

institutional power interests attempt to delegitimize the prefigurative organizing approach of 

social movements (Keshtiban, 2018). By prefiguring or organizing to be the change they want to 

see, social movements threaten traditional organizational forms. Second, it articulates how a 

collective of members with connected grievances used their voices to enact the power to resist. 

And, finally, it offers a caution to HRD professionals avoid the temptation to impose ‘power 
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over’ using traditional organizational measures within social movement organizations which are 

organized “just well enough” (Horton, 1998, p. 53). 

Organizing also occurs throughout my body of work; and, this theme is taking shape 

more thoroughly in recent work. One published example of my interest in this component of the 

CHRD framework addressed how power interests in the medical field influenced organizing 

processes for specialization certification for physician assistants (Hlavin & Callahan, 2013). This 

conceptual work used Bourdieu’s cultural conflict theory to argue that the proliferation of costly 

specialization training programs for physician assistants was a type of symbolic violence. 

Another work, presented at conference, explores the ways in which social movements use masks 

to manipulate emotions of in/out group members to frame the sensemaking and boundaries of the 

organization (Keshtiban, Callahan, & Zaeemdar, 2018). This work builds upon my earlier work 

on social movements (Sandlin & Callahan, 2009; Callahan, 2013), but explores how artefacts 

facilitate the organizing and relating processes. Another work, also presented at conference and 

currently in revision for a journal publication, is a systematic literature review that explores a 40-

year history of organizational storytelling (Beigi, Callahan, & Michaelson, 2016). In its current 

iteration, refined from the original conference presentation, the article contends that the stories 

organizations ‘tell’ (directly or indirectly) have consistently taken similar forms; however, a 

recent phenomenon is that there is a significant increase in critical perspectives of organizing in 

the stories and the articles that describe these stories are more likely to be written by women. 

7.1.3. Learning 

Despite, or perhaps because of, a burgeoning application of online learning in higher 

education, there is surprisingly little critique of this approach to practice. An artefact of a 

changing technological learning landscape, online learning is an example of how a tool for 
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learning has been co-opted by managerialist interests. I contend that online learning has become 

a mechanism for transforming education from a site of learning to a commodity that facilitates 

credentialing (Labaree, 1997). In this way, institutional interests are able to maximize efficiency 

for monetary gain (power of). Meanwhile university administrators implement power over by 

intensifying work for academics. They do this, in part, by increasing class sizes unencumbered 

by brick and mortar facilities and by reducing administrative staff for supporting teaching and 

learning activities. What I did not grasp when I wrote this article was what HRD professionals 

could do to resist the hegemonic appeal of online learning. However, now, nearly a decade after I 

first began to question the implications of using online platforms for learning, I am able to offer 

mechanisms for resistance to the tyranny of technology. Using Freirean reading circles (Callahan 

& Rudra, 2015), I have found a way to minimize losing my intellectual property in online 

instructional design and to maximize my efficiency in interacting with students while also 

creating truly learner-centered online classes. Reading circles are, thus, a mechanism of 

resistance adopted from critical pedagogy and embedded into an online environment.  

Much of my work focuses on aspects of learning, teaching, training, and education; I 

offer three to provide additional insight into the nature of this component of the CHRD 

framework. In Creating Leaders or Loyalists?, I explored how the implicit goals of a leadership 

development program in a Fortune 500 company led participants to form identities making them 

highly loyal to the organization, to the extent of sacrificing their personal lives for the benefit of 

the organization (Carden & Callahan, 2007). In Learning to Lead, the focus was on the 

experiences that young adults have that shape their identities as leaders (Yeager & Callahan, 

2016). This work contextualized the organic way teenagers learn to become leaders through 

experience, example, and relationships with significant role models. I also highlight as a learning 



 

123 

 

exemplar my work on the role of power and control in training practices at the United States Air 

Force Academy (USAFA) (Callahan, 2009). This semi-autoethnographic work deconstructed the 

sexual assault and eating disorder scandals that have occurred at this military academy. Using a 

structuration approach, I contend that educational practices within a highly masculinized culture 

contribute to a culture that implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) encourages unhealthy 

manifestations of power.  

