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This paper offers Amartya Sen’s capability approach as a framework for understand-
ing and evaluating Human Resource Development activities in larger organizations, 
specifically transnational corporations (TNCs). There is a growing literature on inter-
national human resource management targeted at people studying management in 
large organizations which has encouraged an element of cultural sensitivity in HR 
practices. This paper is concerned with demonstrating how the capability approach 
can help link the world of work to wider socio-economic and citizenship development. 
Human exploitation (more negative) and raising returns to human capital (more posi-
tive) are compared to the capability approach as models for understanding the impact 
of human resource management activities. For the Capability Approach, it is im-
portant to take into account the potential impact of HRD on people working for a 
TNC and on their wider well-being outside the TNC. A case study of TNCs in Ghana 
is used to explore how the capability approach can be applied in practice. The paper 
concludes with some reflections on how the approach may help provide a conceptual 
framework for the global discourse on TNCs as potential developmental agents.  
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Introduction 
This paper offers the capability approach as a framework for understanding and 
evaluating Human Resource Development activities in larger organisations operating 
internationally (hereafter transnational corporations or TNCs). The capability ap-
proach originated in the 1980s, in the writings of Amartya Sen, a Nobel Prize for 
Economics laureate. This work built on a seminal book on the causes of famine which 
highlighted the role of distributional processes in hunger related deaths (Sen, 1981). A 
central concept in Sen’s book was ‘entitlements’.  

Every person has a set of entitlements (in this paper, offers of HRD resources 
from an employer constitute such entitlements whether or not the employee takes up 
the offer). An increase in entitlements can involve improved access to markets (in-
cluding the labour market), public resources (including local, national and international 
education systems), and civil society institutions (including enhanced participation in 
valued cultural activities).  

Deaths in a famine not only reflect a critical entitlements deficit, but are also ex-
treme cases of losses of both capability and functionings. Where capability is the po-
tential for undertaking a range of beings and doings, and functionings is the specific 
set of observable beings and doings that a person actually undertakes in some defined 
time period (e.g. a year, a working career, or a lifetime). A particular economic activity 
can be seen as a functioning alongside many other activities that give meaning to per-
sonhood. As a functioning, paid employment can be both an end providing resources 
for consumption and investment and a means to full personhood giving dignity, self-
respect, and respect in the eyes of others characterised by Amartya Sen’s drawing on 
Adam Smith as ‘the ability to appear in public without shame’.       

Moving between entitlements, capability and functionings involves ‘conversion’ 
elements that provide systemic lubrication largely beyond individual influence. Con-
version factors introduce a vital social dimension to what otherwise could give the ca-
pability approach an over-individualist focus. For instance, Binder and Broekel (2011), 
in a UK context, find being unemployed inhibits conversion of resources through ca-
pability into functioning while being self-employed stimulates such conversion in 
terms of enhancing personal confidence in social contexts. In the context of this pa-
per, transnational corporations’ HRD activities are viewed as important as potential 
conversion agents for people who are their employees in providing secure entitle-
ments, enhancing capability development, and offering additional functionings.  

The research questions addressed in this paper are: 
� Can the capability approach enhance our understanding of the responses of 

transnational corporations to the challenges of operating in ‘local’ cultural con-
texts in the ‘global south’ when added to conventional human capital and human 
exploitation models of the world of work? 

� Does our Ghanaian case study suggest similarities and differences in employees’ 
experiences of such responses between transnational corporations with headquar-
ters in North America, South Africa and Western Europe? 
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� Could these differing responses be partly path dependent on the history of the 
local establishments comparing two new creations by transnational corporations 
with one establishment with a previous history in the public sector? 

� What are the implications of the capability approach as applied in this paper for 
deepening global debates on decent work and corporate social responsibility?  

The capability approach and the world of work 
Sen’s development of the capability approach in the 1980s required a move away from 
the moral horror of famine to more relativistic moral positions on social justice and its 
relationship to inequality. This increased relativism demanded a greater concern with 
deliberative capability as the means to decide what people have collective ‘good reason 
to value’. High quality deliberative processes can be seen as institutional arrangements 
that permit conversion of entitlements into capability sets that increase the freedom to 
choose more valued functionings in a specific socio-cultural context. 

Another aspect of the engagement between the capability approach and relativism 
is a concern with people’s normative perceptions of their capability and functionings 
status. In the 1980s, Sen had puzzled over indicative data that women and men in 
Bengal with apparently similar health profiles expressed gender influenced, differing 
evaluations of their well-being with women generally being more positive. This con-
cern over ‘adapted preferences’ (judgements based on differing ‘subjective’ base-lines 
of what is considered satisfactory) echoes through to today.  

