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. Conceptualisation

conceptual model proposed is as depicted in Figure 2.

,";'gure 2: Conceptual Model (Preliminary)
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The dotted line denotes the boundary which the research will focus on. This model
can be made more focussed after the completion of the research, where the key
factors with appropriate labels will be identified.

8.  Definitions of Terms
Inorder to have clarity, it is appropriate to define the key terms under consideration.

HR Professional: A person engaged in Human Resources activities as an
occupation. In other words, a manager with experience and qualifications, handling
the responsibilities associated with the Human Resources function of an organisation
(Dessler, 2003).

Strategic Orientation: Thinking and action of a person, reflecting the long term
plans of the organisation he/she works for. Also includes involvementin strategy
formulation, implementation and evaluation steps of the strategic decision making
process (Wheelen & Hunger, 1988).
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Sri Lankan Corporate Sector: As a practical definition all institutions operating in
Sri Lanka that are self-financed will be broadly taken into consideration.

9. Definitions of Variables

The key concepts and variables used in association with the conceptual model
(preliminary) are operationally defined for this research as given overleaf.

Personal Factors:

1. Personal Profile: The details of the individual such as age, experience
in the profession, highest educational qualifications, professional
qualification/s, experience in areas other than HR, etc.

2. Leadership Characteristics: All characteristics associated with
transformational leadership (Bass, 1985) demonstrable in knowledge,
skills and attitudes of the person in focus.

3. Conceptual Competency: Aspects pertaining to knowledge, skills
and attitudes in understanding and analysing complex organisational
issues with creative problem solving and envisioning capabilities (Kats,
1974).

4. Understanding of Business: Knowing the business and the
organisation's strategic plans and objectives; having a grasp of
operational problems confronted by line managers and other key
stakeholders; and demonstrating awareness of the key competitive
challenges confronting the organisation at present and in the future
(Rothwell, 1998).
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Contextual Factors

1. Organisational Profile: the details of the organisation in terms of
size, age, type, industry, etc.

2. Supportive Organisational Climate: This includes creating a sense
of urgency, developing a competitor focus at every level, providing
employees with the skills they need to work effectively, giving the
organisation time to digest one challenge before meeting another,
establishing milestones and reviewing mechanisms, etc. (Hamel &
Prahalad,1989).

Dependent Variable
1. Strategic Partnership: Involvement in the strategy formulation,
implementation and evaluation steps of the strategic decision making
process (Wheelen & Hunger, 1988).
Moderator Variable
1. Presence of HRD Climate: An environment within the organisation
that sustains a culture in which values and traditions which build surplus
value and quality of life for employees are emphasized (Rao, 1990).

10. Data Gathering and Analysis

Data captured through e-mails with the completed questionnaire as an attachment
were considered for the analysis.
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11.  Steps Involved

The steps involved in data collection and analysis can be systematically listed as
follows:

i Developing a questionnaire to capture appropriate indicators related
to the 21 variables above.

i Collection of data from the convenient sample of more than 100
respondents.

iii. — Development of a correlation matrix and identification of the cross-
correlation among the 21 variables using SPSS ver. 13,

iv.  Determining the factor loadings based on the cross-correlation matrix.

V. Conducting a factor rotation where necessary in order to identify clear
patterns.

vi.  Identifying the factors and labelling them appropriately in line with the
management literature.

vii. - Making conclusions on the factors to be considered as independent
variables in the broader study.

12. DataAnalysis

The 102 responses obtained through e-mail sent to membership databases of the
Institute of Personnel Management (IPM) and the Association of Human Resource
Professionals (AHRP) was in line with the anticipated response level of 30%
(Sekeran, 1984). Even though the actual membership was much larger, limited
access to e-mail and non-availability of an updated list of current e-mail addresses
were areas of concern.

The respondents were analysed by gender, age, experience, qualifications and
organisation type as shown in Figure 3. As the key focus is on factor analysis, no
attempt was made to identify specific patterns emerging from the data relating to
any one of those categories.
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Figure 3: Details of Respondents
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A cross-correlation analysis was done for the 21 variables using SPSS ver. 13 and
the results are as given in Annexe 2.

‘With appropriate factor loadings, a factor analysis was done using the varimax
rotation method, in order to select the three factors covering the independent variables,

with Eigen values over 1. The results given by SPSS ver. 13 are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Rotated Component Matrix from SPSS ver. 13

Component
I 2 3

Established

mechanisms for progress review .861 -.035 -.047
Role Clarity 803 -.174 241
Sense of urgency 752 013 .003
Competitor focus 693 253 -.082
Org. Category -.628 132 .082
Role Efficacy 606 316 323
Awareness of org. perf. against 584 -.005 492
set objectives

Knowledge on key strategic objectives 557 -.184 540
Age .050 854 -.050
Total Experience 158 834 A57
Experience in HR -.007 760 -.036
Gender -.191 .606 -.261
Highest Qualifications -071 513 448
Professional Qualification -.129 559 329
Employee Strength 139 498 -.069
Org. Type -.060 214 102
Synergistic Interactions 327 054 745
Creative Problem Solving -112 054 689
Awareness of key competitive challenges 587 -.138 658
Transformational Leadership 339 204 649
Envisioning Capability -176 031 584
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Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.

a. Rotation converged in 6 iterations.

