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HR: On the Top or at the Tap?

Introduction

Human Resources (HR) Profession-
als have to contribute as members
of senior management teams striving
towards profitable growth. This article
highlights the essence of a recent re-
search done, where the perceptions of
senior managers on the strategic orien-
tation of their senior HR colleagues were
examined.

At the outset, three key terms need to
be defined. Perusing through diverse re-
search literature, meanings of the terms
HR professional, strategic HR manage-
ment and strategic orientation were
found.

A HR Professional can be viewed as a
senior person engaged in Human Re-
sources activities as an occupation. In
other words, a manager with experi-
ence and qualifications, handling the
responsibilities associated with the Hu-

man Resources function of an organi-
zation. In most of the corporate situa-
tions, it can be the Head of HR in various
designations that can be identified
as the HR professional respon-
sible for the HR function of the
respective organization.

Strategic Human Resources Manage-
ment (SHRM) can be regarded as the
linking of Human Resource Management
with strategic goals and objectives in or-
der to improve business performance
and develop organizational cultures that
foster innovation and flexibility.

Strategic orientation refers to think-
ing and action of a person, reflect-
ing the long-term plans of the orga-
nization he/she works for. Also it in-
cludes the involvement in the strategy
formulation, implementation and evalua-
tion steps of the strategic decision-mak-
ing process.

and a Faculty Member of the
i

The Status of HR

A global survey on emerging trends in
HR revealed that there is much concern
about HR’s absence in the “boardroom”
and in organizational leadership positions
(Ruona and others, 2003). The survey fur-
ther illustrated the problem of inadequate
resources, inability to influence strategy,
and decisions in organizations, and HR
professional’s continued “separateness”
in the organization. Also, the question of
value addition and particularly "impact on
the bottom line” has been raised (Ulrich,
1998). The issue here is that the function
of HR s too inward-looking. The challenge
in front of the HR practitioners is to move
beyond a silo mentality in which solutions
can only be found within HRD and to em-
brace a perspective that organizational
problems are systemic and require sys-
temic solutions.
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Such a low strategic orientation of HR
has a much relevance to South Asia,
where, paradoxically, the best brains and
worst poverty are both present (Bushan,
2000). As Nanayakkara (2003) observed,
weak work ethic, individualism, feminity
and weak uncertainty avoidance, which
is not a productive combination of vari-
ables for a strong organizational culture
could explain some of the underdevel-
oped characteristics of human resource
management in Sti Lanka.

Perceptions of senior managers on HR
professionals’ strategic orientation is vi-
tal in this respect. A research done by
Wright and others (2001), compared line
and HR executives' perception of HR ef-
fectiveness and found out that there is
a “perception gap” between the higher
self-ratings given by HR executives com-
pared to the ratings given by line execu-
tives. They further stated that this gap is
highest in the strategic aspects of HR.

As the focus was on the HR function in
general and not on the HR professional
in specific, there lies a knowledge gap
where senior manager's perceptions re-
garding the strategic orientation of HR
professionals have not been explored.

Increasing emphasis of team synergy
needed at strategic level stresses the
need for HR to be viewed as a value
creator in the eyes of key decision-
makers (Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005).
Hence, the strategic orientation of HR
professionals should be well perceived
not only by themselves, but also their
senior colleagues.

In essence, the key message is that HR
is being transformed from a specialized,
stand-alone function to a broad corpo-
rate competency in which HR and line
managers build partnerships to gain
competitive advantage and achieve
overall business goals.

With the discussion so far, the need for
HR professional to have a high degree
of strategic orientation is evident. At the
same time, the level of his/her perception
of one’s strategic orientation is of high im-
portance. This is essentially to be aware

of one’s competencies needed to play
the role of a strategic partner. Also, it is
important to assess the extent to which
the other senior managers perceive HR
professional’s strategic orientation. Ac-
cordingly, few possibilities will emerge,
that can be appropriately captured with
a suitable categorization. This is tabu-
lated as shown in table 1 below.

The Approach for Investigation

A combination of quantitative and quali-
tative approaches was adopted in this
research, with the use of a question-
naire with both close-ended and open-
ended questions in a hybrid manner. The
research was carried out on a sample
of 48 senior managers selected using
a convenient sampling technique. The
respondents were senior managers fol-
lowing the MBA degree program at the
PIM. They represented functions other
than HR. A structured questionnaire
consisting of two parts, one to be filled
by the senior managers and the other

to be filled by their respective Head of
HR was administered.

Considering the above sample, there
were 38 male and 8 female senior man-
agers. Their respective HR colleagues
comprised of 41 males and 5 females. In
terms of these HR professionals, 17 were
having more than 10 years of experience.
It was also the case in terms of the type of
organizations, as they were representing
multinationals, local conglomerates, joint-
venture organizations, as well as family-
owned businesses.

In the four categories according to the
perception typology, viz. image builder,
business partner, operational player and
individual contributor, respective organi-
zations were identified. With respect to
the quantitative data analysis, based on
the close-ended questions administered
to 46 senior managers and their respec-
tive HR colleagues, the following sce-
nario as outlined in Figure 1 below can
be observed

TABLE 1. Senior Managers’ Perception of HR Professional’s Strategic Orientation

Senior Managers’ HR Professional’s Self:| Emerging Title Details
Perception of Strategic | Assessment of one’s
Orientation of HR Strategic Orientation
Professional
Low Low Operational Player | More involvement in
operational matters; perhaps
loaded with administrative
responsibilities
Low High Individual Deficiency in teamwork; more
Contributor of a thinker than a doer
Low Low Image Deficiency in required
Builder competencies
Having the required personal
¢l P
High Low Business Patner | (oo

Source: Survey data

FIGURE 1. Perception Categories Applied to the Sample
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effectively utilize the function of HR for
strategic results.

Overcoming the Competency Deficit:

 Establish the required competencies
for the HR professional to be a stra-
tegic partner through a competency
mapping exercise.

* Subsequently, identify gaps and fill
them through appropriate training in-
terventions.

Overcoming the Opportunity Deficit:

* Ensure the regular participation of the
HR professional in strategic decision-
making process.

* Recognize his/her contribution as a
vital element in'the face of increasing
competition, and act accordingly.

Considering the limitations of the study,
it can be stated that the convenient
sample of 46 senior managers is inad-
equate to generalise the findings. Hence,
the study can be replicated covering a

broader sample. Also, patterns emerging

R PRODUCTS

through the qualitative data will be more
precise with the involvement of such a
larger sample. In case of studying orga-
nizations representing quadrants in the
perception matrix, more organizations
can be included to enhance the gener-
alisability of the findings.

Despite the limitations, it is expected
that the findings will be of assistance,
for both the HR professionals as well
as the senior managers of any organi-
zation, in achieving greater results with
synergy. Then there will be an era where
the HR wil be “on the top” and not
only “at the tap”
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