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Abstract
This article examines the inherent dualism within the HR profession, where two distinct 
yet interdependent dimensions emerge: a rational, results-driven and an empathetic, emo-
tionally attuned dimension. These dimensions are here conceptualized as homo economic-
us (the rational actor) and homo emoticus (the emotion-driven counterpart). Drawing on 
critical theory, the analysis explores how certain ideas become dominant and authoritative 
within HR practice, shaping its priorities and decision-making processes. The article ulti-
mately argues that for HR to evolve into a more inclusive and balanced function, it must 
integrate instrumental rationality with emotional competence, ensuring it effectively serves 
both organizational objectives and employee well-being.

Keywords  HR roles · HRM · Human resource management · Critical analysis

Introduction

In the iconic sci-fi series Star Trek, viewers are introduced to Mr. Spock, a character whose 
very being embodies a profound duality: he is half Vulcan, representing logic and reason, 
and half human, capable of emotion and empathy. As first officer of the USS Enterprise 
under Captain Kirk, Spock navigates both the outer reaches of the galaxy and the inner 
conflict between his rational Vulcan side and his emotionally driven human nature. His 
struggle to reconcile these two dimensions – often privileging logic over feeling – offers 
a vivid metaphor for a deeper philosophical and psychological tension that resonates far 
beyond science fiction.

This tension mirrors the dual archetypes that structure much of the discourse in behav-
ioral science and organizational theory: homo economicus, the rational, self-interested, util-
ity-maximizing agent, and homo emoticus, the emotionally intelligent, relationally attuned 
individual. While homo economicus aligns with Spock’s calculated and analytical Vulcan 
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persona, homo emoticus reflects his human capacity for empathy, intuition, and affective 
response – qualities he often suppresses but cannot eliminate.

Though fictional, Spock’s internal dichotomy captures the essence of a very real dynamic 
within the human resource (HR) profession. HR professionals, like Spock, frequently find 
themselves navigating competing imperatives, i.e., strategic rationality on one side, and 
emotional sensibility on the other. This article draws on critical theory to examine how these 
psychological profiles (cf. Yamagishi et al., 2014) are not only conceptual ideals but are also 
embedded in the practical realities and power structures of organizational life.

In what follows, we move from theory to practice by investigating how these dual roles 
– homo economicus and homo emoticus – are enacted in the day-to-day work of HR pro-
fessionals. This analysis aims to uncover the ways in which HR practice is shaped by, and 
sometimes constrained by, dominant epistemological frameworks, and how integrating both 
dimensions may lead to a more holistic, inclusive, and responsive HR function.

Balancing Head and Heart: Expressions of Homo Economicus and Homo Emoticus in 
HR Practice

In practice, the dualism between homo economicus and homo emoticus within the HR pro-
fession is reflected in the everyday tensions and choices HR professionals face in their roles. 
The homo economicus aspect manifests through strategic workforce planning, performance 
metrics, cost-efficiency, compliance, and alignment with organizational goals. This role 
emphasizes data-driven decision-making, standardization, and policy enforcement, often 
prioritizing profitability, productivity, and risk management. HR professionals in this mode 
act as business partners, contributing to the bottom line and viewing human capital primar-
ily through an economic lens.

In contrast, the homo emoticus dimension comes to life through activities that involve 
empathy, care, and emotional labor. This includes conflict resolution, employee advocacy, 
support for mental health and well-being, attention to workplace inclusion, and the cre-
ation of psychologically safe environments. Here, HR professionals take on a more human-
centered approach, responding to the emotional and social needs of individuals within the 
organization. They act as trusted confidants, cultural stewards, and ethical voices, often 
mediating between personal needs and institutional demands.

Together, these roles illustrate the lived paradox of HR, that is, balancing strategic ratio-
nality with emotional sensitivity. The effectiveness of the HR function depends on how well 
these two logics can be integrated rather than siloed – navigating not just the measurable 
outputs of people management, but also the complex human dynamics that define organi-
zational life.