According to the results, the emergence of three factors can be clearly seen.

13. Labelling of Factors

Anattempt was made to incorporate the variables grouped into each of the three

factors using a meaningful term. The resultis given in Table 2.

Table 2: Labelling of Factors

Factor

Variables Highlighted

Common
Label

Established mechanisms for progress review
Role clarity

Sense of urgency

Competitor focus

Org. category

Role efficacy

Awareness of org. perf. against set objectives.

Knowledge of key strategic objectives

Mindset

Age

Total experience
Experience in HR
Gender

Highest qualification
Professional qualification
Employee strength

Personal Fit

Synergistic interactions

Awareness of key competitive challenges
Transformational leadership

Envisioning capability

Leadership
Focus

Source: Author's concept
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14. Justification of Derived Factor Labels

Inthe above labels, "mindset" captures the variables highlighted. This is in line with
Ombhe (1982), who wrote on the mind of the strategist. In other words, the HR
professional is supposed to have a desired mindset in order to have a strategic
orientation for actively contributing to the achievement of the strategic goals of the
organisation.

"Personal fit" of the HR professional plays a vital role in his/her strategic orientation.
This is in line with Pareck (1997), Rao (1990), Ulrich (1998), Gupta (1996) and
other researchers.

"Leadership focus” of an HR professional enables him/her to have a strategic
orientation. As Ulrich, D & Brockbank, Y (2005) recommended, HR leaders are in
high demand in organisations diligently seeking an HR impact on bottom-line.

15. Limitations

Considering the approach proposed in this research, several limitations were
inevitable. They can be briefly stated as follows:

i Since the sample for the preliminary study is a convenient sample drawn
from the members of [PM and AHRP, whether the representation of
the entire community of HR professionals was met is a matter of concern.

i Asthe questionnaires were sent as soft attachments through e-mail,
having e-mail connectivity was a mandatory requirement. Perhaps not
solT savvy HR professionals who do not have e-mail addresses would
have been excluded. However, it can be argued that HR professionals
with strategic orientation should at least be IT literate to the extent of
using one's e-mail system.

iii.  Approximations involved with the factor analysis method, especially
with the Verimax rotation can also be seen as a methodological limitation.
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iv.  Since the focus was on factor analysis, no attempt was made to check
the validity and reliability of the questionnaire used. It was assumed
thatas the questionnaire used is a combination of several questionnaires
its validity and reliability have been established. This can also be treated
as alimitation.

16. Areas for Further Research

Based on the outcome of this study, an in-depth study can be conducted among a
smaller sample of HR professionals. It can also include a 360 degree feedback on
the HR professional involving the CEO of the organisation, one direct report of the
HR Professional, one colleague of his, as well as himself/herself. This is mainly to
obtain a more realistic picture of the real contribution by the HR professional as a
strategic partner.

For such a study, the conceptual framework depicted in Figure 5 can be improved
as shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4: Concepiual Model for an In-depth Study
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17. Conclusion

This study focused on identifying the contributing factors for HR professionals in
becoming strategic partners. Having identified 21variables in relation to personal
and contextual aspects, a detailed factor analysis was done to group the independent
variables into logically derived factors as processed by SPSS ver. 13. Mindset,
personal fit and leadership focus were identified as the three factors contributing to
the strategic orientation of HR professionals.

Itis expected that the findings of this study will be used for a more detailed study,
resulting in contributions to the existing knowledge for understanding the strategic
role of the HR Professional.
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A Study of Strategic Orientation of
Human Resource Professionals
in Sri Lankan Corporate Sector

Ajantha Dharmasiri

Abstract

HR professionals need to play a vital role as strategic partners in
an organization. This is especially significant in the Sri Lankan
corporate sector where the need to develop human resources is a
critical factor in facing global competition. The low strategic
orientation of Human Resource Professionals in the Sri Lankan
corporate sector is the problem focused in this study. This research
attempted to identify the factors that contribute to HR professionals
becoming strategic partners and to group the factors through a
factor analysis which will result in a conceptual model for a broad
based study. It was conducted among a convenient sample of 102
HR professionals, who are members of the Association of HR
Professionals (HRP) and /or the Institute of Personnel Management
(IPM) in Sri Lanka. Personal factors and Contextual factors were
identified through a literature survey and the level of pr of a an
HRD climate was proposed as a moderator variable. There were
21 independent variables identified through the literature and a
cross-correlation analysis was done for the 21 variables using SPSS
ver. 13. With appropriate factor loadings, a factor analysis using
the principal component method was done with varimax rotation

Dr. Ajantha Dharmasiri is a faculty member at the Postgraduate Institute of Management
(PIM), University of Sri Jayewardenepura, Sri Lanka.
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as the extraction method, in order to select the three Jactors
covering the independent variables, with Eigen values over 1.
According to the results, the emergence of three Jactors could be
seen. In line with the literature, these three factors were labelled
as mindset, personal fit and leadership focus. It is expected that
the findings of this study will be used for a more detailed Study,
resulting in contributing to the existing knowledge for
understanding the strategic role of the HR Professional.