For instance, Lessmann and Bonvin (2011) use the capability approach to com-
bine both more directly observable and individual employee testimony elements in a 
single holistic perspective on what constitutes satisfactory employment. Also Pinker 
(2009) takes a thought provoking look at gendered behaviour and outcomes in the 
workplace that challenges the basis of conventional affirmative action thinking. Ar-
guably, encouraging greater social deliberation and more ethnographic research, in the 
spirit of the full capability approach, could reduce the ‘noise’ from adapted prefer-
ences and improve understanding of the social psychology of people in work.  

By 2000, the Capability Approach had developed a holistic conceptual framework 
across the whole range of human activities, which we attempt to summarise in Figure 
1. This framework appears very demanding in terms of a check-list of potential capa-
bility outcomes for even the most ambitious HRD interventions in the most socially 
responsible corporation. However, this paper suggests that, as a checklist, the frame-
work does allow identification of all areas of either real gains or actual damage to ca-
pability in any sector and occupation and can be used as an analytical and evaluative 
framework for any HRD intervention. 

In support of this contention, it is relevant to cite the main findings of the Execu-
tive Summary of the report on quality of work produced by the European Foundation 
for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions. Employee performance is 
found to improve with: 
� Training 
� Career advancement plans and employment security 
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Figure 1: Scoping a capabilitie’s development profile – the range of potential  
capabilities people need to live a whole life with good quality well-being and 
low vulnerability 

 
� Health, safety and well-being 
� Work-life balance policies1 

Debates in the corporate HRD literature 
The global private sector has an important role to play in developing human resources 
as states have found their resources squeezed. The state can still provide the enabling 
policy, legal and institutional framework but directly improving capability is de facto 
increasingly becoming a question for private sector enterprises, through their human 

                                                           
1  http://www.eurofound.eu/publications/htmlfiles/ef1120.htm 



management revue, 23(2), 173-190 DOI 10.1688/1861-9908_mrev_2012_02_Cameron  177 

resources development policies and practices. However, in practice, the actual contri-
bution of the private sector in the development of the human resources of a nation is 
debatable (ILO, 1996). UN organisations are especially concerned with the way trans-
national corporations, a powerful group within the private sector, might contribute to 
the human resources development of the indigenous people of the developing host 
countries in which they operate (ILO, 1981; UNCTAD, 1994; Enderwick, 1996; ILO, 
2002). 

In the growing literature on human resource development, there are claims that 
TNCs can contribute to broadly conceived international development. According to 
the International Chamber of Commerce’s (ICC) Secretary General Maria Livanos 
Cattaui:  

“The inescapable conclusion is that foreign direct investment coupled with the grass-
roots development of a viable private sector, are key to economic and social progress in 
Africa” (ICC, 2000). 

The ILO report on employment and structural adjustment (ILO, 1992) reported that 
African governments had expressed the belief that: 

“On the whole the activities of multinational enterprises had increased or tended to in-
crease employment opportunities and improve standards in their country. In addition, the 
generation of direct and indirect employment, the introduction of new technology and 
management practices, the provision of training, the upgrading of skill requirements, in-
creases in productivity and competitiveness among local firms were mentioned as impor-
tant benefits” (ILO, 1992, p. 21).  

There is a growing body of research into human resources development (HRD) often 
prescriptively and instrumentally associated with a burgeoning MBA sector in tertiary 
education. Central to the many definitions of human resources development that ex-
ists in the HRD literature (for example, Watkins, 1989; McLagan, 1983; McGoldrick, 
Stewart, & Watson, 2002) is both skill formation and attitude change. Human re-
sources development from a conventional perspective, at company level, is essentially 
concerned with improving the work-related skills of people for a specific organisation, 
but with individuals also seeing gains for themselves. In terms of the purpose of 
HRD, there are certain distinctive strands from the literature that offer potential ex-
planations of the possible HRD positions that can be adopted by organisations (in-
cluding TNCs). They can be summarised as follows:  
� The purpose of HRD within organisations is increased productivity/profitability 

(Lado & Wilson, 1994; Huselid, 1995; Rummler & Brache, 1995).  
� The purpose of HRD within organisations is the development of self (Maslow, 

1970; Aktouf, 1992; Barrie & Pace, 1998).  
� The purpose of HRD within organisations is skills developed in accordance with 

the psychological contract between employer and employee (either traditional job 
security or employability). Perceived violation by the employer of the psychologi-
cal contract can have a negative impact on the employee and can be seen as a ten-
sion in the field of values (Baruch & Hind, 1999; Dench, 1997; Robinson & 
Rousseau, 1994).  
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� The purpose of HRD is to enable the employee to act as a researcher and de-
velop expertise through contextual learning and experimentation (Kohlberg & 
Mayer, 1972; Kincheloe, 1995; Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1993).  

� The purpose of HRD is to set the necessary conditions for the organisation to 
develop an effective learning capability. (Shaw & Perkins, 1991; West, 1994).  

� The purpose of HRD is to pursue training and development in keeping with the 
career systems approach that has been adopted by the organisation (Sonnenfeld 
& Peiperl 1988). 

