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Abstract: Ethical HRM, along with mainstream and critical perspectives of HRM, is seen 
as a developing perspective. Ethical analysis of HRM may take two forms considering 
whether HRM is ethical at macro level or HR practices are ethical at micro level. This paper 
reviews the theoretical perspectives and evaluates social responsibility within the ethics 
and HRM debates. Within the scope of main perspectives, the ethics of duty, fairness, 
justice, utility, liberty, virtue and care and within the scope of social responsibility, global 
compact and SA8000 social responsibility standard are analyzed.
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Ethics is described as practices of defining the reasons of right and wrong 
and moral studies (Bayrak Kök, 2012, p. 60). Business ethics, as the sub-
set of ethics, reviews the ethical problems of business world and aims to 
develop rules to guide these behaviors (Ferrell & Fraedrich, 1994, p. 6). 
The incorporation of ethical analyses into human resource management 
(HRM) and industrial relations provides the framework for analyses and by 
reasoning the process of handling ethical issues it may make contribution 
for becoming better professionals (Solomon, 1992, p. 4).

This study aims to evaluate the ethical perspectives to HRM and social 
responsibility within the ethics and HRM debates. Basically, the study 
reviews the theoretical perspectives of HRM. In this context, basic 
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assumptions of mainstream, critical and ethical HRM are mentioned. 
Secondly, within the scope of main perspectives, the ethics of duty, fair-
ness, justice, utility, liberty, virtue and care and within the scope of social 
responsibility, global compact and SA8000 social responsibility standard 
are analyzed.

Perspectives of Human Resource Management

The underlying assumptions of three main perspectives; mainstream, criti-
cal and ethical ones are mapped in terms of research process and research 
content is drawn from Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) consideration of 
research methods and research interests (Greenwood, 2012).

Mainstream HRM tends to be U.S. based and practitioner focused, its con-
tent is prescriptive and relies on naive generalizations. Studies in this con-
text offer practical advice or the presentation of empirical data (Wright & 
McMahan, 1992). This approach paves the way for adoption of functionalist 
approach viewing HRM as a mechanism for the attainment of organiza-
tional goals and improvement in efficiency that derive from classical man-
agement theory (Townley, 1993). Mainstream HRM also tends to assume 
an individualistic and unitarist perspective of the employment relationship 
(Greenwood, 2002, p. 262). 

Critiques of HRM have mostly arisen from UK authors writing from a 
“critical perspective” (Guest, 1997; Legge, 1996). In general, the critical 
perspective sees HRM as rhetorical and manipulative and a tool of man-
agement to control the workers. Thus, HRM practices are seen a way of 
intervening in an employee’s life in order to get employees to sacrifice 
more of themselves to the needs of the organization. For this reason HRM 
is accused of redefining the meaning of work and employee relationship 
to gain the acceptance of intolerable actions (Greenwood, 2002, p. 264). 
HRM was depicted by Keenoy as “sheep in wolf ’s clothing” (Legge, 1995). 
Storey differentiated “soft” people focused HRM from “hard” production 
focused policies and practices (Storey, 1987 as cited in Guest, 1999). Soft 
HRM approach supports integration of HR policies with organizational 
strategy and treating employees as valued assets and a source of com-
petition advantage. It is aimed to provide organizational commitment 
through HR policies (Collings & Wood, 2009, p. 2). Hard HRM stresses the 
“resource” aspect of HRM and prominent focus is on increasing the profit 
of shareholders (Collings & Wood, p. 2). 
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Mainstream HRM is identified as a unitarist framework (Guest, 1987; 
Kamoche, 1994; Legge, 1995). Kamoche points out that the ideology of 
unitarism is being used to control divergence of interest between managers 
and workers to achieve economic goals. However critical theorists assume 
pluralist and collectivist approaches. According to this approach there are 
various parties in workplaces who are having different views and goals 
(Greenwood, 2002).

