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Transformation of HRD: change is coming!

Human Resource Development (HRD), as an applied area of research, practice, and 
education, has matured and evolved over the last six decades (Harrison et al., 2021; Lee, 
2014; Sambrook & Willmott, 2014). At its heart, the field focuses on the interaction 
between work and learning for individuals, groups, organisations, communities, nations, 
regions of the world, and our global community (Garavan et al., 2023; Torraco & 
Lundgren, 2020). The point of departure is that, wherever people work, there is learning, 
be it tacit or explicit, formal or informal, work-based or classroom-based, incidental or 
accidental, effective or ineffective. However, in the 21st century, accelerated by radical 
technological, economic, demographic, and ecological changes, there have been signifi
cant changes in work and employment. Work is carried out in new ways and in new 
virtual and non-traditional spaces. What HRD scholars, practitioners, and researchers 
once regarded as standard forms of employment are increasingly characterised by 
variation, atypicality and precarity (Anderson, 2022; Scully-Russ & Torraco, 2020). 
Alongside this, at a global level, patterns of labour migration, in addition to changes in 
the geography of production, distribution, and value chains, raise questions about 
whether traditional approaches to HRD research, practice, and education remain rele
vant and timely (Keep, 2021; World Economic Forum, 2018).

Call for transformation

In recent years, parallel to ongoing research and scholarship to develop and refine 
existing HRD knowledge and practice, calls have been made for a radical re-thinking 
of the purpose and remit of HRD, and the question has been raised whether taken-for- 
granted theories and research are still appropriate (L. L. Bierema et al., 2023). HRD 
conferences have been devoted to extensive discussion and dialogue about whether 
transformation of the field is necessary or desirable, what transformation would look 
like, and how it might occur. However, as the world of work continues to transform, the 
transformational turn of HRD scholarship seems to be stumbling. A clear path forward of 
transformation, achieving a fundamental and radical change of direction, remains elu
sive. This should not be surprising. HRD scholars, mindful of the need for publication in 
all the right journals, are encouraged to work within existing mindsets, theories, and 
values as they advance HRD research and scholarship (Anderson et al., 2021). Teaching 
curriculum is change-resistant in higher education contexts when educators seek to meet 
existing rather than future-oriented employability priorities for their learners. HRD 
practitioners, mindful of the need to demonstrate relevance to business leaders and 
employees, must attend to competitive and performative economic outcomes in the 
short term, making it difficult to make a case for a transformative HRD with a longer- 
term and wider outlook (Collins et al., 2021; Randev & Jha, 2022).
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At this pivotal moment, the selected articles around this special issue represent a range 
of reflections, ideas, and also provocations by authors grounded in the need for trans
formation to envision the future of our field and its practical and social impact. Articles 
present ways of transforming HRD to ensure that the field has the capacity to add social, 
economic, and ecological value through learning and development, in the changing 
circumstances in which individuals, groups, organisations, communities, societies, 
nations, and regions of the world are involved. In framing their articles, authors provoke 
debate and raise refreshing proposals for HRD practice, education, research, and scholar
ship that address both short-term and long-term changes. In this special issue, we frame 
our provocations within the current state of the HRD field and envision, perhaps dream 
about, what HRD could and should be in the future.

HRD research and practice

HRD is first and foremost an applied field; however, broad and ubiquitous it may be. 
McLean and McLean (2001) defined HRD as ‘any process or activity that has the potential 
to develop adults’ work-based knowledge, expertise, productivity and satisfaction, whether 
for personal or group/team gain, or for the benefit of an organization, community, and 
nation, or, ultimately, the whole of humanity’ (p. 322). If this understanding of our field 
makes sense, then what we now term HRD has, in fact, been in existence since the dawn 
of humanity, on all continents, in all civilisations, and at all societal levels – at times for 
peaceful and productive, at others for destructive and oppressive, pursuits. Our domain 
of professional commitment, then, should be seen as a fundamental social process in the 
evolution and development of our species (Kuchinke et al., 2023).