7.1.4. Changing 

The last article I present, on self-plagiarism (Callahan, 2018), highlights how the practice 

of academics is changing as a result of co-opting words that reinforce managerialist and 

institutional interests. The title itself signals the element of ‘change’ captured in the article; that 

new norms for publishing are delegitimizing previously acceptable approaches to building a 

body of work and research reputation. My interest in this topic began out of my own experience 

as an editor when a reviewer’s remark about suspected plagiarism caused me to ask the publisher 

to run the manuscript through a detection software; the publisher did find significant overlap 

with another available manuscript and recommended that I summarily reject the publication. My 

own subsequent investigation revealed that the overlap was with the author’s own conference 

paper that they had uploaded to Academia.edu; clearly, this was not an issue of plagiarism, self 

or otherwise. My reflections on this incident led me to critique the dominant power interests of 

ideological state apparatuses and of the editors and higher education administrators who are 

complicit in constraining the voice of scholars. I offer suggestions for the power to resist from 

two perspectives. First, from that of authors to use guerrilla plagiarism to own their voice; and 

for editors who are merely scholars themselves being co-opted as tools to enact the ideological 

agenda. 
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As with the other framework components, I have a number of articles that address the 

theme of changing. The article A Place at the Window conceptualizes organizational change 

approaches in which marginalized groups can wield greater influence (Jacobson, Callahan & 

Ghosh, 2015). Set within a context of changes in the Roman Catholic Church after the elevation 

of Pope Francis, the model presented here suggests that marginal actors influence change within 

organizations not by fighting for the stereotypical seat at the table, but by negotiating power 

interests through a place at the window. My work on waxing and waning themes within the field 

of HRD looks at publications within the four Academy of Human Resource Development 

(AHRD) sponsored journals to articulate how the interests of the field have changed (Ghosh, 

Kim, Kim & Callahan, 2014). In addition to the systematic literature review that identified 

waxing and waning themes over a ten-year period, my particular focus in this work was the 

implicit and explicit role of editors in influencing those changing trends in the field. Finally, my 

presentation on emotional derailment of activism (Callahan & Elliott, 2018) (which is currently 

under revision for journal publication) looks at the failure of an attempt to generate social justice 

change in a professional organization. This semi-autoethnographic polemic challenges 

orthodoxies associated with populist responses in a charged political environment and reflects on 

how attending to emotion is important in mobilizing for change.   

7.1.5. Summary 

This section highlighted how my works comprising this dissertation are representative of 

the framework for CHRD. I supplemented these four core works with examples of other 

publications and presentations in my portfolio that further articulate how relating, organizing, 

learning, and changing can be manifested in the application of CHRD. On their own, these 

publications demonstrate my broad contribution to the field of HRD and to the body of 
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knowledge within CHRD. I contend that a significant additional contribution of my work is a 

more nuanced understanding of power within a CHRD context. 

7.2. Manifestations of power 

Explorations of power are not new for the field of HRD. Much of the work on leadership 

within the field has (at least implicitly) addressed power, for example. My own work has also 

addressed power, in some form, for more than twenty years; however, my voice did not take a 

critical turn until 2007 (Callahan, 2007). It is that critical turn, as described in the previous 

section, and my explorations of discourses of power that contribute to the growth of the field and 

the instantiation of CHRD.  

My work suggests that two core components of the way power is manifested in CHRD is 

through delegitimization and co-optation. In turn, I offer suggestions, and propose future 

research, on mechanisms for the marginalized to resist and for the privileged to become allies. I 

explore these through the discourses of power I describe in my article associated with the 

relating component of the CHRD framework (Callahan, 2011). 