Ethical analysis of HRM started as an off-shoot of industrial sociology and 
critical management studies in the UK in the early 1990s (Winstanley, 
Woodal, & Heery, 1996). Legge (1995; 1996) used teleological and deon-
tological ethical theories to review HRM. Following studies concentrated 
on both macro and micro evaluations. Ethical perspective assumes that 
conflict is natural but manageable (Greenwood, 2012).

The Frameworks for Ethical Analysis of Human Resource 
Management 

Ethical analysis of HRM may take two forms considering whether HRM is 
ethical at macro level or HR practices are ethical at micro level (Winstanley 
& Woodal, 2000). This paper reviews the theoretical perspectives and evalu-
ates social responsibility within the ethics and HRM debates.

In their lengthy review of eighty years of HRM science and practice, Ferris, 
Hochwarter, Buckley, Harrell-Cook, and Frink (1999) focuse on procedural 
fairness of selection, performance evaluation and compensation systems 
at the micro-level. Ferris et al. (pp. 402-403) mentioned the presence of 
“multiple audiences”, “accountability perceptions” and the “moderating 
effects of context and personality differences”. Miller (1996) argues that 
ethical HRM can be achieved by applying principles of fairness and equality. 
He also concludes that ethical or “good” HRM depends on good employ-
ment conditions. A perceived need to be focused by more practitioners 
leads Winstanley et al. (1996) to reconceive these ethical theories in more 
user-friendly ethical frameworks for HRM. Similarly Rowan (2000) offers 
managers a set of more user-friendly guidelines for the moral foundation 
of employees’ rights. Although these frameworks are less abstract and more 
accessible than the doctrines of philosophical ethics employed by Legge 
(1996), Greenwood (2002, p. 265) points out that they still represent a set 
of ideals to which individuals and organizations may aspire. 
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Various ethical frameworks have been proposed. In this regard, Budd 
(2004) deals with ethics of utility, duty, liberty, fairness, virtue and care 
while Greenwood (2002) addresses assumptions of ethics utility, duty, affir-
mative obligations and stakeholder theory

Morale understanding in western style has been generally directed 
by normative and non-normative theories. Normative morale theories 
include teleological, deontological and virtue ethics, while non-normative 
approach covers descriptive morale and meta-ethics (Bayrak Kök, 2012, 
p. 61). Teleological approach evaluates the results of an activity to decide 
whether it is ethical or not, while deontological approach focuses on 
an activity itself. Deontological approach includes ethics of duty, rights 
and justice and teleological approach involves egoism and utilitarianism 
(Bayrak Kök, pp. 62, 67). 

The Ethics of Duty

Deontological approach is known with Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). 
According to Kant, not the result of an activity but the activity itself is 
important. The results of an activity may be positive, but the activity could 
be wrong in principle (Berkman & Arslan, 2009, p. 35). In this regard, under-
standing of “to treat the others by the same way how you want to be treated” 
is mentioned as the basic rule (Josephson, 2001, p. 91). According to Kant, 
human should not be seen as a mean but be respected with dignity (1964, p. 
96). For example, from Kantian perspective, services provided to employees 
such as health and security should be based on respect for people, but from 
utilitarian perspective, its benefits on organization are considered.

Budd (2004) points out the equilibrium among efficiency, equity and voice 
as an important issue for employment relationship. From Kantian perspec-
tive, equity and voice at the workplace stem from the duty to respect the 
value of human life. On the other hand, failure to pay a living wage is a 
violation of basic Kantian principle (Bowie, 1999).

The Ethics of Fairness

According to Rawls (1971) equal distribution of duties and benefits are the 
basis of fairness and ethics. In this regard, following questions are impor-
tant: “Who are taking the responsibilities? Who are paying the costs? Who 
are taking the benefits?” In this equilibrium, the essence of equity is “fair-
ness” and “equal distribution” (Berkman & Arslan, 2009, p. 35). Therefore 
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if two people are working for the same thing without having qualification 
differences, they should get the same pay. 