Key Words HRD Climate, HR Professional, Leadership Focus, Mindset, Strategic
Orientation

1.  Background

Human Resources (HR) Professionals have an increasin gly important role to play.
According to Baruch (1998), HR professionals are expected to make a contribution
to the management of their organizations to create added value, to improve their
competitive advantage. They are supposed to manage the most crucial asset of any
organization - its people.

Arecentsurvey on emerging trends in HR (Ruona et al, 2003) revealed that there is
much concern over HR's absence in the "boardroom" and in organisational leadership
positions. Also, the question of value addition and particularly the "impact on the
bottom line" have been raised (Ulrich, 1998:124).

In respect of regional aspects, as elaborated by Bhushan (2000), "South Asia is a
region of paradoxes in that it has some of the finest brains that have contributed to
the developed economies of the world, and yet it continues to be the home of some
of the poorest people in the world". In a similar vein, Nanayakkara (2003) points
out that "a weak work ethic, individualism, femininity and weak uncertainty avoidance,
which s not a productive combination of variables fora strong organisational culture
could explain some of the underdeveloped characteristics of human resource
management in Sri Lanka."
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This ongoing debate on the questionable value addition of HR professionals in

organisations, in a strategic sense, prompted the researcher to focus on the above
topic.

2. Research Problem

The research problem focused here is: "Low strategic orientation of Human
Resource Professionals in Sri Lankan corporate sector"

3. Behaviour of the Problem

Inorder to further verify the existence of the problem, a pilot study was conducted,
involving a convenient sample of 30 HR professionals drawn from the MBA - HRM
programme at the Postgraduate Institute of Management. According to the responses
given to one open-ended question titled "What was your biggest contribution to
your organisation as an HR professional during the past one year?" the following
graph was compiled.

Figure 1: Contribution as a HR Professional

Involvement in
Improving. )\ srategc

HR services 5 initiatives
13%

Contribution
to change
Developing the programs

HRfunction < 20%
27%

Source: Pilot survey data
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In the above responses the emphasis on the strategic initiatives is the lowest, signifying
arelatively low involvement. As the HR Professional is typically loaded with
administrative tasks, the focus on areas of strategic importance is often diluted. This
was voiced by the majority of respondents.

4. Objectives of the Study
This research attempts:

i To identify the factors that contribute to HR professionals becoming
strategic partners

L. To group the factors through a factor analysis and accordingly develop
a conceptual model for a broad based study

5. Scope

The design of the research was influenced by the pilot study done with 30 HR
professionals following the MBA - HRM degree programme at the Postgraduate
Institute of Management. This study focuses on Factor Analysis as the predominant
technique of data reduction. It was conducted among a convenient sample of more
than 100 HR professionals, who are members of the Association of HR Professionals
(HRP) and /or the Institute of Personnel Management (IPM) in Sri Lanka.

6. Literature Review

Dessler (2003) defines Strategic Human Resources Management (SHRM) as the
linking of Human Resource Management with strategic goals and objectives in order
to improve business performance and develop organisational cultures that foster
innovation and flexibility.




image5.jpeg
A Study of Strategic Orientation of HR Professionals

Inresponse to the changes at strategic levels, the role of the HR function is dramatically
changing.

HR in time to come will be responsive to a highly competitive marketplace and
global business structure; closely linked to business strategic plans; focused on quality,
customer service, productivity, employee involvement, teamwork, and workforce
flexibility; and jointly conceived and implemented by line and HR managers (Ulrich,
1998: 124).

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

Ulrich (1998) proposes a conceptual model on the HR role that adds value in an
increasingly complex environment. He has focused more on how the HR practitioner
needs to perform increasingly complex and at times paradoxical roles. Out of the
fourroles that emerge, the "Strategic partner” role is the one that focuses on aligning
HR strategies and practices with business strategy.

A study of HR competencies by Yeung et al (1994) resulted in three sets of
competencies identified as being critical. They are knowledge of the business, delivery
of human resources and management of change processes.

Such action does not occur in a vacuum. Organisational climate becomes significant
in this context. Climate can be defined as the perceived attributes of an organisation
and its subsystems, as reflected in the way an organisation deals with its members,
groups and issues (Pareek, 1997: 436). The emphasis is on perceived attributes
and the working of subsystems. Litwin and Stringer (1968) emphasised motivational
linkages in the framework of climate where the dimensions included were achievement,
expert influence, control, extension, dependency and affiliation. Likert (1967)
proposed six dimensions of organisational climate: leadership, motivation,
communication, decisions, goals, and control.
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