In my article about incivility (Callahan, 2011), I highlight three discourses of power: the 

power of, over, and to. When exploring these discourses in my works, it becomes apparent that 

each of these discourses tends to have common enactments in CHRD. The power of is generally 

understood as ‘defining’ legitimacy in a given context (ideology); the power over involves co-

opting people or things to use as instruments for applying the ideology established by the 

dominant power structures; the power to is resisting abuses of the other forms of power. These 

three discourses of power are interconnected. When we act, instrumentally or in resistance, 

within an established power structure, we create our identities within our own imagined realities 

(Althusser, 1971). 
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7.2.1. Power of: Defining 

The power of essentially refers to ideology, the main purpose of which “is to legitimize 

the position of those currently in control” (Wallace & Wolf, 1995). Those who hold the power of 

are more likely to engage in acts of delegitimization when threatened. They do this in two 

primary ways: demonize people or activities and creating systems of control. 

Demonization occurs in part through language. Althusser (1971) suggests that language 

plays a role in creating this ideology, which is largely associated with the ability of larger social 

structures (such as institutions or the privileged in society) to define what constitutes 

‘legitimacy.’  This can be seen, for example, in the way that civility is defined to be behavior that 

is comfortable for the habitus of the dominant societal group (Callahan, 2011). It can be seen in 

the way that self-plagiarism has been created as a transgression (Callahan, 2018) such that a 

scholar must consistently produce new ways of framing their ideas as they attempt to build a 

research agenda or be labelled as unethical. And it can be seen in the way that a ‘proper’ 

organization is understood (Callahan, 2013), with social movements as unworthy of being taken 

seriously because they do not necessarily have common goals or discernible structures.  

Another component in the development of ideology are practices and rituals (Althusser, 

1971) that serve as systems of control for what constitutes legitimate activity. The works I 

reference in this dissertation all address the ways in which institutions and “systems of 

management control” (Fleming & Spicer, 2003, p. 158) maintain their power by delegitimizing 

marginalized groups and their resistance efforts. For example, the embedding of online learning 

as a dominant pedagogical tool (Callahan, 2010) serves to control the less powerful or 

‘dominated’ within academe. Indeed, Bourdieu contends that education is a site of culture 

transmission that reproduces class structure (Wallace & Wolf, 1995). I argue that online learning 
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is more likely to be an obstacle for dominated class members to break through to the culture of a 

higher class. Also, the development of new systems of evaluating scholarly products (Callahan, 

2018) is another ritualized system that serves to constrain the less powerful. Commercial 

interests (such as TurnItIn) have a vested interest in finding new revenue streams for identifying 

‘plagiarism’ and a corporatized higher education environment reduces the ‘worth’ of academics 

and their intellectual capital to a quantifiable target on a ranking list. Academics are no longer 

able to say, as Professor Isidore Rabi did to Dwight D. Eisenhower at Columbia University, “Mr. 

President, we are not employees of the university. We ARE the university” 

(https://nghoussoub.com/2014/04/23/return-on-investment-in-faculty-rarely-captured-by-

university-cfos/).  

7.2.2. Power over: Using 

In an ideological sense, power over is a mechanism of co-opting tools to use in 

manipulating those less powerful. Some of those tools are abstract, such as using the tools of 

communication and interpersonal power through mid-level managers. Others are quite tangible; 

for example, the use of online learning platform software. From an ideological perspective, the 

power over is troubling because it encapsulates the Marxist notion of false consciousness 

(Sandlin & Callahan, 2009) or the complicity of Bourdieu’s symbolic violence (Hlavin & 

Callahan, 2013).  

This complicity occurs for managers as their position relative to the workers within the 

institution is “inextricably entwined with relations of power and knowledge” (Fleming & Spicer, 

2003, p. ). They are co-opted as human tools to manipulate those less powerful in the 

organization. Caught in the middle, they are like the editors who are scholars themselves who 

work without pay for publishers who make a small fortune from their labor or heads of 
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departments who must hold faculty to performance goals that, if met, earn higher-ranking 

university administrators substantive bonuses (Callahan, 2018). In both cases, these ‘middle’ 

managers are subjected to the same rules and requirements that control the production of other 

scholars and academics. 