Only the first purpose lacks any sense of the concerns of the capability approach, in-
cluding an important long term view of human improvement. Most of these HRD ob-
jectives look at HRD mainly from the perspective of the employer or the organisation 
and in terms of how HRD can help the organisation achieve its goals. As such, these 
aims only provide insights into part of the experience of the individual employees re-
ceiving HRD within organisations and do not provide insights into the potential im-
pact of the HRD on employees’ wider lives. 

Part of this literature is explicitly concerned with international human resource 
management (IHRM) targeted at managers of TNCs operating across cultures. This 
has encouraged an element of cultural sensitivity about the language of human re-
source development which has strong links to the capability approach: 

“the concept of HRM itself, like all social constructs, takes its character and quality, if not 
its very existence, from the socio-cultural and political economic context which gave birth 
to it” (Tayeb, 2005, p. 204). 

Despite expressing some confidence in a universal best practice, Tayeb admits:  
“MNCs may not always be able to devise and implement company-wide global HRM 
strategies and policies …. Notions such as ‘modifications’, ‘adaptations and ‘local varia-
tions’ rather than ‘global’, ‘international’ and ‘universal’ more accurately characterize 
HRM in multinational companies” (Tayeb, 2005, p. 209). 

Ozbilgin also adds  
“Multinational companies, which set up branches in emerging or less-developed econo-
mies, predominantly originate from developed countries. This bodes difficulties in direct 
transfer of human resource practices, which are developed in advanced economies, to be 
implemented in countries with developing or less-developed economies, and has further 
implications for voice and representation of employees in host countries (Ozbilgin, 2005, 
p. 163). 

Ozbilgin then goes on to distinguish exportive, adaptive, integrative, synergistic styles 
as options where only the last is transcendent (Ozbilgin, 2005, p. 163). 

The Burke and Cooper (2005) collection of articles can be seen as representing 
the optimistic universalistic approach to HRM that “endorses … balance: healthy 
people and healthy organizations” (ibid: 5). But, like much of this literature there is no 
recognition of the wider discourse in development studies on the concept of capabili-
ties and none to exploitation in any of its forms (e.g. no mention of child labour).  

Price (1997) has a relatively sensitive chapter on “culture” and HRM, though in-
timately linked to the challenge of ensuring “commitment” to the organisation (Price, 
1997, p. 122-155). The approach appears less optimistic about developing a universal 
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understanding than some mainstream literature, though optimistic about convergence 
towards a global managerial cultural community of interest displacing multiple local 
community cultures of place. 

Sparrow et al (2004) argue from a more sceptical instrumental position that “in 
practice, global HRM seems to revolve around the ability of an organization to find a 
concept that has “relevance” to managers across several countries – despite the fact 
that they have different values embedded in different national cultures and despite the 
reality that these global themes may end up being operationalized with some local ad-
aptation” (Sparrow et al., 2004, p. 110).  

In terms of the capability approach, it is important to take into account the po-
tential impact of HRD interventions on employees outside of the confines of the firm 
where the HRD was received. How do HRD interventions affect the agency (or 
power) of the employees receiving it and what potential impact can this HRD then 
have on the indigenous society outside of the organisation providing the HRD?  

Strategic HRD within organisations, from the perspective of the capability ap-
proach, needs to looked at not just in terms of what is the purpose of HRD for the 
organisation, but also the impact of the HRD provided by the organisation on indige-
nous employees’ values and what is the potential impact of the HRD received by the 
individual indigenous employees outside of the firm in the wider economy and society. 
Such concerns lend themselves analytically to exploration through the lenses of neo-
institutionalism and social regulation theory (Coster & Leonard, 2011).  

Linking corporate HRD concerns to the capability approach 
Human Resource Development thinking tends to start from asking why people un-
derperform in a workplace. In HRD language, relevant factors producing employee 
underperformance may include some or all of the following:  
� Poor recruitment – under-qualified or over-qualified for tasks given? 
� Personal negative characteristics, e.g. laziness, indiscipline  
� Monetarily under-rewarded 
� Poor physical environment, health and safety risks 
� Bullying managerial style, lack of consultation/deliberative processes 
� Boredom – no opportunities for expression of imagination/creativity  
� Perception of absence of long term developmental/career opportunities 
� Limited or negative social ‘peer’ relationships in work and lack of positive ‘spread’ 

effects to wider life  
� Feeling undervalued personally and/or group cultural alienation 
This paper is concerned with demonstrating how the capability approach can help in-
tegrate the last five factors in the list into a holistic, humanist framework for work be-
ing part of a whole well-lived life. In Aristotle’s language, which inspires Martha 
Nussbaum as a capability theorist, this pattern of a whole well-lived life can be envis-
aged as eudaimonia (Nussbaum, 2006).  
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To move towards an HRD image of improvement and a more positive language, 
the paper offers differing perceptions of employer-employee relationships, initially di-
chotomised into a set of conflictual perceptions paired with more synergistic relation-
ships (Table 1). 
Table 1:  Universalist models of employer–employee relationships 