In contrast, academic research, the disciplined inquiry into the nexus between learn
ing and work, is far more recent and much more restricted. If HRD practice is ubiquitous 
across space and time, HRD research is selective in focus and scope. What we publish in 
journals and books, what we present at conferences, and what we teach in university 
programmes, is but a small subset of the vast terrain of HRD practice. The body of HRD 
knowledge as it exists today is neither completely random in its focus nor is it arbitrary. It 
is constructed based on assumptions, norms, and values of what is worth researching, 
submitting, and accepting for presentations and scholarly publications. Graduate stu
dents make judgements about the focus of their dissertation research with an eye on 
getting hired after graduation. Editors make judgements when they perform desk 
reviews, reviewers judge a manuscript based on criteria of what constitutes 
a contribution to the field and follow accepted norms of writing. And conference 
organisers set themes for our field, again signalling what is important and what not. If 
the body of HRD knowledge is thus constructed, then we need to ask questions about the 
rules of the game and the criteria in place for inclusion and exclusion of research. Do 
these structures and rules serve us well? Are there any openings for innovation and 
change (Kuchinke et al., 2023)?

Why we study HRD transformation

Of course, there are reasons for not addressing all there is to cover in HRD, including 
institutional pressures on faculty to often publish and quickly, editorial policies and 
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review rubrics, the quest for journal rankings, and page limits in journals. And, as 
academics, we have large degrees of discretion over our scholarship. But, the fact that 
our resources are limited and that we have such freedom in our scholarship makes it all 
the more important to reflect on the questions of what we study, what we choose not to 
study, and what we ought to study. Are we addressing the most urgent problems, issues, 
and concerns? Who decides what is important and what not? Are we true to the vision of 
leading the field through research? Are we exercising appropriate care and concern for 
the field that we owe, as academics, scholar-practitioners, and members of the HRD 
community?

These questions are important and existential. Research on academic fields shows that 
not all fields survive and grow (Hambrick & Chen, 2008). Some linger for a while, then 
disappear as faculty lines get reallocated and member numbers dwindle. Others languish 
as competing fields emerge and encroach on their territory. Others still cease to remain 
viable as students move to areas that promise better professional opportunities and 
careers. It is appropriate, then, for HRD scholars and practitioners to examine the current 
state of HRD and its future directions as in this special issue. The transformation of HRD 
theory, practice, and education as the topic taps into important conversations that have 
been with our field for a long time. Critical reflections on what we are doing and what we 
should be doing (Torraco & Lundgren, 2020) are crucial for advancing research and 
practice in HRD.

Special issue articles

The first three articles in this special issue focus on HRD theory and advocate for 
different ways of theorising our field. First, Anderson, Poell, and Mohd Rasdi introduce 
the new concept of Cultural HRD to propose an emancipatory structures framework. 
Problematizing the enduring dominance of Western-cultural HRD, they critically discuss 
both generalised theorisations of HRD and theoretical approaches grounded in National 
HRD and Indigenous HRD. Their novel emancipatory structures approach to theorising 
HRD aims to bring about a more equitable and context-sensitive discipline that values 
diversity, embraces pluralism, and is committed to fostering just developmental out
comes across the globe. The proposed Cultural HRD concept values non-Western HRD 
knowledge systems and practices, and challenges power structures at macro, meso, and 
micro levels, thus prioritising social justice in HRD scholarship and practice.

Second, and in a somewhat related vein, Greer introduces the notion of radical 
intentionality for transforming workplace diversity and HRD. Based on the Bierema- 
Callahan model of Critical HRD (L. Bierema & Callahan, 2014), she reviews the literature 
on four phases of evolution: organising by diversity management, learning from diversity 
training and higher education curriculum, changing to social justice and intersectional 
diversity, and relating through diversity intelligence. Each phase reflects the shifts in 
conceptualisations of workplace diversity and associated HRD actions and responses. 
Radical intentionality in HRD emphasises the need for intentional transformative actions 
to address lingering systemic issues of workplace discrimination and marginalisation.

