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Abstract 

This research employs for the first time organisational ecology and evolutionary theory to 

analyse human capital accumulation and industrial demography. This thesis aims at providing 

a rational economic explanation for the relative inertia on the demand side of human capital in 

the Portuguese textile industry. 

According to orthodox economic explanations of human capital theory, increases in human 

capital supply should, with wage flexibility, be absorved into the labour force. The incentive 

for employers to hire top skilled people is that by assumption, such people are more 

productive. The failure of demand to accompany the corresponding supply of human capital 

raises questions about employers’ economic rationality - a ‘paradox’ that is observable in the 

Portuguese textile industry and requires explanation. 

This thesis argues that factors underlying the process of plants’ reproduction, especially the 

process of fission (through which top educated or skilled workers leave one firm to create or 

join another) must be isolated and related to the economic motivations of employers to hire 

top educated and highly skilled people. The hypothesis examined is that the risk of fission is 

important to understanding the inertia of human capital demand in the Portuguese textile 

industry. 

Evidence is presented that Portuguese textile plants do have an economic incentive, in terms 

of fitness, to follow an inert pattern of behaviour towards hiring individuals with high levels 

of human capital. Selection mechanisms at industry level ensure that the industry is populated 

by plants with ‘successful’ human capital configurations (‘limited number of “core” workers 

and a large “reserve army” of low skilled and low educated workers’). The common or 

collective pattern of employment practices adopted by Portuguese textile plants, although 

necessary and desirable in the environment faced by them in the period of analysis, is likely to 

constitute a serious common hazard under a new selection environment, a situation suggesting 

the need for proactive public policy. 


	Abstract