More negative perceptions More positive perceptions 

• Conflictual absolute income seeking 
• Bored alienation 
• Socially negative relationships 
• Hierarchical quantitative performance measurement  

• Mutual additional income seeking 
• Creative expression 
• Socially positive relationships 
• 360 degree qualitative developmental assessment 

 
Over-arching these pairings is the space for genuine deliberation over the values that 
people have good reason to hold. Table 1 illustrates the realities in which employer-
employee relationships are created as complex mixes of characteristics (most jobs con-
tain some times, spaces and activities in which either more conflictual or more syner-
getic elements dominate). The role of ‘progressive’ Human Resource Development 
can be seen as seeking to change the mix towards more positive characteristics, 
though usually within cost and authority constraints set by employers and rights to 
change employment for employees.  

In the language of the capability approach, HRD can be seen as attempting to 
fully use employees’ current capabilities in carrying out a functioning at work. It may 
also involve as stimulating further capability development with a resulting improve-
ment in functioning at work. In both roles, HRD may have positive spread/spillover 
effects into wider areas of life and hence improved overall well-being. In this respect, 
Lopes et al. (2011) find that the results of the European Working Conditions Survey 
show a link between perceptions of greater autonomy at work and greater participa-
tion in voluntary and political activities.  

From this wider perspective, corporate HRD interventions can be analysed and 
evaluated as to how far they connect to the international Human Development agenda 
and the general improvement of human well-being in which the economic dimension 
is important but not exclusive. This agenda also has roots in Amartya Sen’s Capability 
Approach and has been widely used to understand local level changes in well-being, 
though often neglecting the quality of employment experiences.  

Thus, for the capability approach, it is important to take into account the poten-
tial impact of HRD on people, not only as employees, but in their lives both inside 
and outside the confines of the corporation and the specific, current tasks of the em-
ployees. The capability approach asks how HRD interventions change the well-being 
of the employees receiving them. The impact can be seen at four levels: e.g.  
� improving valued specific skills and competence in their current jobs 
� providing a more general capability to gain promotion in the corporation 
� helping employability in other organisations or take up sustainable self-

employment  
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� becoming a more effective agent in wider civil society or political processes  
Moving through the levels from top to bottom widens the impact of a HRD interven-
tion from the immediate material interest of the employer to the wider capability de-
velopment of the person employed.  

A general framework for comparing human exploitation and human  
capability approaches to HRD 
To highlight the specific contributions of capability approach, it is useful to compare it 
with older, well established theories of HRD impact. This paper compares three theo-
ries, namely human capital (Becker, 1975), human exploitation (Braverman, 1998) and 
human capability development (Sen, 1999). 

Human capital focuses on increased productivity and profitability calculated in 
monetary terms; human exploitation theory’s focus is unequal power and its reproduc-
tion, while human capability development theory’s focus is human freedom and the ex-
pansion of choice over beings and doings that individuals have good reason to value in 
their socio-cultural context. 
� Human capital theory suggests that there are potential outcomes of greater eco-

nomic success for indigenous employees resulting from HRD provided by their 
TNC employer. This economic success may be instrumental as a means to raising 
employees’ well-being.  

� Human exploitation theory suggests that only negative disempowering outcomes 
can be expected by most employees as a result of so-called human resources “de-
velopment” by their TNC employer. Such experiences may have ‘backwash’ ef-
fects in reducing a sense of agency as a citizen in wider life.  

� Human capability development theory encourages more direct wide-ranging ex-
ploration of a societal dimension to HRD impact on indigenous employees of a 
TNC. More normatively, human capability development theory suggests that the 
benefits for indigenous employees of receiving human resources development at 
a TNC should be judged on whether this changing entitlement and increased ca-
pability contributes positively to the freedoms of indigenous employees in terms 
of increasing their ability to achieve higher well-being in terms of functionings 
they have good reason to value . 

Within human capital theory, Becker (1975) differentiates between specific and gen-
eral on the job training. Using his definitions of specific and general training, specific 
training in the TNC would be training that increased productivity of the individual 
trained more in the firm providing the training than potentially in other firms. In its 
most basic form, it would consist of specific instructions given to workers on the job. 
General training would be training conducted by the TNC that is useful to many firms 
in addition to the TNC providing it. Becker also added that, although much on-the-
job training is neither completely specific nor completely general, on-the-job training, 
overall, did increase productivity more in the firm providing it and thus fell to some 
extent within the definition of specific training (Becker, 1975, p. 19, pp. 26-27). 