Third, Marsick, Watkins, and Lundgren imagine the future of HRD using 
a complexity lens. They adopt Nora Bateson’s idea of ready-ing, challenging strongly 
held theories of top-down, step-by-step change that do not work well in complex, 
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adaptive systems. Recommending best practices for today’s complex world is unhelp
ful as responses will always depend on conditions posed by changing realities, and 
change is constantly coming, often quickly and unpredictably. Instead, therefore, we 
should ready people and organisations for change they might not imagine and cannot 
predict. To illustrate what ready-ing might look like in practice, the authors provide 
four examples of how organisations ready for change. They also offer provocative 
reflections on developing new mindsets and skill sets for HRD’s ready-ing for 
complexity.

The next two articles in the special issue focus on HRD research. In the first of these, 
Kwon, Han, and Cho propose a pathway forward for more impactful HRD research. 
They highlight three tensions observed within HRD that are currently limiting its 
generative potential, namely three tensions in research-practice, traditional-critical 
HRD, and organisation-society. They identify a common theme of misleading sense- 
making practice within HRD research, which has resulted in the field’s current dismal 
impact and ontological crisis. The authors argue that HRD research can and should 
extend its horizon beyond organisations to a societal level by deliberately collaborating 
with practitioners to address real-world problems and by cultivating creative synergy 
across paradigms and worldviews.

In the second of these two articles, Moore and Cho present an empirical study on the 
research-practice gap (the gap) from the perspective of HR practitioners to evidence if 
there is any possibility to bridge the research-practice gap in HRD. The discrepancy 
between research findings and their practical applications has been a long-standing 
critical issue in our field. Collecting data from interviews with 18 hR practitioners and 
73 survey respondents, the authors draw insights from HR practitioners to better under
stand their perspective of the gap, examining what workplace challenges HR practitioners 
face, what resources they use to solve those challenges, and how they perceive academic 
research in shaping real-world solutions.

The next article in this special issue is a conversational and personal piece, in which 
the authors reflect on their dynamic experiences with transformation and change in HRD 
practice. Kuchinke and Lee offer five accounts of specific transformation initiatives taken 
from their professional engagements. Their goal is to reflect on and draw out insights for 
the dynamics of transformation. The tales offer glimpses of the intricacies and dynamics 
of HRD transformation as it actually unfolds. The authors invite readers to reflect on 
their own projects and draw their own conclusion of the fit between their portrayals of 
the matter at hand and their experience.

The special issue closes with an article that lays out the applications of digitalisation 
and artificial intelligence in (future) HRD. McLean and González Ortiz de Zárate 
describe the areas in which applications of digital technologies have impacted, and will 
impact, HRD. Areas identified and described include authoring, performance manage
ment and coaching, personalisation and continuous learning, analytic metrics, robotic 
continuous improvement, employee engagement and autonomy, employee wellbeing 
and life balance, attrition reduction, simulations, digital dialogues, communities of 
practice, credentialing, soft skills development, and ethics. While a critique of these 
applications of digitalisation and AI is important, which was not the primary purpose 
of their article; the authors designedly focus on describing the applications only, along 
with implications for HRD curricula.
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Futuring questions and research

What lessons can be learned about HRD transformation across the seven special issue 
articles and what questions should we ask for future research? First, the authors see 
a need for transformation in many different respects: HRD theory (Anderson et al.; 
Greer), HRD research (Kwon et al.; Moore and Cho), HRD practice (Kuchinke and Lee; 
McLean and González Ortiz de Zárate), and the entanglement of HRD practice, theory, 
and education (Marsick et al.). In terms of HRD theory, several new concepts are put 
forward to help the profession engage in transformation; for example, Cultural HRD as 
the backdrop for an emancipatory structures framework (Anderson et al.), the notion of 
radical intentionality for transforming workplace diversity and HRD (Greer), and the 
idea of ready-ing people and organisations for complex change they might not imagine 
and cannot predict (Marsick et al.).