From Personnel Management to Professional Dualism: an Evolutionary View of HR

From a historical-evolutionary perspective, the HR profession – as a thought collective1 – 
has undergone a significant transformation. What once centered primarily on administrative 
tasks such as recruitment, payroll, and production statistics during the era of Personnel 

1 The concepts of thought collective and thought style originate from Fleck (1981) and are developed in his 
work Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact. Thought collective refers to the exchange of ideas within 
a particular professional grouping, which can be likened to Kuhn’s concept of the scientific community. 
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Management (1900–1970), has evolved into a more expansive role that now emphasizes 
the development and growth of individuals, teams, and organizations (HRM, 1970–present) 
(Paukert et al., 2020). This transition has been characterized not merely as a rhetorical shift, 
but as a paradigmatic rethinking of managerial approaches to people and work.

Within this transformation, many HR professionals experience a persistent internal ten-
sion – between logic and empathy, strategy and care – not unlike the dualism famously 
embodied by Mr. Spock. Building on the concept of homo duplex (cf. Kluver et al., 2014), 
HR can be viewed as a professional field inherently divided between rational-instrumental 
and emotionally relational dimensions. This dualism deeply influences how legitimacy 
is constructed and enacted within the HR role. The ability of professionals to navigate 
these competing values often depends on their epistemological and ontological orienta-
tions, formed through prior academic training, ongoing professional socialization, and the 
eventual construction of both personal and occupational identities – a developmental arc 
described in Habermas’ (1971) work on knowledge interests.

In the process of identity formation, many HR professionals actively distance themselves 
from the outdated image of the “grey administrator”, instead seeking recognition as busi-
ness partners with both human insight and organizational acumen. These modern HR prac-
titioners aim to play an integral role in strategic development and organizational change. 
Yet, the capacity to influence such areas is closely tied to HR’s position and perceived 
legitimacy within the organizational power structure. Without meaningful influence over 
strategic decision-making, HR’s ability to implement holistic and balanced interventions, 
such as promoting employee well-being or cultivating workforce resilience, remains lim-
ited. As Sundgren (2010) emphasizes, HR’s alignment with business strategy often hinges 
on its strategic standing, not merely its functional competence.

In this context, the conceptual distinction between homo economicus and homo emoticus 
serves not simply as an abstract theoretical device but as a lens through which we can better 
understand HR’s fragmented professional identity. 

We will return to a deeper discussion of this conceptual pair in another section, after 
briefly outlining the paper’s methodological orientation.

Method

To critically examine HR’s professional roles through the dual lenses of homo economicus 
and homo emoticus, we adopt a critical theoretical perspective that foregrounds power rela-
tions and the processes through which certain ideas, methods, and forms of knowledge 
are legitimized as authoritative (Alvesson & Willmott, 1996, p. 49). This perspective is 
especially valuable in the context of HR, where professional legitimacy and identity are 
constantly negotiated across competing demands, from strategic alignment with manage-
ment to ethical responsibility toward employees.

The strength of critical theory lies in its emphasis on reflexivity, communicative action, 
and the potential for transformative change within organizational structures. Drawing on 
foundational ideas from the Frankfurt School, particularly Habermas’ distinction between 
instrumental and communicative rationality, we argue that HR professionals must navi-

Thought style, comparable to Kuhn’s notion of paradigm, pertains to: “…a structured intellectual readiness 
and an inclination to perceive and act in one way rather than another” (Fleck, 1981, p. 70).
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gate and reconcile these rationalities in their everyday practice. This tension is not merely 
theoretical; it reflects real-world struggles over what counts as valid knowledge, effective 
practice, and legitimate professional identity in HR.