Human capital theory, combining employer and employee outcomes, stresses that 
successful education and training lead to greater productivity of the employee, which re-
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sults in both greater income for the individual employee and greater profitability for the 
employer. In order to minimise ‘free-rider’ poaching by other firms, training within 
firms will tend to be firm specific (Becker, 1975; Allsopp, 1995). If human capital the-
ory is representative of the reality of the experiences of the indigenous employees in a 
TNC, then the interviewed employees would recognise HRD interventions as positive 
in terms of economic gains from their work for the TNC.  

Human capital theory can extend its reach to wider gains from HRD in terms of 
employees being able to move to higher productivity jobs in other firms or in self-
employment. Individual employees leaving the TNC, with the knowledge, skills and 
attitudes they have gained whilst working at the TNC, may have more choice of em-
ployment options. HRD activities giving rise to outcomes of economic success for the 
individual may also be shared, for example, with employees of their new employer or, 
if they have set up their own business, with their own employees. The development 
impact of this is that the employees of the new employer or the individual’s own em-
ployees also gain improved knowledge, skills and attitudes that lead to real outcomes 
of economic success (and associated increases in income) for them as well. Thus in 
human capital theory, there can be spread effects (or spillovers) of HRD activities in 
terms of real material gains. 

For human exploitation theory, Braverman (1998) saw training and development 
in the capitalist workplace as being about giving workers the minimum skills to be able 
to carry out the tasks in their job and to sustain or increase profitability. 

“Training a worker means merely enabling him to carry out the directions of his work 
schedule. Once he can do this, his training is over” (Braverman, 1998, p. 309).  

Braverman argued that managers control knowledge and that for managers, the instruc-
tion of workers in the simple requirements of capital is the aim of the upgrading of skills 
in workers (Braverman, 1998, p. 307, p. 309).  

“The worker may remain a creature without knowledge or capacity, a mere hand by which 
capital does its work, but so long as he or she is adequate to the needs of capital the 
worker is no longer to be considered or called unskilled” (Braverman, 1998, p. 309). 

Under human exploitation, the assumed experience of indigenous TNC employees be-
low the elite managers in the TNC operation is that they get minimum or no training 
within the TNC operation. The concept of elitism as a philosophy of training, as ex-
plained by Reid, Barrington and Kenney (1992), is when a lot of training is seen as 
necessary and reserved for the elite, such as managers over a certain grade, but unnec-
essary for the rest of the employees in the organisation. This: 

“has its roots in long established patterns of [training] provision which are seen to have 
served [an] ..organisation well over a substantial period of time” (Reid, Barrington et al., 
1992:, p. 53). 

Braverman’s dichotomous model was derived from applying Marxian theory to USA 
assembly line manufacturing industry, though The Centre for Research on Multina-
tional Companies documents cases of its continuing applicability in Asia. Adaptations 
are needed for other sectors where ethnographic research can uncover tensions on the 
frontiers between elite and non-elite workers (Thompson & Cushen, 2011). 
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Therefore, human exploitation theory at the workplace and individual level argues 
that non-elite employees are required by capitalist firms (through representative man-
agers) to carry out instructions in a highly sub-divided division of labour and achieve 
the profitability goals of the capitalist firm. Any HRD activity for non-elite employees 
will be instrumental for the needs of capital. Non-elite employees are powerless with 
regard to their control of their working lives and have highly restricted other employ-
ment choices as a result of working for and receiving HRD from the capitalist firm 
(Braverman, 1998). 

If human exploitation theory is representative of the reality of the experiences of 
the indigenous employees in a TNC, then the interviewees will express dissatisfaction 
with the amount, form and outcomes of HRD they receive. Outcomes of disempow-
erment are that indigenous employees below the elite managers in the TNC operation 
will claim they only get instructions related to specific tasks within the TNCs’ opera-
tions, have limited skills development, and no room for creativity. Additionally, the 
non-elite employees will have a sense of having little or no choice with regard to em-
ployment options outside the TNCs and express a sense of alienation between work 
and their lives in wider Ghanaian society.   

Human capability development stresses that HRD activities can be evaluated in 
terms of how far they contribute to the substantive freedoms of people to choose life-
styles they have good reason to value. The things of value to people are greatly influ-
enced by the norms and mores of their society (Sen, 1999). The approach also high-
lights that individuals should gain more from HRD than greater productivity and in-
come. Increased productivity is only one dimension of the substantive freedoms that 
people may seek. Development at the national level should be about the total impact 
of HRD in terms of increasing people’s capability and providing opportunities to de-
liberate and exercise reasoned agency (Sen, 1987, 1990, 1999).  

If human development theory is representative of the reality of the experiences of 
the interviewed indigenous employees in a TNC, then they will perceive positive 
spread effects linking the TNC’s HRD activities and their wider lives. Following Sen’s 
argument that the way people behave depends on their understanding of prevailing 
societal norms (Sen, 1999), it is analytically conceivable that there will be potential in-
fluence on the employing TNC’s norms of the values of the indigenous people of the 
local society (within which the TNC is operating) as a result of these values flowing 
into the TNC from the surrounding society, through the indigenous employees. This 
has the potential to affect the work norms that exist within the TNC.  