In terms of HRD research, not only do authors ask how the gap with practice should 
be bridged (Moore and Cho) but they also challenge this very dichotomy between 
practice and research as a ‘misleading sense-making practice’ within the discipline 
(Kwon et al.). Perhaps the ‘dismal impact and ontological crisis’ that HRD finds itself 
in can be resolved by researchers collaborating with practitioners to co-produce knowl
edge (Moore and Cho) and by incorporating societal contexts in HRD research and 
teaming up with practitioners who should address real-world problems that need urgent 
attention (Kwon et al.). To prevent the insights that can be drawn from the articles in this 
special issue from succumbing to the research-practice gap, as researchers we therefore 
need to engage continually with real-life stakeholders, such as HRD practitioners, busi
ness managers, learners, governmental and international bodies, trade unions, NGO’s, as 
well as professional associations (e.g. AHRD, UFHRD, CIPD, and SHRM). Perhaps the 
complexity lens that Marsick et al. draw on in their article could help us make sense of 
this extensive learning network that we researchers are part of?

In terms of HRD practice, the difficult position of HRD, that in many respects comes 
to the fore in this special issue, can be linked to the very broad definition of the field that 
was adopted after the early days of technical/corporate training were gone. HRD is thus 
not always easily recognisable in organisational practice and, where/when it is, only 
sometimes as influential as the field itself would like to see. From a disciplinary view
point, this clear absence may be called problematic; however, from an ideal perspective, 
the integration of HRD (and Adult Education, in many ways) into other neighbouring 
fields, disciplines, and practices makes a lot of sense. Perhaps as a community, we should 
rather cherish the fact that ideas such as ‘learning organisation’, ‘knowledge sharing’, 
‘managerial coaching’, and ‘agile working’ are part and parcel of organisational lingo 
these days, without being clearly linked to the HRD field that spawned them? The HRD 
knowledge base might be much more impactful than the field has so far realised. Or will 
this unbounded proliferation ultimately be lethal to the field?

In terms of HRD education, the fact that HRD education programmes are 
embedded in universities and thus, are subject to their norms, often interferes with 
the theory-practice connection mentioned earlier. Perhaps, the education of future 
and current HRD practitioners needs to move out of university settings to be more 
formally embedded in professional organisations, where ‘radical intentionality for 
transforming workplace diversity and HRD’ can be more readily applied (Greer)? 
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How can professional and work organisations be more involved in professional 
formation and education processes? Again, HRD education programmes will need 
to work more closely with practitioners, for instruction, for resources, and for 
advisory groups, to ensure that practitioners who are being prepared are receiving 
the necessary preparation required as technological impacts on HRD continue to 
escalate. Henceforth, there will be a need for research that makes sense of how 
individual HRD practitioners in the work context manage to integrate their on-the- 
job HRD learning into participation in organizational/professional interventions and 
in HRD educational programmes.

Nevertheless, these ideas do not necessarily address the problem that in focus
ing on current employability the future focus of HRD education is ignored. 
Further inclusion of future thinking, foresight, and scenario planning, which 
have long been neglected in the HRD curriculum, seems a potential way forward 
here. As McLean and González Ortiz de Zárate show in their article, emergent 
technologies and the digitalisation of HR processes bring a need for a more 
critical consideration of the consequences of how HRD, as a profession and 
field, should react and evolve.

A final reflection, of a somewhat different nature, concerns the writing in this special 
issue. Transformation of HRD should also include a reconsideration of the norms 
governing academic writing and publishing. To this end, the special issue offered space 
for experimentation and alternative forms of putting forth scholarly perspectives. The 
article by Kuchinke and Lee as well as the three personal vignettes in the Anderson et al. 
article are two examples. Towards the completion of the special issue, the editorial team 
realises that once again the topic of HRD transformation has sparked more questions 
than definitive answers. This is very much in line, however, with the essence of the HRD 
field. Openness to fluidity in the HRD field is crucial for its continued existence and 
flourishing, despite concerns about its very broad nature. As one of the special issues the 
authors famously offered almost a quarter century ago, attempts to define HRD and 
delimit its boundaries merely hamper the transformative potential of learning and 
development, wherever it occurs (Lee, 2001).
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