Our analysis thus seeks to investigate the implications of HR’s professional roles along 
two interrelated dimensions. First, the tension between homo economicus and homo 
emoticus as competing rationalities that shape HR discourse and practice; and second, the 
epistemological consequences of privileging one logic over the other in shaping how HR 
professionals are educated, socialized, and empowered. Ultimately, we aim to shed light on 
how HR knowledge and practice are embedded in broader social, institutional, and ideologi-
cal contexts – and how these contexts condition what HR can and should become.

HR-Roles: a Critical Analysis

This section offers a critical examination of Ulrich’s influential HR role framework through 
the conceptual lens of homo economicus and homo emoticus. By unpacking how these 
rationalities manifest within the HR roles identified by Ulrich (1997), we highlight an 
ongoing imbalance in which economic rationality dominates at the expense of emotional 
competence. Despite growing evidence that homo emoticus, with its focus on empathy, 
well-being, and ethical practice, is essential for navigating today’s human-centered organi-
zational challenges, resistance persists. This resistance is not only cultural and institutional 
but also epistemological. Drawing on Habermas’ (1971) typology of knowledge interests 
– technical-instrumental, practical-hermeneutic, and emancipatory – we explore how HR 
education and practice privilege certain forms of knowing, thereby shaping the professional 
identities and capabilities of HR practitioners. This analysis calls for a more integrated and 
reflexive understanding of HR’s roles, one that values emotional competence as a strategic 
resource, not a peripheral concern.

Theoretical Roles and Practical Tensions: Ulrich’s HR Framework through the Lens of 
Economic and Emotional Rationality

In his influential work Human Resource Champions (1997), Dave Ulrich proposed a recon-
figuration of the HR function through four interrelated roles: Strategic Business Partner, 
Change Agent, Administrative Expert, and Employee Champion (see Table 1). This frame-
work has had a profound impact on both HR scholarship and practice, establishing a norma-
tive model for how HR should contribute to organizational performance. A closer reading of 
the model reveals an implicit prioritization of economic over emotional rationality – what 
might be understood as a structural bias toward homo economicus at the expense of homo 
emoticus. Analyzing Ulrich’s framework through this lens reveals not only how HR’s mul-
tiple roles are enacted in practice, but also how broader institutional and ideological forces 
shape their relative prominence.
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Strategic Business Partner and Administrative Expert: Dominance of Homo 
Economicus

The Strategic Business Partner role is explicitly designed to align HR activities with over-
arching business objectives, thereby embedding HR within the core of organizational strat-
egy. It emphasizes quantifiable outcomes such as productivity, profitability, and competitive 
advantage. In practice, the HR Business Partner (HRBP) is often integrated into manage-
ment teams, which may compromise their objectivity in employee matters, as their loyalty 
to strategic goals can overshadow their advocacy for employees (Francis & Keegan, 2006). 
For this role to be successfully executed, the HRBP must be both an efficient service pro-
vider and a credible, expert advisor to management (Brockway, 2007). This logic strongly 
resonates with the rational, performance-driven orientation of homo economicus.

Similarly, the Administrative Expert role is concerned with process efficiency, standard-
ization, and cost-reduction – functions historically associated with bureaucracy and mana-
gerial control. This role also reflects the homo economicus paradigm, where individuals are 
viewed as resources to be optimized and where HR professionals design routines, policies, 
and systems to align workforce behavior with organizational goals. However, the growing 
complexity and scope of HR research raise important questions about how HR experts in 
this role remain adequately informed and equipped to handle ever-evolving demands.

This dominance is not incidental but is symptomatic of the broader neoliberal economic 
paradigm that has influenced managerial discourse since the late 20th century (Harvey, 2005; 
Brown, 2015). Within this paradigm, value is narrowly defined in financial terms, and orga-
nizational success is measured primarily through performance indicators and shareholder 
returns. HR’s legitimacy, therefore, has come to depend on its capacity to “speak the lan-
guage of business” (Legge, 2005), reinforcing the instrumental logic of homo economicus.