The production of processes and policies associated with online learning are tangible co-

optations of this pedagogical tool (Callahan, 2010). Faculty are frequently bullied into putting 

their educational material online with threat of disciplinary action if they fail to comply. Most 

faculty are unaware that by transferring their materials to the university’s online learning 

software platform, they are giving up their intellectual property rights to that material. The 

university no longer needs that faculty member as an employee to deliver the material to the 

students. This became clear to University of Nottingham and University Edinburgh faculty when 

university administrators took action to use formerly recorded lectures to break a strike over 

pensions (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/academics-must-sign-away-authorship-

rights-recorded-lectures; https://www.scotsman.com/news/education/edinburgh-university-

lecture-recordings-used-against-strikes-1-4701523). There is admittedly something unsettling 

about a lecture capture software that shares a root name with Foucault’s concept of the 

panopticon (i.e., Panopto recording software).  

The pressure to comply with using online learning as a full or blended delivery format is 

also made within a context of support staff reductions such that require faculty members to 

literally ‘build’ their classrooms themselves and serve as maintenance technicians to ensure the 

classroom functions (Callahan, 2010). In this way, technology becomes not an aid to delivering 

learning, but a detractor in the already busy schedule of academics who now must maintain 



 

129 

 

technological expertise in the face of frequently updating software. It is a tool that is effectively 

co-opted by power interests to misdirect academics from challenging the system. 

7.2.3. Power to: Resisting 

Fleming and Spicer (2003) contend that workers are “completely controlled by the 

organization” (p. 158). And, yet, they say, workers still find a way to resist. I concur; yet, HRD 

has traditionally not explored the ways in which the field can contribute to such resistance. That 

is a key contribution of my work. 

Some of my work is fundamentally about resisting, such as my representative article for 

the CHRD activity of organizing (Callahan, 2013), which highlights how social movements are 

legitimate spaces for exploring HRD. This one is tricky, as I note in the article, because as HRD 

gets involved in the relatively unstructured spaces of social movements it may be easy to attempt 

to commodify those spaces into familiar structures. In this way, HRD’s engagement within this 

resistance movement may “have the unintended consequence of maintaining domination because 

it is articulated in a way that undermines more meaningful and effective strategies of opposition” 

(Fleming & Spicer, 2003, p. 162). 

In general, however, my work addresses resisting in two primary ways—either by 

leveraging existing systems themselves to ‘take back’ power or by directly confronting those 

systems. Most of my resistance efforts follow a tempered radical approach (Meyerson & Kolb, 

2000) of working subtly within the system to effect change. Nevertheless, I can still point to 

examples of more radical resistance efforts that CHRD professionals can take.  

When deconstructing the ideology of incivility in organizations, I suggested that CHRD 

professionals could look to acts of incivility as opportunities for diagnosing potential structural 

or interpersonal power inequities within the organization (Callahan, 2011). As a method of 
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leveraging traditional practice, this flips the ultimate traditional response of termination, as 

suggested by Porath and Pearson (2010), from individualized fixing of ‘defective’ employees 

(Cunningham, 2004) to broad scale systemic action that may prevent additional (unconscious) 

resistance efforts.  

Another leveraging mechanism for resistance against the tyranny of technology 

(Callahan, 2010) are the Freirean Reading Circles that I adopted for online use from Professor 

Bob Hill’s (n.d.) work at the University of Georgia (Callahan & Rudra, 2015). Using Reading 

Circles enables an educator to meet all the requirements of having content online, delivering 

recorded lectures, and interacting with students. More importantly, they place the learner at the 

center of the content and the recorded lectures (held bi-weekly in a voluntary synchronous 

session) are in response to what each group of students found relevant in the readings. This 

renders the recorded lecture useless for secondary appropriation, while also providing a feel of 

engagement with the learners and reducing time spent reading weekly discussion board posts. 

