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INTRODUCTION

Modern-day organizations are facing a number 
of challenges: intensified globalization, increased 
market competition, changing workforce demo-
graphics, rapidly changing technology and e-
business, just to name a few. Of these, technology 
has perhaps made the most profound impact on 
organizational practices. Take a moment and re-
flect on the following questions: How many work-

related emails do you receive on average, every 
day? How often do you receive electronic invita-
tions to meetings, social events, free Webinars or 
professional development workshops? What types 
of automated reminders do you set up to remind 
you of an approaching deadline for a project or 
mandatory online training? Do any of your work 
meetings occur on social networking sites (e.g., 
Facebook™, LinkedIn™, Twitter) or in virtual 
worlds (e.g., SecondLife™ or ActiveWorlds™)? 
When was the last time you used Skype to com-
municate with a colleague or business partner in 
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another part of the country or world? Did you 
turn to Blog, Wiki, online discussion forums or 
chat rooms to exchange knowledge? How many 
times did you use the Internet to search for new 
information? Does your company use the Intranet 
and/or Listserv for internal communication or 
social networking sites for recruitment, sales and 
marketing, operations management, and customer 
support? What’s your reaction to these questions? 
Are you surprised or perhaps even overwhelmed? 
As Carroll and Wager (2010) so aptly summarized, 
“technology has further revolutionalized the ways 
in which many companies do business, forcing a 
paradigm shift for management that has resulted 
in new and innovative approaches to carrying out 
business with customers, employees and other 
stakeholders.”

For the field of human resource development 
(HRD)—whose primary goal is to improve orga-
nizational effectiveness by developing individual 
knowledge, skills, and expertise—technology has 
significant implications. Not only has it provided 
exciting opportunities for HRD, it also presents 
difficult challenges for HRD professionals in 
promoting individual and organizational learning 
and performance improvement (Benson, Johnson, 
& Kuchinke, 2002). For example, almost a decade 
ago, Hronec (1993) projected that the role of 
information, in driving and evaluating initiatives 
related to HRD, is more significant than ever 
before. As a result, the successful application of 
HRD interventions and tools has become increas-
ingly dependent upon the use of technology (See 
McWhorter & Bennett, 2010 for thorough review).

Despite wide recognition of the importance of 
technology to organizations, there has been little 
systematic research on its impact on HRD prac-
tices. As Bennett (2009) noted, “how important 
new technologies have been to HRD is an open 
question” (pp. 362-363). Furthermore, discussions 
about technology in HRD, while not devoid in 
the field, have not been adequately emphasized. 
Consequently, how organizations integrate tech-
nology into their work processes remains unclear. 

To fill these gaps, this chapter explores the role 
of technology (primarily Internet and Web-based) 
on the practice of HRD. Specifically, it addresses 
three issues. First, it identifies the challenges which 
technology has brought to HRD in the twenty-first 
century. Second, it analyzes the impact of tech-
nology on HRD with a special focus on emerging 
HRD practices in virtual environments. Third, it 
provides insights into the future of virtual HRD.

BACKGROUND

Current literature on the role of technology in the 
field of HRD (e.g., Benson et al., 2002; Githens, 
Dirani, Gitonga, & Teng, 2008) suggests that it 
is increasingly becoming a critical component 
of not only the day-to-day practice of HRD, 
but the effective completion of organizational 
tasks. The increasing emphasis on knowledge 
creation and technology application in HRD has 
led to the burgeoning concept of virtual HRD 
(VHRD). What follows is a discussion of the 
notion of technology in organizations, as well as 
two emerging concepts in HRD which point to a 
continuing evolution of the role of technology in 
HRD—VHRD and Web 2.0.

Technology

Information technology (IT) has grown exponen-
tially, and globally, during the past two decades, 
leading to changes in nearly every field of practice, 
including HRD. And the term technology has been 
loosely used in our language. Technology is gener-
ally viewed as the application of the sciences to 
the objectives of industry, business, government 
systems, and human endeavors. As a process, 
technology is a “socio-technical means of defining 
and solving problems” (Swanson & Holton, 2001, 
p. 382). In the field of HRD, technology has been 
defined as open space technology (Owen, 1997), 
or human performance technology (International 
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