
MANAGER-DELIVERED HR:
TOO MUCH OR NOT ENOUGH?

The purpose of this paper is to capture a recent discussion about the role of managers  
in HR service delivery among a group of senior HR leaders from top global companies —  
and share our thoughts on related trends and opportunities.
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WHAT’S INTERESTING ABOUT 
THIS HR TRANSFORMATION

First, let’s describe what’s happened in many HR organiza-
tions over the last few years. The trends around structure, 
roles and intent have been:

n  “Shared Services”: Centralized teams of (sometimes 
outsourced) HR professionals tasked with handling rou-
tine requests, complaints or questions. These typically 
include payroll issues, employee relations concerns, 
benefits questions. Note that this work used to represent 
the lion’s share of old-school HR generalist work; now — 
for many remaining in such roles — it’s vanished.

n  “Centers of Excellence”: More specialized and sea-
soned teams of HR professionals, with deep expertise 
in a particular area, responsible for building enterprise-
wide processes and tools to drive sustainable, scalable 
HR results. These areas typically include Talent Acqui-
sition, Talent Management, Learning, Compensation, 
Benefits, etc.

n   “HR Business Partners”: Strategic HR generalists 
assigned to senior business leaders throughout the 
organization to act as advisors regarding talent matters. 
They partner with these leaders to plan and implement 
talent solutions to drive business results. They liaison 
between the Shared Services, Centers of Excellence 
and their business group to add relevance and value. 
According to the senior HR leaders we asked, spans of 
control among HR generalists to employee population 
currently range from 1 in 100 to 1 in 4,000. 

MANAGER-DELIVERED HR:  
TOO MUCH OR NOT ENOUGH? 

Shared Services. Centers of Excellence. HR Business Partners.  
Chief People Officer.  

It’s language that marks a dramatic change in many organizations across 
the globe. It describes the latest (greatest?) HR transformation that has 
been embraced by companies of all sizes, in all industries.

What does it all mean? Fewer HR professionals, more HR-focused process 
and technology, and centralized thought leadership. And, some say, way 
more work for managers.

We recently asked a group of senior HR leaders from a wide spectrum of 
industries how — and to what extent — this shift has affected their front line 
managers. The question we wanted answered:  Has “HR transformation” 
made hiring and retaining employees easier or harder for managers?

The answer, like so many things in life, is:  It depends.

The purpose of this paper is to summarize that conversation, the themes 
that emerged, and the next steps in the battle to equip managers with the 
blend of resources they need to select and manage high performing teams.
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At the same time, organizations have grown leaner, with 
fewer front-line and mid-level managerial positions than ever. 
There are broader spans of control, more direct reports,  
matrixed responsibilities, and differentiated workforces 
(think contractors, virtual employees, part-timers). All this, 
during the most challenging economic times our global 
economy has ever faced. 
 
Managers today often find themselves responsible for:

	 n  Recruiting and hiring
	 n  Budgeting
	 n  Delivering onboarding and training
	 n  Performance management
	 n  Building a positive work environment
	 n  Handling work disputes
	 n  Coaching

WHAT’S REALLY INTERESTING 
ABOUT THIS HR TRANSFORMATION

It’s fascinating how quickly this new structure has been embraced and implemented 
in organizations large and small — from non-profits to family-owned firms to huge 
international companies. It’s intriguing to consider why such a dramatically different, 
down-sized HR structure has been widely implemented at the same time that  
managers, arguably, need more support than ever. 

So what’s behind the rapid support of such a radically new HR structure?

From the discussions we’ve had, there are a wide variety of issues at play: 

	 n  Drive for reduced costs
	 n  Greater accountability for managers
	 n  Ease of decision-making
	 n  Employee and manager self service technology
	 n  More strategic alignment of HR
	 n  The need for more measurable HR results.
 
While cost-cutting seems to be a consistent goal, these other factors have proven to 
be at play.  

It’s intriguing to consider why such  
a dramatically different, down-sized HR 
structure has been widely implemented  
at the same time that managers,  
arguably, need more support than ever.

http://www.teamtga.com/


Manager-Delivered HR: Too Much or Not Enough? 4©2011 Talent Growth Advisors, LLC. All rights reserved. www.teamtga.com

WHAT IS WORKING ABOUT THE NEW MODEL

According to our panel of experts, our own personal observations among client  
companies, as well as an external literature review, a lot of things are working well 
in the new model. Specifically:

   Without a doubt, companies have reduced labor costs. And that’s a good 
thing in this economic environment. Companies have been forced to make 
some hard, difficult and, at times, unpopular decisions — but for some it’s a 
question of survival.