Vice versa, the work norms of the TNC can change the norms and practices of 
their indigenous employees. Therefore, there is also the potential for the outflow of 
norms from the TNC into the local society through the indigenous employees. This 
has the evaluative potential to be either beneficial to the local society and/or the TNC 
or negative to the local society and/or the TNC. The outcomes for indigenous em-
ployees of working for a TNC and receiving HRD from the TNC need to be judged 
on whether they perceive the HRD as contributing positively to the substantive free-
doms that these employees have to achieve the things they have reason to value.  
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The three analytical frameworks open up a range of possible well-being outcomes 
linked to wider development studies exploring positive or negative effects on human 
well-being beyond the conventional HRD managerialist discourse, while embracing 
insights from that discourse in the International Human Resource Management litera-
ture and its tendency to emphasise the human capital model, whether explicitly or im-
plicitly. To summarise: 

If there were human capital outcomes, it would be expected that there will be 
perceptions of some transferability of the knowledge and skills gained in terms of 
transferability of knowledge and skills outside of the TNC.  
� In terms of the transferability of the knowledge and skills gained from training 

and development by the indigenous employees, if there were human exploitation 
outcomes, it would be expected that little knowledge and few skills would be per-
ceived by the indigenous employees and none would be transferable outside of 
the TNC.  

� If there were human capability positive developmental outcomes, it would be ex-
pected that knowledge and skill gains would be perceived as considerable and 
transferable not only in terms of work, but also contributing to the substantive 
freedoms of the indigenous employees (Sen, 1997, 2000).  

Figure 2 illustrates the relationship between the three approaches. 
Figure 2: From entitlements to capabilities to functionings, through human capital, 

human exploitation and human capabilies 

ENTITLEMENTS:

STATE

MARKET

CIVIL SOCIETY

POLITICS

RESTRICTED 
ENTITLEMENTS:
INSECURITY/ 
VULNERABILITY TO 
EXPLOITATION
ADVERSE 
INCORPORATION/ 
EXCLUSION

WORK EXPERIENCE 
CAPABILITY GAINS

ASSOCIATIONAL/DELIBERATIVE  
CAPABILITY GAINS

FORMAL TRAINING 
CAPABILITY GAINS

LITTLE OR NO CAPABILITY 
GAINS: 
EXPLOITATION, THOUGH IF 
HIGHLY SPECIFIC, THEN SOME 
HUMAN CAPITAL GAIN 
APPROPRIATED BY EMPLOYER

CAPABILITY GAINS 
OPEN UP NEW 
FUNCTIONINGS 
POSSIBILITIES 

NO NEW 
FUNCTIONINGS:
UNABLE TO USE 
INCREASED 
CAPABILITY, THEN 
FRUSTRATED 
CAPABILITY 
REDUNDANCY/ 
‘UNDEREMPLOYMENT’
-

ACHIEVED NEW 
FUNCTIONINGS 
INSIDE AND 
OUTSIDE WORK

DISTRIBUTION OF 
BENEFITS: HUMAN 
CAPITAL? SOCIAL 
CAPITAL?

 

An indicative case study 
To give an indicative empirical basis for this comparison we draw on fieldwork con-
ducted in Ghana for one of the author’s doctoral thesis (Eyeson, 2003) which was su-
pervised by the other author. The research explored HRD in the Accra branches of 
three transnational corporations producing a similar product using similar technologies. 
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Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a cross-section of the current perma-
nent workforce (divided into ‘managers’ and ‘workers’ for the purposes of this paper) - 
that is people most likely to receive more HRD from the TNCs compared to the grow-
ing numbers of casual/flexible workers liminally employed ‘in’ most formal organisa-
tions. Previous employees were also interviewed as a triangulation check against possible 
bias among existing employees that their employer might be informed of their negative 
assessments of HRD activities. The data collection process was aimed at capturing: 
� Perceptions of the outcomes (intended and unintended) in the Ghanaian world of 

work that indigenous TNC employees claim to get from the human resources de-
velopment they receive from their TNC employer. 

� Perceptions of wider developmental impacts outside their employing TNC by in-
digenous TNC employees on how the TNC’s HRD effort contributed (or not) to 
the general well-being of Ghanaian society.  

