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Emerging Ideas 

Economics and Human
Resource Development:
A Rejoinder
GREG G. WANG
RICHARD A. SWANSON
University of Texas at Tyler

This article focuses on the areas agreement between two recent and seem-
ingly disparate Human Resource Development Review articles by Wang
and Swanson (2008) and McLean, Lynham, Azevedo, Lawrence, and
Nafukho (2008). The foundational roles of economics in human resource
development theory and practice are highlighted as well as the need for
comparative studies. A framework for conducting comparative human
resource development policy studies is proposed.

Keywords: economics; comparative analysis; HRD policy studies; national HRD

How can the human resource development (HRD) profession function effec-
tively without economic theory and tools? Both our manuscript (Wang &
Swanson, 2008) and the response (McLean, Lynham, Azevedo, Lawrence, &
Nafukho, 2008) fundamentally agree that economics is central to HRD theory
and practice. We could not be happier.

Areas of Agreement About Economics

Our focus here is to note the basic points that we all seem to agree on
related to economics and HRD. We also suggest a comparative study frame-
work for HRD scholarship and action.
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Agreement as to the Importance of Economics

We celebrate the major point of our agreement as to the importance of eco-
nomics for HRD. No matter what particular economic strand you pull on,
agreement on the importance of economics represents a step forward for HRD.
In our assessment, the fundamental disregard of economics by HRD scholars
and practitioners has created a glass ceiling for the field. Both articles, explic-
itly or implicitly, are grounded in a belief in human beings, their development
potential, and the positive financial impact of HRD investments. Yet, a minis-
cule number of academic HRD programs in universities include substantive
study of economics or economics of HRD. In comparison, almost all drench
their students in learning theory and psychology.

Agreement as to the Variety and Robustness
of Economic Theories

There is not one view or one paradigm that drives economics or HRD. It is
a messy thing that we are interested in—people and systems. In response to
these messy issues, scholars of economics have a large head start on HRD
researchers who are interested in raising questions about the role of HRD
through small-, mid-, and large-scale development efforts. Individuals, work
groups, and organizations (companies and nations) are economic entities that
have been studied for decades by economists—neoclassic, neoinstitutional,
and development economists—and their varied theoretical assumptions
referred to in both our articles. HRD can be best served by first knowing, and
then, comprehensively understanding this large body of work. Once done,
responsible decisions in the context of HRD about fusing that work into the
HRD profession (or filling in the blanks with new research) can be made.

Agreement as to the Need for More
Economic Knowledge and Expertise

The HRD profession has consistently had high aspirations and visions of its
contributions to organizational effectiveness. The reported evidence around
those aspirations and visions has been significantly less than those being touted.

It is common sense within economics that development economics is a
response to the failure of neoclassic theory in dealing with economic advance-
ment. Institutional factors have been recognized by HRD scholars as a critical
construct in HRD theory building and reality (Wang & Holton, 2005). Thus,
new rigorous inquiry—bottom-up or top-down—is needed to advance and
secure HRD’s position in economic-related theory, analysis, and practice. Part
of the process is giving and taking criticism and making the resulting adjust-
ments in understanding economics and its areas of applicability to HRD
research and theory building. Ultimately, the work of serious scholars and
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practitioners committed to deep economic understanding of HRD must be
judged by economists outside HRD.

Agreement as to the Idea of the Comparative Studies

Implicitly and explicitly, both articles support the importance of comparative
research studies, not superficial judgments as to status and perceived differ-
ences. Rigorous comparative studies provide the potential for deep understand-
ing and the basis for meaningful and robust comparisons between systems.
Comparative economics, for example Rosser and Rosser (2004), provided an
excellent example on how to compare complex national economic systems in a
transforming world of economies. The similar comparative approaches can be
used for analyses at regional, community, and organizational levels.

Recommended core readings helpful in framing important economic studies in
HRD include Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis, With Special
Reference to Education (Becker, 1993), Modern Labor Economics: Theory and
Public Policy (Ehrenberg & Smith, 2008), The Evolution of Institutional
Economics: Economics as Social Theory (Hodgson, 2004), and Comparative
Economics in a Transforming World Economy (Rosser & Rosser, 2004).

Framework for Comparative HRD
Scholarship and Action

At the present time, we are not aware of any existing framework for think-
ing about and focusing comparative studies in HRD. Among practitioners,
benchmarking has been used, but this methodology has specific intentions and
limitations when it comes to rigorous comparative studies.

We are proposing a comparative study framework for HRD (Figure 1) that can
be used to establish boundaries for any given study. This framework is clearly
more than just economics and yet clearly embraces system-level economics.

Comparisons are typically between selected, different, or parallel systems
(A-H) such as one corporation compared to another corporation or one coun-
try compared to another. Given the need and rationale, comparing HRD in two
Fortune 50 retail corporations, such as Wal-Mart and Target, could be the
focus of a particular study. It is also reasonable to conduct a study comparing
one system to an idealized or best practices anchor.

Examples of traditional system levels that could be studied include govern-
ment examples such as a nation, a region, a government agency, or government
functions. Corporate or company system levels include companies, multina-
tional or local, company division, and functions within companies. Responsible
studies at both the national and organizational levels are desperately needed by
the profession to make its case in society.

Designed studies could include all or selected comparison dimensions of
HRD. The framework lists the following dimensions: vision/mission, strategy,
policies, programs, and results. Additional dimensions can be added to meet
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the specific inquiry questions. Thus, a rigorous study gaining primary data in
the seven dimensions of HRD for Target Corporation and Wal-Mart Stores,
Inc. would be highly prized in the profession. In a similar vein, a rigorous
study of the seven comparison dimensions of HRD at a national level in China
and the United States would be highly prized.

While the proposed framework is very flexible in framing a specific com-
parative study, scholars are compelled to incorporate and report on appropri-
ate research methodology and its rigorous application in their study efforts.

Conclusion

In summary, advancing the study of economics by HRD professionals and
focusing on the rigor of comparative studies on HRD systems are the purposes
of this rejoinder. Including courses in economics and comparative studies within
HRD academic degree programs is a very important elementary step in stimu-
lating these lines of research. Encouraging HRD scholars to master and apply
specific economic theories, methods, and tools to issues facing the profession
and to understand systems through rigorous comparative research is another.

Using the economists inquiry tools for HRD descriptive and results
research should advance the HRD profession’s ability to answer the “How do
you know?” questions.
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