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Foreword by James Coyne
James c. coyne is professor emeritus of psychology in psychiatry, blogs at coyneoftherealm mind the Brain.

Wise people do not waste time viewing TEDx talks by presenters marketing HR consulta-
tion, workshops and coaching– unless they want to be manipulated while they are enter-
tained and inspired, and distracted from the wandering greedy hands seeking to slip into 
some lucrative pie, aided by a booking agent. But I recommend Patrick Vermeren’s The 
Uncomfortable Truth of HR and Leadership Development. In the tradition of Benjamin 
Bratton’s classic anti-TED talk, consume it, preventively, to protect you from the false al-
lure of other talks by HR marketeers, or as a cure for the hangover from already having 
imbibed too much. 

Better yet, take the video as a movie trailer, a prequal for this book. In both, Vermeren in-
dicts the pseudoscience and simple nonsense of HR with a devastating selection of pro-
moters’ own words. He then slays them with a Gryffindor sword, fashioned from conceptual 
analysis and robust evidence distilled from 15 years of amazingly wide reading.  The book 
teaches the tricks that can only be displayed in a 16-minute video. 

You are invited to approach Vermeren skeptically, until he wins your confidence as a 
trusted source. Many readers will not have the time or sophistication to evaluate many of 
his judgments. I suspect many readers will keep the book handy as a reference to consult 
when tempted by the offerings of HR. They will accept without much thought what 
Vermeren declares good, bad, or partially true. But it is clearly not Vermeren’s aspiration to 
become another uncritically worshiped HR guru. Rather, he wants to incite and arm a cadre 
of citizen scientist skeptics who can evaluate for themselves not only the particular non-
sense that Vermeren has lined up, but also what gets released as the inevitable next year’s 
model of new and improved nonsense. He effectively establishes that the frequent claim of 
HR products being evidence-based is simply an empty branding, a labeling that should 
prompt a heightened alert for a skeptical probing of just what evidence and of just what 
quality. 

Reading Vermeren, I got the definite impression he might agree that most HR sucks, but he 
is not a cynic seeking to destroy big business of HR consulting. He became disenchanted 
when HR consulting was more of a full-time activity for him. Instead of becoming consumed 
with anger, he became detached and amused. I think he was even having fun, as he wrote 
with a dead pan humor that constantly leaves the reader wondering if he is intending to be 
taken ironically or literally, especially with his trigger warnings. I learned in the opening 
pages, that Vermeren will sooner or later make a disarmingly boldface declaration of what 
he believes to be true, outright nonsense, partially true, or maybe acceptable as provision-
ally true, depending on the circumstances. Inevitably he then lays out the reasons why you 
might come to agree with him.

Vermeren has the noble and achievable goal of providing self-defense to a cadre of con-
sumers who come into contact with HR marketeers, either because they are contemplating 
receiving services or because they are forced to suffer through services someone higher up 
in their organization has imposed on them in mandatory workshops or consultations. 
Vermeren acknowledges that the marketeers won’t be amused, despite his entertaining 
banter, irony, and self-deprecation. Like a number of US skeptics, he has had experienced 
legal threats from HR gurus who claim he plagiarized them when he was only making fair 