Table 2 summarises the broad findings for the three TNCs (identified as “X”, “Y” and 
“Z”). The HRD experiences of managers at X and Z, as well as workers in X, Y and 
Z, appear to have a human capital element in which material gains are valued. The ex-
periences of workers and managers at X and Z as well as workers at Y were also in 
keeping with the human capital hypothesis which predicted that firms would provide 
widespread training but expect employees to bear some of the cost of general training 
because it raises the potential employability of the employee outside the firm and 
firms will provide employees mainly with specific training. 
Table 2:  Main outcomes for employees and ex-employees as a result of TNC training 

and HRD 

 Human Capital outcomes (pri-
marily company specific skills 
with limited transferability) 

Human exploitation outcomes 
(strong sense of grievance/  
alienation) 

Human capabilities 
185esponse185nttal outcomes 
(sense of deliberative engage-
ment) 

TNC X Managers 
Workers 

Managers  
Workers 

 

TNC Y Managers 
Workers 

 
Workers 

Managers 

TNC Z Managers 
Workers 

Managers  
Workers 

 

Source: Adapted from Eyeson (2003) 
 
TNC X, headquartered in North America, was not perceived as encouraging and sup-
porting the further education and professional development of the indigenous manag-
ers (including supervisors) that they desired and which would have made them more 
attractive to other employers or enhanced their self-employment opportunities. Work-
ers in TNCs X and Y also claimed they were not offered HRD leading to their 
185esponssional development or to further their education. At TNC Z, however, 
there was some evidence that HRD might contribute to further education which 
might in turn increase wider employability. HRD management in TNC Z, headquar-
tered in Western Europe, stated that it offered limited support for the further educa-
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tion of employees, although the Z interviewees largely did not perceive the company 
as being supportive of their desires for further education. But TNC Z did provide IT 
training to managers, supervisors and workers, and this training was fully funded by 
the TNC. 

Some managers in TNC Y, headquartered in South Africa, claimed they had re-
ceived general training in knowledge that they did not have previously to which they 
did not contribute financially. They did see this HRD as increasing the potential for 
increased earnings as their improved knowledge made them more marketable, plus if 
they left the TNC, they potentially had more knowledge to share with their employees 
(if self employed) or with their colleagues (if employed). In terms of the spread of 
knowledge into the world of work outside of the TNC through the indigenous TNC 
employees, this can be seen as positive for Ghanaian economic development, though 
the turnover of employees is very low and therefore spread effects are weak.  

The interview results also suggest elements of human exploitation. In all three 
TNCs, formal in-house training was primarily aimed at managers, not workers. This is 
consistent with the human exploitation hypothesis of minimal HRD for workers, with 
additions to skill and knowledge being concentrated at elite levels within the firms. 
Workers in X and Y claimed training was carried out in a rote, didactic fashion with 
no space for deliberative interaction.  

Formal training provided by the TNC to managers in X and Z was claimed to be 
primarily aimed at instructing these managers how to do things the TNCs’ way and 
thus consistent with a human exploitation approach in which indigenous managers 
were not part of the TNC ultimate ‘elite’. Thus the findings point to the TNCs bring-
ing into Ghana only that HRD relevant for their national operations. Therefore, the 
control and command of this knowledge did not lie with Ghanaian managers and en-
gineers, as they were reliant on production processes and technical expertise embodied 
in machinery imported from the West. Thus, Ghanaian managers in the TNCs, al-
though they instruct workers in the Ghanaian operation, are also themselves in-
structed by managers at the headquarters of the TNCs using amongst other things 
formal training and development, but not really transferring skills that could be used 
for autonomous creativity.  

From the perspective of human capability development, TNC Y managers were 
able to obtain further education paid for by the company which had the potential to 
have a positive impact on their human development. Good quality further education 
should contribute to their ability to make more reasoned choices and thus assist in 
improving their substantive freedom to lead the lives they have reason to value. Thus, 
for the Y managers, there may be an element of human capability development. Also 
only in TNC Y was there any sensitivity to the wider cultural and societal context in 
which the TNC was operating, but this was a complex recognition that involved toler-
ance of non-deliberative, arbitrary authority and nepotism, alongside more positive 
socio-cultural values.  

Thus all three frameworks showed some relevance in the analysis of findings 
from the three TNCs. Though the analytical territory for interpreting the data col-
lected was primarily contested between human capital and human exploitation, the 
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human capabilities development perspective had value both in widening the scope of 
the analysis of some actual practices and identifying deficits in other practices with 
strong human exploitation and more specific human capital elements. 

The main difference that did exist, concerned the ad hoc approach to HRD in Y, 
that did not exist in X and Z, and which had enabled the discretionary provision of 
further education and professional development to Y managers. There is an element 
of paradox in that TNC Y had the least developed formal HRD strategy. TNC Y’s ad 
hoc approach to managerial HRD, along with the discretion enjoyed by heads of de-
partments over training and development reflects to some extent the history of the es-
tablishment in the public sector. This could change with the introduction of a more 
formal training strategy and the increasing closer involvement of the TNC headquar-
ters in HRD. HQ company documents suggested TNC Y in its home country has a 
more profit focussed and specific approach to its training and HRD of its employees. 
At the time of the research, TNC Y had been managing company Y for only three 
years and so it could be that at the time of the research, arguably TNC Y had not been 
operating in Accra long enough to effect strategic change in HRD strategy, compared 
with the public sector predecessor that previously ran the establishment. 