A more daring, and risky, method of resisting is confronting dominant power structures 

by engaging in guerrilla plagiarism (Callahan, 2018). By nakedly using one’s own words from 

previous publications without putting them in quotation marks an author takes back authorial 

voice and claims the right to re-use powerful words without self-aggrandizement. However, they 

also risk consequences of having their work rejected; thus, making it more difficult for them to 

meet the quantified performance targets of their institution. They also risk being labelled as 

unethical; sullying their reputations in the broader community. My two articles on self-

plagiarism (Callahan, 2014; 2018) have been cited to date 15 times. Some of those definitely do 

cast aspersions on my work, potentially my character. For example, Horback and Halffman 

(2017) incorrectly attribute a quote claiming that self-plagiarism does not exist to my editorial 
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(Callahan, 2014) as they argue for why it is such an unethical practice. In her interview with the 

editor of Educational Philosophy and Theory (Peters, 2018), Bretag does something similar by 

attributing something to me that I did not say (Callahan, 2018) whilst she argues for primacy of 

her own work in promoting self-plagiarism as a threat to academic integrity. What is exciting 

about those who have responded negatively to my writing about self-plagiarism is that 

Althusser’s (1971) power of ideology through language becomes very clear as they essentially 

argue that scholars just need to stop thinking of ‘self-plagiarism’ in such a negatively emotive 

way and accept the label as something that just ‘is’. 

7.3. Summary 

My work contributes to the broader field of HRD in a number of ways. First, the articles 

presented here provide a framework for a new way of viewing the field of HRD from a critical 

perspective. The four articles that comprise the body of this dissertation each serve as a 

representative example of how that element of CHRD can be conceptualized—relating, 

organizing, learning, and changing. Second, my work offers insight into how power can be 

understood within the field of HRD as ‘defining’, ‘using’, and ‘resisting’. All four articles 

contain explorations of the power of ideology to define beliefs, thoughts, and behaviors. All four 

articles also contain references to the ways in which the power ‘over’ is, or could be, used 

through tangible or intangible ‘tools’ in organizations. The four articles also either address or 

suggest ways in which CHRD professionals can enact the power to in order to resist pressures 

exerted through other forms of power. And, finally, it is this foray into how CHRD can engage in 

the power to that leads to the present and future contribution of mechanisms for activism by 

HRD professionals (academic or practice). 



 

132 

 

7.4. Limitations 

As Lee (2001) noted in her article articulating how to (not) define the field of HRD, two 

by two matrices or sets of categories can be overly restrictive and fail to capture nuance. That is 

a fair critique, and one that holds for the framework I present here. While categories hold 

analytic utility, most objects of categorization cannot be cleanly placed into a single category. 

Indeed, one could easily argue that my publications could be equally representative of other 

themes of CHRD. Another limitation of identifying select categories is that other potential 

categories are not addressed. This limitation was made clear by Collins, McFadden, Rocco, and 

Mathis (2015) when they extended the CHRD framework by adding ‘advocating’ as a fifth 

action fundamental for the practice of CHRD.  

While the initial conceptualization of the framework (Bierema & Callahan, 2014) 

included concepts associated with advocating as a foundation of all the noted themes, that others 

felt the need to include it as a separate category highlights another limitation, or potential 

strength, of the model. The categories of relating, organizing, learning, and changing are not, in 

themselves, ‘critical.’ Thus, the approach could be easily co-opted to a dominant paradigm 

framing of HRD. By making advocating an explicit element of the framework, it is less likely to 

appeal to those who operate from a dominant paradigm position. However, pulling out 

advocating as a separate category may obscure the presence of advocating from the other 

categories.  