According to Budd (2004, p. 75), ethics of fairness highlights the importance 
of social justice and reinforces the importance of equity. This also supports 
the voice at the workplace. That is why this approach is consistent with the 
idea of founding equilibrium among efficiency, equity and voice at the work-
place. However, the difficulty of ethics of fairness is to make cost-benefit 
calculation and to make distribution properly (Hosmer, 1996, p. 120). 

The Ethics of Utility

The ethics of utility focuses on the results of an activity not the activity 
itself. If the activity maximizes utility in the end, it is “good” (Trevino & 
Nelson, 2007, p. 96). However ethics of utility is criticized to appease or 
encourage activities that are not ethical in essence (Berkman & Arslan, 
2009, p. 34). For example, the idea of investing in a company not hav-
ing union instead of unionized one reflects utilitarian approach (Kochan, 
Katz, & McKersie, 1986). In this regard, HRM policies and activities can be 
defined as ethical according to their outcome for those affected. But there 
may be problems of identifying outcomes, the question of who is affected, 
and issue of determining the interests of others (Greenwood, 2002). The 
main point that the utility approach is criticized not considering the rights 
and virtues and more comprehensively society and relations (Budd, 2004). 
On the other hand, Greenwood (2002) advocates that utility approach 
both supports classical thought of utilitarianism or shareholder model and 
stakeholder approach.

Ethics of Virtue

Theories of ethics emphasizing outcome, rights and/or duties ignore virtue 
and character issues (Solomon, 1992). Ethics of virtue focuses on traits that 
every individual should have. The main point is that ethical behavior arises 
from virtue (Budd, 2004, p. 75). In the content of employment relation-
ship, actions that undermine a holistic sense of community are unethical. 
If the employer or union is defined as greedy, selfish, dangerous or wicked, 
they are acting unethically (Schumann, 2001). According to virtue of ethics, 
employment relationship should be characterized by cooperation, integrity, 
honesty, fairness and tolerance and should promote flourishing and social 
consciousness. From that point of view, virtue ethics is consistent with 
balancing efficiency, equity and voice (Budd, 2004, p. 76).
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Ethics of Liberty

The ethics of liberty promotes the idea that the only restriction on behavior 
should be preventing harm to others and unless the actions harm others, 
people should be free to do as they please. In this regard, Budd (2004, p. 73) 
questions the narrow conception of harm to others. For example, paying 
less than a living wage or providing unsafe working conditions are not con-
sidered harmful as long as the dangers are not hidden from employees and 
they freely accept employment. Ethics of liberty is criticized by its narrow 
conception of liberty. “Are the people who are starving truly free?” or “Why 
does the freedom from harm to private property always override other free-
doms such as the freedom from hunger?” (Donnelly, 1989; Gewirth, 1996). 

Ethics of Care

Except virtue of ethics, the other ethical frameworks do not generally 
place importance to relationships (Velasquez, 1998). Central virtues that 
are important to personal relationships are sympathy, compassion, fidel-
ity, love and friendship (Beauchamp & Bowie, 1997). It is pointed out that 
the ethics of care places special emphasis on particular relationships such 
as parents, neighbors, coworkers or friends (Budd, 2004, p. 77). However 
Velasquez warns that in developing and nurturing these relationships, 
problems, such as favoritism in the workplace, may arise. But lack of care 
to employees is considered unethical (Schumann, 2001). Care for others is 
consistent with the idea of workplace equity and voice.

Place of Social Responsibility within the Ethics and Human 
Resource Management Debates

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is generally defined as policy adopted 
or activities implemented on a voluntary basis beyond legal responsibilities. 
In this context by going beyond business interest it is expected from the 
companies to invest “more” into human capital, the environment and the 
relations with stakeholders (European Commission, 2001, p. 6). 