In terms of the potential contribution to the development of Ghana’s total hu-
man capability, the evidence of this research into TNCs in one manufacturing sector 
in Ghana points to very restricted human capability development being provided by 
the researched TNCs to their indigenous employees with few spread effects and some 
possible backwash effects. In terms of wider human capability development, any im-
proved substantive freedom as a result of working for the TNC was unintended by 
the TNC e.g. those ex-employees who left their former TNC employer with a redun-
dancy payment and then went on to pursue further education at their own expense.  

There is some evidence of TNC practices having a negative impact on activities 
valued by indigenous employees e.g. having the time to attend important family occa-
sions. Also the TNC practices generally fail to meet the longer term aspirations of 
employees for their own career development and the next generation. In terms of the 
human exploitation prescription for progressive change through class struggle, there is 
no evidence of indigenous workers demanding and gaining greater power over the use 
of their labour in the three TNCs.  

The individual indigenous TNC employees themselves do report material bene-
fits. They are in employment in a country with very limited formal employment oppor-
tunities. Being employed by a TNC is perceived as a success in itself. However, their 
broader development (i.e. their further education and professional development) is gen-
erally not being supported by the TNCs in a country where affordability of education is 
an issue. This means that the TNC may be denying these indigenous employees an op-
portunity to develop their capabilities as recommended in UN and ILO conventions, as 
without their employer’s financial support, many of these indigenous employees will not 
be able to afford to pay for further education themselves.  

The above conclusions suggest that these three TNCs are not being effective in 
promoting development of Ghana’s human capability. These findings in Ghana could 
well be comparable to other African countries with similar economic conditions to 



188  John Cameron, Abena Eyeson: Corporate Human Management Thinking and Capability Approach 

Ghana, but with their own distinctive value systems and with other TNCs operating 
branches in low income economies employing indigenous employees. This paper is, 
however, not making claims to empirical generalisation, but using the fieldwork as a 
case study to demonstrate how the human capability approach can usefully supple-
ment the better known human capital and human exploitation approaches to analysing 
HRD activities.  

Looking towards the global HRD discourse 
There are numerous current efforts to persuade TNCs to become more conscious de-
velopmental agents, though the effectiveness of these efforts is in question (UNRISD, 
2010, p. 21). The Global Compact is the most direct effort to engage the private sec-
tor as a full partner in the international development agenda. Other initiatives are 
more sectoral looking towards fairer trade and redistributing shares of value added 
across commodity chains towards lower income participants. HRD concerns also find 
direct expression in two other initiatives coming from the UN system – ‘decent work’ 
and corporate social sesponsibility. Associated UN recommendations and conventions 
encourage larger employers including TNCs to support the professional development 
and further education of their indigenous employees, to help improve governance, 
and respect indigenous cultural values.  

The ILO, under the banner of “decent work”, has since 1999 been working to-
wards securing decent and productive work for men and women everywhere in condi-
tions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity (ILO, 1999; Somavia, 2000). The 
ILO Director General, Juan Somavia, said during a presentation on the ILO concept 
of “decent work” that it represented for people: 

“work on which to meet the needs of their families in safety and health, educate their 
children, and offer them income security after retirement, work in which they are treated 
decently and their basic rights are respected” (Somavia, 2000, p. 17). 

He added that: 
“People across the world are vitally concerned with the preservation or promotion of val-
ues or goals which don’t have price in the global market: environment, culture, security, 
freedom, knowledge, identity” (Somavia, 2000, p. 18). 

As part of this decent work agenda, the ILO puts forward the proposition that there is 
an increasing recognition of the pivotal role of education and training for achieving 
both economic and social goals. No society can succeed in a globalized environment 
unless its people have adequate knowledge and skills. These are vital, not just for 
maintaining competitiveness and ensuring adaptable and productive enterprises, but 
also for achieving citizenship, personal and social capability development (ILO, 1999; 
Somavia, 2000). 

Under the umbrella of the UN Global Compact initiative (UN 2002) (which en-
courages corporate social responsibility) and the ILO Tripartite Declaration of Princi-
ples concerning Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy (ILO 2002), TNC deci-
sion-makers could be encouraged to abide by the recommendations advocated by the 
ILO in the Tripartite Declaration, namely: to provide employees in the host country 
with general capability development; to participate, along with national government 
and private sector enterprises, in local programmes to encourage wider capability de-
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velopment in the general population; and to offer more opportunities within the TNC 
worldwide to develop the capabilities of indigenous managers (ILO, 2002).  

As a final conclusion, we suggest global and national policy as well as corporate 
HRD discourses can benefit from using the concepts of the capability approach. The 
capability approach can underpin such “decent work” and “corporate social 
189esponsebility” global initiatives, giving them a firmer conceptual foundation and a 
more holistic evaluative and prescriptive framework. 
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