   Managers truly do some “HR stuff” better. They’re closer to their  
employees — both physically and figuratively. They often instinctively know  
the best way to handle different people-related challenges, and can respond 
immediately. Left to their own devices, they’ll usually take steps with the best 
interests of their employees and customers in mind. The fact of the matter is,  
if you have high performing managers (and strong HR professionals), this new 
structure works very well.

   Managers have their own vested interest in talent. With the crunch for 
people with specialized skills, managers have found that they are best suited to 
find passive talent within their own networks. Also, data suggests that manag-
ers are the linchpin for retention results. And when it comes to teaching and 
coaching a critical business capability, there’s no better source than the master 
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Comments from the senior HR leaders we talked to underscore these points:

“ Now that we have this new structure, our HR [partners] are very engaged, closer to their business, and more effective.”

“We do all we can to prevent our managers from being barraged by others inside the company. Now, in HR, we have  
one partner assigned to a business leader and that helps us drive our overall company mission.” 

4

craftsperson — the leader. Managers learn quickly 
that neglecting hiring, training and development 
causes bigger problems later in sales and service.

   Closer relationships between managers and 
employees often emerge without the intervention 
of an HR representative. This closeness is good for 
decision making, resolving problems, and driving  
service and sales. Sadly in many cases, HR has 
shown that their involvement can cause unnecessary 
delays, distractions and debates — and this  
new structure eliminates that particular problem.

   HR is more closely aligned with the strategy  
of the business. Given the right structure,  
support and skills, centers of excellence can focus 
on the most critical talent needs of the organization, 
track ROI and link talent to business metrics more  
effectively. At the same time, HR Business Partners 
are joined at the hip with their business leaders — 
who see their salary hit their P&L every month.  
They are strategic thought partners responsible for 
the broad range of talent in their business — from 
acquisition to engagement and retention.

http://www.teamtga.com/
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WHAT’S NOT WORKING  
ABOUT THE NEW MODEL

On the flip side, organizations have experienced challenges 
and failures that they are still struggling to manage. These 
include:

  Fundamental people-related work is falling 
through the cracks. In our discussions, there are 
several reasons for this:

	 n  Overburdened managers, without the HR resources 
they’ve relied on in the past, can’t keep up with the 
volume of people-related work they’re responsible for 
managing (recruiting, hiring, training, performance 
management, etc.)

	 n  The tools and technology needed to speed HR 
service delivery is imperfect or non-existent.  For 
example, applicant tracking systems which aren’t 
available to front-line managers or which seem too 
complicated for managers to learn and leverage. 

 
	 n  Confusion about roles and responsibilities regarding 

who’s supposed to be doing what. For instance,  
with respect to hiring, what’s the job of the manager, 
versus the HR partner, versus the recruiter? As the 
role of the HR generalist has evolved, it’s often  
undefined how and when they should be used.

  Distracted managers cause sales and service shortfalls. Many managers 
struggle to prioritize the long “To Do” list they face each day.  At times, they make 
decisions which put sales and service on the back burner while they focus on 
HR-related deadlines like creating position requisitions, writing  
reviews or checking the box on development plans.

  Managers feel frustrated and disengaged. Increased workload on managers  
has left some with the feeling that they’re being taken advantage of by being 
forced to do what seems like multiple jobs. In many cases, organizational shifts 
have required managers to act as “junior CEOs” without, they feel, the train-
ing, tools or information necessary to succeed in the role. According to Gallup’s 
Employee Engagement Index data released in October of 2011, “Seventy-one 
percent of American workers are ‘not engaged’ or ‘actively disengaged’ in their 
work, meaning they are emotionally disconnected from their workplaces and are 
less likely to be productive. Workers aged 30 to 64 are less likely to be engaged 
at work than are those who are younger or older.” This latter group of employees 
is the group most likely to be in leadership roles.

  Efficient shared services contact can feel impersonal to employees  
when issues arise. The connection with a shared services center is often over 
the phone, by email or electronic chat. While the electronic connection is  
efficient and often more rapid than waiting for a face-to-face meeting, it can still 
feel impersonal and frustrating. While the effect may be negligible with routine 
HR topics, callers who need to express sensitive issues, or managers with a 
snafu that needs an urgent fix may feel like a number.

  Some HR professionals have been unable to make the transition from 
hierarchical, rules-based ways of working to true strategic partners, talent  
advisors and enablers of business results through talent. And it’s not entirely their 
fault:  the competencies needed to succeed in the old Personnel Manager job 
are radically different from those which define the new HR Business Partner role.
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71% of American workers are ‘not engaged’ or ‘actively disengaged’ in their work, meaning they 
are emotionally disconnected from their workplaces and are less likely to be productive.

http://www.teamtga.com/
http://www.gallup.com/poll/150383/majority-american-workers-not-engaged-jobs.aspx
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In their research paper, “Strategic Business Partner Role: Definition, Knowledge, 
Skills & Operating Tensions”, to be published in 2012, authors David W. Jamieson, 
Sue Eklund and Bob Meekin write:

  “The mindset, knowledge and skill requirements needed for the role  
[include]: The HR discipline (especially strategic HR), key Organization  
Development (OD) foundational concepts, understanding business  
acumen and specific business context, models and drivers, and finally 
understanding what it means to be a ‘partner’ and operate in partnership.” 