Considering issues in the content of CSR, Carroll’s (1979) economic, legal 
and ethics/discretionary responsibilities framework, Freeman’s (1984) 
stakeholder approach or classification of activities regarding market, work-
place, society and environment (Crane, Matten, & Spence, 2008) may be 
utilized. Reviewing inter-relationship between CSR and HRM, it is seen 
that companies have economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary responsi-
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bilities towards employees, employees are regarded as stakeholders of the 
companies (Brammer, 2011; Clarkson, 1995; Freeman, 1984; Philips, 2003) 
and companies have responsibilities at the workplace.

There are two aspects of CSR that are linked to HRM. One is implementa-
tion of socially responsible HRM practices. The other is implementation 
of HRM activities supporting CSR activities (Cooke & He, 2010, p. 358). 
To emphasize the importance of participation of HRM and employees, 
CSR activities not involving HR are depicted as public relations (PR) 
(CSR-HR=PR) (Mees & Bonham, 2004 as cited in Strandberg, 2009). As 
examples of socially responsible HRM practices, Redington (2005) indi-
cates observance of socially responsible values in recruitment processes, 
increasing employee loyalty, training, personal development and activities 
regarding work-life balance, forming organizational policies, providing 
internal communication, consultancy to employees and agreement with 
unions. Garriga and Mele (2004) present classification of CSR theories 
and approaches. According to this classification, CSR approaches may be 
instrumental, political, integrative or ethical. As a result of increasing 
demand for CSR, defining and controlling the content of socially respon-
sible practices, social responsibility codes and standards have been pub-
lished. Garriga and Mele refer them under the heading of universal rights 
included in ethical approaches. 

United Nations Global Compact

United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) was prepared with the initia-
tive of United Nations General Secretary, Kofi Annan, in 1999 and was 
put into practice in 2000 (Kağnıcıoğlu, 2007, p. 191). UNGC includes ten 
principles regarding human rights, labor, environment and anti-corruption 
(United Nations Global Compact, 2011). The ten principles are derived 
from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International 
Labour Organisation’s Declaration of Fundamental Principles and Rights 
at Work, the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development and the 
United Nations Convention Against Corruption (Erdoğdu, 2006, p. 388; 
Kağnıcıoğlu, p. 192). 

As of March 2013, there are 11038 participants in UNGC. Participants 
consist of companies, foundations, non-governmental organizations, busi-
ness associations and training institutions. There are 291 companies (199 
NGOs) in USA, 243 companies (64 NGOs) in China, 49 companies (44 
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NGOs) in Pakistan, 326 companies (193 NGOs) in Brazil and 119 compa-
nies (127 NGOs) in Turkey (United Nations Global Compact, 2013). 

UNGC is not a binding contract and it has a voluntary basis. The organiza-
tions signed the UNGC are not audited but it is expected from them to 
submit the reports showing application of principles (Kağnıcıoğlu, 2007, 
p. 194). However according to the report of International Federation of 
Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers (ICEM) participants do not 
submit reports including examples regarding real application of principles 
(ICEM, 2002, p. 23). 

According to a study surveying 391 CEO-participants in the UN Global 
Compact, only 27 percent of these CEOs embed environmental, social, and 
governance issues into their operations (Bielak, Bonini, & Oppenheim, 
2007). According to the findings of the study, most of the companies 
participate in socially responsible activities to improve their reputation, 
to satisfy customers, to attract highly qualified personnel and to increase 
company value.

SA8000 Standard 

SA8000 standard was developed by the Council on Economic Priorities 
Accreditation Agency (CEPAA) in 1997 (Fuentes-Garcia, Nunez-Tabales, & 
Veroz-Herradon, 2008, p. 35). It has been conducted by Social Accountability 
International (SAI). Trade unions, human rights and children rights organi-
zations, academicians and employers made contributions for the initiative 
of CEPAA during development process (Erdoğdu, 2006, p. 390; Fuentes-
Garcia et al., p. 35).