Professional 
role

Key focus Challenge Epistemologi-
cal Perspective

Business 
partner

Aligning HR 
strategies with 
organizational 
goals and vision

Risk of losing 
the employee 
perspective

Broad under-
standing of 
organizational 
behavior and 
strategy

Employee 
champion

Developing and 
nurturing human 
capital

Resource-
intensive initia-
tives; balancing 
diverse needs and 
demands

Continu-
ous learning 
and talent 
management

Change agent Driving change 
and sustainable 
HR practices

Potential loyalty 
conflicts

Organizational 
development 
and sustain-
able learning

Administra-
tive expert

Ensuring 
efficient HR 
operations and 
compliance

Risk of losing 
a holistic per-
spective of the 
organization

Learning 
dominated by 
the ability to 
simplify com-
plex issues

Table 1  Key Focus, Challenges, 
and Epistemological Perspec-
tives Across HR Professional 
Roles

Note. HR roles according to Ulrich (1997)

 

1 3



Employee Responsibilities and Rights Journal

Change Agent: a Hybrid Role with Instrumental Ends

The Change Agent role represents a more hybrid expression. It involves attracting and 
recruiting the right employees, facilitating their professional development, and managing 
talent pipelines through workforce planning. It also includes navigating the emotional ter-
rain of organizational transformation, such as employee resistance and cultural shifts. This 
dimension necessitates emotional competence and interpersonal sensitivity – traits that 
align with homo emoticus. However, in most interpretations, emotional insight in this role 
is often instrumentalized to support strategic change initiatives rather than valued in itself. 
While the role acknowledges affective dimensions, it ultimately remains subordinated to 
economic ends, maintaining its alignment with performance logic.

Employee Champion: the Marginalization of Homo Emoticus

At the other end of the spectrum lies the Employee Champion role, which most directly 
embodies the logic of homo emoticus. This function emphasizes advocacy, support, and 
fostering a positive work culture through compliance with legal obligations and attentive-
ness to employee needs. The Employee Champion plays a crucial role in increasing com-
mitment and competence by ensuring well-being, inclusion, and interpersonal development. 
However, despite its importance, this role is often viewed as soft, secondary, or even non-
strategic in both scholarship and practice (Townley, 1994). The affective labor embedded 
in this function is systematically devalued, even as organizations grow more complex and 
dependent on human-centered capacities.

Tensions Across and within Roles

These roles, when juxtaposed, present significant ethical and professional tensions. Tran-
sitioning between them requires navigating contradictory demands: Should HR initiatives 
prioritize efficiency and alignment with strategic objectives (as in the Administrative Expert 
or Business Partner roles), or should they center on individual development and well-being 
(as in the Change Agent or Employee Champion roles)? These tensions raise broader ques-
tions about how HR conceptualizes competence development and workforce planning, and 
whether emotional and rational priorities can be integrated rather than segregated across 
roles.

Explaining the Imbalance: Institutional and Ideological Roots

The structural imbalance favoring homo economicus within HR practice is sustained by 
several interlocking factors. First, economic rationalism plays a pivotal role, as organiza-
tions operating within competitive markets tend to adopt logics that emphasize measurable 
performance indicators and return on investment. In this context, HR functions are under 
increasing pressure to demonstrate their value in quantifiable terms, often leading to a pri-
oritization of cost efficiency, workforce analytics, and strategic alignment (Delbridge & 
Keenoy, 2010).

Second, institutional isomorphism further entrenches this bias. In their pursuit of legiti-
macy and perceived effectiveness, HR departments frequently emulate the practices of high-
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performing firms. As the business partner model gained prominence – particularly within 
Anglo-American corporate contexts – it was rapidly institutionalized as a best practice, 
reinforcing the hegemony of economic logic (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).