These are tough skills to learn quickly and hard for companies to develop or acquire 
en masse. And in many organizations, HR professionals have never been asked or 
expected to operate at such a level.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  
DRIVING BETTER RESULTS FROM 
INSIDE THE NEW MODEL

Themes about what helps this new model work have 
emerged. The following recommendations come from a 
variety of sources, including the senior HR leaders we ques-
tioned, learnings from organizations with which we’re familiar, 
and a literature review focused on HR transformation efforts.

  Define the basics. Ground yourself in the direction 
and priorities of the business, and build the HR  
organization around it. Ask:

	 n  What are the most critical talent-related results that 
your business demands?  Which are not as important?

	 n  What processes support these goals? What tools  
and technology?

	 n   How are roles and responsibilities defined for  
each stakeholder (i.e., manager, HR partner, etc.)?

	 n  What defines success? How are stakeholders held 
accountable?

  Give it a reality check. For example, can managers 
really do what you’re asking them to do with the tools 
and information you’re providing? What tolerance does 
the organization have for risks in these areas? Is the 
right resource performing critical tasks, balancing risk 
with operational effectiveness? Do HR partners truly 
have the skills to lead in the way you’re imagining? And 
don’t just ask a few other HR leaders — ask managers 
from across the enterprise for honest input. Be open to 
tough challenges from the front line; after all, it will fail  
or succeed there.
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Color commentary about these points from the  
senior HR leaders we gathered:

  “  This work has got to go somewhere. We want to know what  
are managers giving up to perform these HR functions?”

 “  With talent acquisition, managers had been used to high touch, 
but now it’s self service.  For example, managers have to write  
job descriptions now and it’s a real struggle.”

 “  It’s been hard to figure out how to slowly ratchet up expectations  
so the process gets better but in a way that managers have skin  
in game and feel accountable.” 

http://www.teamtga.com/
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    Communicate. Some companies “transformed 
HR” years ago, but — other than unveiling a 
new org chart — failed to let everyone know the 
details. How fast are responses from the shared 
services center?  What’s the new role of the 
HR partners? How has the role of the manager 
changed? What’s the point? Pull on traditional 
change management techniques to drive  
understanding and support for the new model. 
Let people know why this will drive business 
success, what it means for them, and why they 
should support the changes.

    Constantly scan the environment for new 
and better tools. Cloud computing has enabled 
a vast array of new and easy (sometimes even 
free) ways of doing things. And new solutions 
come on the market every day. Some can pro-
vide quick solutions to talent-related pain points 
like reference checking, meeting scheduling, driv-
ing self-directed career development, e-learning, 
and so on. Conduct small pilots regularly to see 
what works in your environment — and what 
doesn’t.

    Upskill your team. Now is not the time for resource-intensive, expensive, 
old-school-style training programs. They’re hard to scale and even harder to 
measure. However, there are loads of innovative ways you can provide critical 
training and development experiences to your front-line managers and your 
HR team. Again, start small, pilot often, and assess which tools and training 
drive the results you need.

    Tie measures to the business strategy. Chasing an arbitrary benchmark 
measure like the ratio of HR professionals to employees can be pointless.  
The right ratio depends on a number of factors that are unique to each  
organization, such as risk tolerance, workforce complexity, talent challenges,  
employee relations atmosphere, culture, and business goals. The right  
answer for one company can be detrimental to another.

We’ve always heard that change is good. And in this economic environment, it’s 
necessary. Transforming HR has the potential to create both negative and positive 
outcomes — but the direction in which the scales tip completely depends on  
us — HR.  After all, we own how well such organizational changes are planned for,  
executed and measured. Even if it’s already happened in your business, now is the 
time to assess the extent to which HR transformation has affected our managers 
and their ability to drive the most critical results.

Managers should, above all, drive sales and service. Anything that distracts from 
that mission deserves close examination. n
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So, has this HR Transformation  
taken place at your organization? 
What’s your opinion? Join the  
conversation at www.teamtga.com.

Talent Growth Advisors, LLC is an 
Atlanta-based human capital consulting firm 
that helps companies drive improved results  
in talent acquisition and talent management. 

To learn more, please visit www.teamtga.com.
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