Aim of the standard is stated as to define the criteria for social responsibil-
ity of companies. It is based on conventions of the ILO, UN and national 
laws (Erdoğdu, 2006, p. 391, Fuentes-Garcia et al., 2008, p. 36). Reviewing 
the clauses of SA8000, it is seen that it has clauses going beyond social 
provisions. Especially clause of remuneration transcends the national 
standards in developing countries (Erdoğdu, p. 392; Social Accountability 
International [SAI], 2011). As of June 2012, there were 3083 organizations 
having SA8000 certification. Numbers of certified companies were 966 in 
Italy, 656 in India, 473 in China, 269 in Romania, 164 in Pakistan and 6 in 
Turkey (Social Accountability Accreditation Services [SAAS], 2012).
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It is expected from those companies to define social responsibility policies 
and to apply them to employment conditions and to continuously monitor 
these applications. In this context, both management and employee repre-
sentatives should be selected and employees should be informed about the 
practices following their recruitment. This standard should be applied to 
both suppliers/subcontractors and sub-suppliers (Erdoğdu, 2006, p. 393).

Very little empirical evidence is available to indicate whether those compa-
nies that have adopted any kind of social responsibility codes offer signifi-
cantly better working environments in terms of safety, health, freedom of 
association, and fair pay practices. Therefore comparative researches that 
meet the highest methodological standards will make contribution for 
resolving these debates (Hiscox, Schwartz, & Toffel, 2008, p. 3). Although 
SA8000 has strict provisions, sanctions for not meeting these provisions 
are left to international markets through not buying goods or services from 
those companies (Erdoğdu, 2006, p. 394). Furthermore Fuentes-Garcia et 
al. (2008, p. 28) point out that there is a little knowledge about these stan-
dards so that customers and society should be informed. They also state 
that there are a few firms having skills to apply these standards and it is 
not the priority. In this regard, application cost and fee of accreditation 
companies are shown as obstacles. According to the authors, there is also a 
risk of “selling” these certificates.

Discussion: Place of Social Responsibility within the Ethics and 
Human Resource Management Debates

Social responsibility codes and standards could be seen as a guideline for 
understanding what the ethical HRM applications are. However the main 
point is to reveal the motivations for adoption and forms of adoption. As 
social responsibility is seen as a tool for legitimacy, forms of adoption may 
differ from symbolic to substantive (Christmann & Taylor, 2006). Therefore 
organizations having applied those codes or standards may not have ethi-
cal considerations or ethical basis may vary. Some companies can see them 
as a tool for profit maximization, employee loyalty or motivation (Cochran 
& Wood, 1984). On the other hand, critical studies review understanding 
of social responsibility as an invention of company departments having 
“relations” or “management” as their endings to overcome environmental 
and societal challenges that are against economic growth of neo-liberal glo-
balization policies (Keskin, 2010). In times of globalization and flexibility 



where power imbalance in favor of markets and employers, it is difficult to 
establish ethical standards. On the other hand, these standards may play 
an important role for the establishment of balance of power among actors 
(Yıldırım, 2009). If the power of HRM rests on both providing productiv-
ity and increasing work life quality at the same time (Yıldırım), quests for 
the axes of efficiency, justice and voice will continue (Budd, 2004). In this 
regard not only the enforcements of international organizations and cor-
porations or ethical values of employers, managers or HRM practitioners, 
but enforcements and ethical values of citizens as customers may present 
contributions.

Conclusion

It may be thought that companies adopting social responsibility contracts 
and standards have more ethical HRM practices. However reviewing social 
responsibility studies it is seen that there is not only one approach and 
reasons of adoption and implementation may vary. Furthermore, ethical 
frameworks presented in the study (the ethics of duty, fairness, justice, util-
ity, liberty, virtue and care) show that it is not possible to mention one type 
of ethical understanding. Therefore reasons of adoption of social responsi-
bility contracts and standards may arise from respect for people or benefit 
calculation for the company. Following studies may focus on effects of these 
differences on HR practices. Revealing of realities in practice will pave the 
way for understanding and developing of theoretical frameworks and will 
be a guide for practitioners.
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