Finally, managerial ideology contributes to this imbalance by feminizing emotional com-
petence and relational labor, often categorizing them as forms of care work. Such competen-
cies, though central to homo emoticus, are frequently devalued in professional settings due 
to their perceived incompatibility with dominant ideals of rational, masculine management 
(Fleming, 2009). Together, these forces contribute to a persistent undervaluation of the emo-
tional and relational dimensions of HR, solidifying the primacy of homo economicus within 
both educational and organizational domains.

Why Homo Emoticus Matters and Why It’s Still Being Resisted

Despite its marginal status, the emotional dimension of HR is indispensable. Organizations 
are not merely rational systems but also affective and relational communities (Fineman, 
2000). Emotional competence is critical for trust-building, psychological safety, conflict 
resolution, and employee engagement – all of which are linked to long-term organizational 
performance (Goleman, 1995). Especially in contexts of uncertainty, change, or crisis (e.g., 
post-pandemic work), the capacity to recognize and respond to emotional needs becomes a 
strategic asset, not a liability.

Moreover, homo emoticus is essential for ethical HR practice. Emotions play a foun-
dational role in moral judgment, empathy, and solidarity. Without this dimension, HR 
risks becoming a mechanism of control rather than a mediator of justice and dignity in the 
workplace.

There is, however, notable resistance to integrating homo emoticus into the core of HR 
work, and this resistance manifests in both explicit and subtle ways. Cultural norms within 
organizations often position emotional expression as unprofessional or irrational, particu-
larly in high-performance or masculine-coded environments, thereby marginalizing rela-
tional competencies. At the same time, leadership expectations frequently elevate strategic 
HR roles while relegating employee advocacy to reactive or support-oriented functions.

Additionally, resource constraints and performance pressures commonly lead HR depart-
ments to deprioritize activities that do not yield immediate, quantifiable outcomes – thus 
undermining initiatives focused on well-being, inclusion, or interpersonal development. 
These interrelated dynamics collectively sustain a hierarchy of HR roles in which the emo-
tional labor embedded in the Employee Champion function is systematically underval-
ued, despite its growing importance in navigating today’s complex, human-centered work 
environments.

In this article we argue that if HR is to evolve into a more holistic and responsive func-
tion, it must transcend the dichotomy between economic and emotional rationality. Rather 
than assigning these logics to separate roles, the profession should aim to integrate them 
within a unified practice. Strategic thinking must be emotionally competent; emotional sup-
port must be understood as strategically significant. Only through such integration can HR 
move beyond its current contradictions and deliver value that is both organizational and 
human.

Table 1 provides an overview of these professional HR roles, outlining their associated 
key focus and challenges, as well as the underlying epistemological perspectives they imply.
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The Fragmented Identity of HR: Competing Roles and Epistemological Tensions

To reconnect with the previous discussion, we argue that the divergent orientations within 
HR education programs significantly shape students’ epistemological and ontological per-
spectives – a development that, perhaps, should not come as a surprise. In this context, we 
draw on Habermas’ (1971) three knowledge-constitutive interests: the technical-instrumen-
tal, the practical-hermeneutic, and the emancipatory.

Of particular relevance here are the first two, as they closely align with the conceptual 
profiles of homo economicus and homo emoticus discussed earlier. We discuss these knowl-
edge interests in the coming sections of the article to further analyze how they influence 
professional identity formation within HR.

However, the question of professional preparedness is not solely about the structure of 
academic programs. Equally important is the normative expectation regarding whom HR 
professionals are meant to serve: Are they advocates exclusively for management, or do 
they also represent the interests of employees? This question is especially pertinent given 
that HR does not operate within a unified professional role, but rather embodies multiple, 
and at times contradictory, functions.

Homo Economicus and Technical Interest

Decision-making, as many know, is an integral part of HR’s daily processes and can vary in 
complexity depending on the nature of the issue. For this reason, numerous parameters must 
be considered in the decision-making process. In an ideal world, decisions – regardless of 
their nature – would never have to undergo a cognitive loop of second-guessing what could, 
should, or ought to have been said. This kind of counterfactual thinking exists in most, if not 
all, individuals, yet it is rarely found in the neoclassical economic portrayal of the rational, 
self-controlled, and entirely self-interested individual known as homo economicus.