Although the muted appearance of advocacy in the original framework can be seen as a 

limitation, I contend it may also be a strength. The field is currently dominated by what Bierema 

has called the ‘holy trinity’ of HRD (Bierema & Callahan, 2014)—training and development, 

organization development, and career development. These labels address even broader categories 
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that some consider to be fields of practice in their own right. Although, as noted above, relating, 

organizing, learning, and changing are not inherently critical, they are discrete types of actions 

that effectively describe what (C)HRD professionals do. The underlying nature of these actions 

does have an easily drawn line to the essence of CHRD—questioning “In whose interest does 

this serve?” (Brookfield, 2013). By presenting a framework in which the actions are strongly 

associated with critical orientations, but appeal to dominant paradigm scholars and practitioners, 

this framework may be a mechanism to ‘mainstream’ the work of CHRD scholars.    

A final limitation to note here is that the works that I have chosen to represent each of 

these categories of action are all theoretical or conceptual in nature. There are two primary 

reasons for this. First, much of the published empirical work that I have done in the last eight to 

ten years has been in mentoring emerging scholars in their process of learning to conduct 

research. As a result, I do not take first authorship on any such project. Second, I do see myself 

as a critical theory thought leader and provocateur in the field of HRD. Thus, these articles do 

help further that identity. Below, I propose areas of empirical research to lend further support to 

the conceptual and theoretical works that I have presented here. 

7.5. Future work 

The primary characteristic of my future work is the application of the power to. The 

studies that comprise this dissertation, and the additional exemplars I have provided, suggest 

several avenues for further contributions to CHRD. Namely, higher education institutions and 

social movements as sites for HRD scholarship, and methods of activism, especially within those 

spaces. 

Much of my work relates to higher education and the application of CHRD concepts in 

such settings. Frequently, higher education institutions are not explored by HRD scholars as 
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types of organizations.   Yet, higher education is the site where most scholarly HRD researchers 

sit, and their work is used to inform new generations of the broader workforce. This type of 

organization has implications not only for those currently working within its boundaries, but also 

for shaping the ideologies of those who traverse the educational journey. Brookfield (2013) 

contends that negotiating power dynamics in a learning environment is the essence of what adult 

educators do. Having been an adult educator at universities in both the US and the UK, I see that 

the neo-liberal turn (Parker & Jary, 1995; Roberts & Donahue, 2000) is fully entrenched in both 

countries. For me, as a CHRD scholar, this means I look for ways to enact the power to. 

Although I have considered social movements as relevant sites for HRD research for 

many years (e.g., Sandlin & Callahan, 2009; Callahan, 2012, 2013), little has been done to use 

this organizing form as a site for HRD research. A forthcoming issue of Advances in Developing 

Human Resources takes on social movements, and this may signal a shift in beliefs about the 

types of organizational forms relevant for HRD scholars to explore. I see social movements as a 

type of prefigurative organizing that is both a site for study and a method of activism in its own 

right.     

Finally, an area of ‘leveraging’ activism for research and practice that I believe 

encompasses the breadth of the CHRD framework is conducting equity audits. As equity 

recognition schemes such as Athena SWAN, the Race Charter, and Stonewall become vehicles 

to demonstrate compliance for receiving research council funding or to elevate (the appearance 

of) a socially responsible profile, they become ‘tick box’ exercises. I contend that CHRD 

scholars can influence meaningful change by leveraging these spaces through systemic audits of 

power-laden policies, processes, and practices (Kelly, 2018). The ultimate intent of such audits is 
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changing the culture toward greater equality and equity, and a happy outcome of such culture 

change is the ability to provide evidence for such recognition schemes.   

While there is significant work to be done regarding power within each of the above 

areas, the path I intend to take for forthcoming research combines these three areas of higher 

education, social movements, and activism. I am ultimately interested in how academics engage 

in activism through the creation of social movements to effect change in corporatized higher 

education institutions (and beyond). This agenda can begin with several specific questions for a 

rich, and long term, agenda. For example: 

 What are the characteristics of an academic social movement and how does it form? 

 How do academic social movements effect change in their institutions and 

professional communities? 

 What are unique strategies that academics employ to effect change in higher 

education institutions (e.g., partnering with students, gender mainstreaming, learning 

networks)? 

 How do activist academics design and deliver their curriculum as a means of 

institutional and societal change? 
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