Returning to Habermas’ theory of knowledge interests, as previously mentioned, homo 
economicus can be seen as embodying a technical-instrumental knowledge interest. This 
knowledge interest, according to Habermas (1971), aligns closely with the core principles 
of positivism and risks overshadowing other knowledge interests that are of societal and 
scientific significance. Applied to the HR profession, this knowledge interest manifests in 
the profession’s reliance on practical and rational decision-making. A further implication, 
drawn from Habermas (1971), is that when this knowledge interest is operationalized within 
HR, it can risk eclipsing other organizationally significant interests. The danger here is that 
the HR profession may drift toward a technocratic orientation. From a professional stand-
point, this means that HR, in executing various processes, tends to translate reality into 
numbers and tables, prioritizing only those results that can be quantitatively measured. This 
conceptual tendency is referred to by Georgescu-Roegen (1971) as arithmomorphism – a 
term describing the reduction of complex realities to numerical representations. An arith-
momorphic mode of thought tends to reduce reality to a one-dimensional representation, 
neglecting the contextual complexities inherent in the perception of the knowing subject. 
As a countermeasure against the potential legitimization of an exclusive focus on the techni-
cal knowledge interest, it is therefore essential to emphasize the significance of alternative 
knowledge interests – ones that also allow for the qualitative aspects of HR processes to be 
acknowledged.
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Homo Emoticus and Hermeneutical Interest

Let us now shift focus to the counterpart of homo economicus, that is, homo emoticus. If we 
continue our discussion of decision-making, homo emoticus operates more through emo-
tions than through calculated rationality. In some cases, emotions are indeed necessary to 
make effective decisions. The foundation for this claim can be found in the work of Damasio 
and colleagues (1994), who describe the case of Phineas Gage.

This well-documented case tells the tragic story of railroad foreman Phineas Gage, who, 
in 1848, suffered a severe brain injury. Gage was responsible for a detonation crew – the 
group that blasted through the American landscape to lay down railroad tracks. During one 
such detonation, he inadvertently packed an explosive charge too tightly, causing it to ignite 
prematurely. The explosion sent a tamping iron through his cheek and out through the fron-
tal part of his skull.

Miraculously, Gage survived the trauma, but after his recovery, he exhibited a dramatic 
shift in personality. Once a balanced homo economicus – rational and efficient in his deci-
sion-making – and homo emoticus – an empathic and valued employee who became inca-
pable of making sound judgments and interact efficiently with co-workers. Furthermore, he 
struggled to understand the consequences of his actions (such as adhering to social conven-
tions) and repeatedly found himself in problematic situations, ultimately leading to the loss 
of his job.

The key takeaway from this story is that Gage experienced a personality transformation 
that impaired his social interactions, empathy, and adherence to conventions, most nota-
bly, his executive functioning. This well-known case is often cited as an example of how 
crucial our emotional life – our capacity for empathy and social interaction – is for both 
us and those with whom we interact. In short, it highlights the importance of emotional 
competence.

In Gage’s case, this crucial ability – emotional competence – was totally lost. Today, 
emotional competence is highly valued in the workplace, particularly from an HR perspec-
tive, where it is regarded as an essential factor in recruitment processes and, consequently, 
as an organizational asset (Drigas & Papoutsi, 2019). It is also worth noting that emotional 
competence constitutes the very essence of an HR leader’s work and decision-making – at 
least, according to Cuéllar-Molina et al. (2019). This assertion becomes particularly clear 
when we consider that HR is a people-oriented profession, one that directs its focus toward 
both the organization and its employees. To establish an emotion-driven work environment, 
HR professionals must be able to both motivate employees in their tasks and create incen-
tives that encourage them to perform at their best.

With this in mind, we return to Habermas (1971) and, more specifically, to the practi-
cal hermeneutic knowledge interest. This knowledge interest serves as a counterbalance to 
the technical-instrumental interest discussed earlier. Within the HR profession, this interest 
manifests as an interpretative and empathetic approach – one that is grounded in the capac-
ity to think and feel in relation to others.
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Discussion

This article has examined the dualistic nature of the HR profession by introducing the 
conceptual distinction between homo economicus and homo emoticus – two ideal types 
that reflect the rational-instrumental and emotionally empathetic dimensions of HR work, 
respectively. By employing a critical theoretical lens, we have explored how certain para-
digms – particularly those aligned with homo economicus – have come to dominate both 
HR education and professional practice. These dominant logics shape not only what is con-
sidered legitimate HR knowledge, but also which competencies are prioritized in organiza-
tional settings.

HR Between Rationality and Relationality: Recasting “Homo Academicus” through 
the Lens of Homo Economicus and Homo Emoticus

What is HR, truly? Is it, as some critics suggest, a rebranded extension of service manage-
ment, or is it a legitimate interdisciplinary field rooted in the social and behavioral sciences, 
law, and organizational studies? More fundamentally, what kind of human is the HR pro-
fessional assumed to be? These questions gain urgency when considered through the dual 
archetypes of homo economicus – the calculative, rational actor – and homo emoticus – the 
emotionally attuned, relational actor. This binary provides a useful conceptual lens through 
which to examine both the epistemological construction and the professional identity of HR.

To unpack these questions, we revisit Ludwik Fleck’s (1981) notion of the “thought 
collective”. Fleck describes a thought collective as a community in which knowledge circu-
lates through both formalized (scientific) and informal (popularized) channels. HR clearly 
satisfies this criterion: it is represented in peer-reviewed journals, handbooks, practitioner 
publications, and professional magazines such as The HR Digest.

From a professionalization standpoint, HR appears to meet several classic criteria: it is 
anchored in higher education, underpinned by codes of ethics (e.g., the Code of Ethics by 
the Association of Swedish HR Professionals), and supported by growing bodies of theory 
and method. However, when examining how HR competence is constructed academically, it 
becomes apparent that homo economicus predominates. Certification bodies such as AIHR 
and HRCI emphasize strategic alignment, business acumen, and operational efficiency – 
skills that map directly onto the rational, performance-driven logic of homo economicus. 
HRCI, for example, proudly notes that over 95% of Fortune 500 firms employ HRCI-certi-
fied professionals. These credentials are marketed as value-generating investments, under-
scoring a neoliberal narrative of HR as a marketable skillset.

This rationalist orientation overshadows the emotional, ethical, and relational dimensions 
of HR – the domain of homo emoticus. Emotional competence, conflict sensitivity, ethical 
judgment, and empathetic communication are essential yet often marginalized aspects of 
HR practice. The fact that these competencies are rarely foregrounded in HR certification 
programs reflects a systemic imbalance. As Fineman (2000) and Kahn (1990) argue, work 
is always emotionally embedded, and HR professionals play a pivotal role in mediating 
affective tensions in organizations. Nonetheless, these tasks remain under-theorized in the 
academic curricula and under-valued in professional validation frameworks.

Anecdotally, we observe significant heterogeneity in the academic backgrounds of HR 
professionals – from communication studies and social psychology to business administra-
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tion, administrative law and pedagogy. This interdisciplinary diversity is both a strength 
and a source of epistemological friction. As Nilsson and Kazemi (2021) note, it allows for 
complementary approaches to problem-solving but also creates challenges in articulating a 
shared professional identity. This can lead to disjointed practices and fragmented respon-
sibilities: “That’s not my area” becomes a common refrain. The implicit ideal, however, is 
still the rational actor who can “partner with the business”, as articulated in Ulrich’s (1997) 
influential HR model.

Indeed, the ambition to become a “business partner” often reinforces the dominance of 
homo economicus. Following Alvesson (2011), this managerialist orientation may under-
mine the critical, reflective, and care-oriented aspects of HR. HR thus risks becoming a 
catch-all discipline lacking epistemological clarity while simultaneously being constrained 
by economic rationalism.

To move forward, we argue that HR education – particularly in the Swedish context – 
must be more explicit in cultivating a dual thought style. Programs should not only align 
with the instrumental demands of employers but also foster emotional competence, ethical 
reasoning, and social reflexivity. This calls for curriculum development that goes beyond 
vocational alignment and embraces the theoretical foundations necessary for a balanced HR 
practice. Rather than treat HR education as a pipeline for technical specialists, we must rec-
ognize its role in forming professionals capable of integrating homo economicus and homo 
emoticus into a coherent identity.

We conclude by posing a critical pedagogical question: How can we, as educators and 
researchers within HRM programs, cultivate a thought style that reconciles HR’s strategic 
imperatives with its ethical and emotional responsibilities? Establishing such a paradigm is 
vital if HR is to maintain both academic credibility and professional relevance in an increas-
ingly complex organizational landscape.

Conclusion: Reconciling the Babylonian Dualism of the HR Role

This article has explored the Babylonian nature of the HR role – its inherently fragmented 
and often contradictory character – by employing the conceptual dichotomy of homo eco-
nomicus and homo emoticus. This dualism illuminates the tension between two co-existing 
but often competing logics within HR, i.e., the rational-economic imperative to optimize 
performance and control, and the emotional-relational imperative to foster empathy, trust, 
and human connection. These ideal types offer a valuable lens for understanding the com-
plex, and sometimes incoherent, expectations placed upon HR professionals in modern 
organizations.

On the one hand, the dominance of homo economicus – manifested in the emphasis on 
efficiency, legal compliance, analytics, and strategic alignment – continues to shape both 
how HR is practiced and how it is taught. HR education programs often reflect this ratio-
nalist orientation, prioritizing research methodology, critical thinking, and abstract theo-
retical knowledge. While these competencies are essential for professional credibility, they 
risk crowding out the emotional labor, ethical sensitivity, and interpersonal agility that are 
equally vital to effective HR practice.

On the other hand, the perspective of homo emoticus – with its focus on psychological 
safety, communication, and relational competence – is increasingly recognized in organiza-
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tional discourse, particularly in light of growing attention to employee well-being, diversity 
and inclusion, and mental health. Yet, this emotional dimension is often implicitly devalued 
or underdeveloped within formal HR training. The result is a mismatch between the com-
petencies cultivated in academic programs and the demands placed on practitioners in the 
field.

The Babylonian metaphor captures this condition of epistemological and practical mul-
tiplicity. HR professionals must speak multiple “languages”: the language of strategy and 
metrics, and the language of empathy and care. These are not easily reconciled, yet both 
are necessary. The profession’s future depends on its ability to navigate, translate, and ulti-
mately integrate these divergent roles. As such, the HR role must be reimagined not as the 
triumph of one logic over the other, but as the deliberate and reflective management of their 
interplay.

To this end, we argue that HR education and professional development must embrace 
this dual identity as both a challenge and strength. Rather than force coherence onto what 
is inherently plural, the goal should be to cultivate HR professionals who are capable of 
critical synthesis – individuals who can move fluidly between analytical detachment and 
emotional engagement, legal structure and ethical judgment, strategic thinking and human 
connection (cf. Kluver et al., 2014).

By explicitly acknowledging and preparing for this Babylonian dualism, the HR profes-
sion can move toward a more adaptive, ethically grounded, and strategically relevant future 
– one in which homo economicus and homo emoticus are not rivals, but partners in the 
ongoing construction of human-centered organizations.
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