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Abstract
In this Study review of literature is carried out regarding HR Roles in Indian MNCs. Some literature is also reviewed to
understand the relationships among HR roles and to increase our understanding on how these HR roles are evolved,
further various HR topologies are reviewed and the study tries to capture till date literature in the area.

Keywords: HR roles, Internationalization, MNCs

1.0. Human Resource Management: Recent Trends
Internationalization is examined from different approaches, each tending to produce different perceptions of
how advanced or pervasive the process is and the extent of its influence over human resource policies and
practices (Sparrow 2007).

After 1990s, a different concept of Human Resource Management (HRM) began to gain ground. At the heart
of the new approach was the belief that the management of people gives an organization a long-lasting
competitive advantage. This leads to a number of emerging trends. Firstly, HRM is clearly not simply the
province of the human resource manager. Line managers play a critical role in HRM and, in fact, could be
argued to be the main organizational exponents of people management (Lawler & Moharman 2003).
Secondly, HRM is firmly embedded in business strategy (Beer et al. 1984; Tichy et al. 1982; Dyer & Holder
1988). Unlike the personnel manager, the human resource manager is part of the top level strategic team in the
organization and HRM plays a key role in the achievement of business success (Boxall and Dowling, 1990).
Thirdly, the shaping of organizational culture is one of the major levers by which effective human resource
management can achieve its objectives of a committed workforce. Thus, HRM today is concerned not only
with the formal processes of the management of people but also with all the ways in which the organizational
culture is established, re-inforced and transmitted.

In recent years, HR roles have assumed significance as an important domain of research. Dowling and Schuler
(1990) have argued that the function has moved away from an administrative housekeeping role to one that
makes a major contribution to strategic planning and design of the organization. This argument is in line with
other researchers (e.g. Beatty & Ulrich, 2001; Caldwell, 2003; Collings, 2006; Lemmergard, 2006). Therefore
the focus of the HR managers must be on the strategic issues if they have to become a part of management of
the organization in a more holistic sense. Apart from these studies conducted on HR roles in the West, there is
a growing need to determine the readiness of the HR professionals to play more strategic roles especially in
the context of Asia (Bhatnagar & Sharma, 2005; Chen et al., 2003; Selmer & Chiu, 2004; Khatri & Budhwar,
2001). Although HR roles have been studied comprehensively by several researchers (e.g. Dyer, 1983;
Schuler, 1990; Beer, 1997; Ulrich, 1997; Carroll, 1991; Jackson & Schuler, 2000), a number of researchers
have explored the transformations in these HR roles in recent times (Azmi 2008; Beatty & Sheniener 1997;
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Beatty & Ulrich 2001; Bowen et al., 2002; Caldwell 2003; Collings 2006; Scullion & Starkey 2001;
Novicevic & Harvey 2001; Sheehan, 2005).

1.1. Roles of Human Resource Managers: Overview
According to the role theory (Katz & Kahn, 1978), organizations are open systems of roles in which each
individual has its own role that is connected to the other roles played by other individuals. Roles are formed in
role episodes, This means that the roles played by an individual are based on how an individual sees his/her
own role, but also how other members in organization see it.

Truss et al. (2002) argued that the roles in organizations are maintained, at least in part, by the sets of role
expectations held by other organizational members concerning what individuals or departments need to do in
order to fulfill their roles effectively. This means that HR managers should perform well against the
expectations of their roles in organizations in general. One of the most influential studies of managerial roles
was undertaken by Mintzberg (1973). He used a descriptive diary method in observing senior managers at
work and highlighted ten roles as the key to understanding the nature of managerial work. Similarly one of the
first attempts at an HRD categorization of roles was made by Nadler (1970) in the USA. He identified two
primary roles of the learning specialist – administrator role and the consultant role.

Changes in the nature of managerial work over the past two decades have had a profound and often
disconcerting impact on the roles of HR managers and other functional specialists (Caldwell 2003). In the past
decade, discussion concerning the role of the HR function and of HR managers has been very active. Many
researchers have explored the changing roles of HR managers in recent years (Bhatnagar and Sharma, 2005;
Blancero et al., 1996; Conner and Ulrich, 1996; Dyer, 1999; Schuler, 1990; Storey, 1992). However, most
studies have independently explored HR managers’ roles (Procter and Currie, 1999; Som, 2003; Truss et al.,
2002; Ulrich, 1997). Scholars have suggested various classifications of the roles of HR in companies (see,
e.g., Evans et al., 2002; Legge, 1989; Rowden, 1999; Schuler, 1990; Scullion and Starkey, 2000; Storey,
1995; Tyson, 1995; Wright et al., 2001). In the light of these studies we can classify these roles as traditional
roles and emerging roles of HR managers.

1.2. Evolution and Emerging Roles of HR Managers
A review of the literature throws up many frameworks for considering the evolution and development in HR
tasks, skills and roles. More recently, it has been argued that changes in business contexts and philosophies
have provided HR managers with the opportunity to become strategic partners (Beatty & Ulrich 2001; Dyer
and Holder, 1988), playing the sorts of roles that help organizations meet their strategic needs (Schuler, 1992).

Teo (1998) concluded that studies have shown that Australian human resource management (HRM) has taken
on a strategic status. Implicit in these studies is the need for practitioners to effectively manage both macro
and micro environmental challenges. Successful repositioning of the HRM function suggests that practitioners
must perform mainly three major kind of roles, categorized as (i) strategic; (ii) consultancy; and (iii) service
roles.

As globalization significantly changes not only the operating boundaries but also the symbolic context of the
global organizations, the role of corporate HR is also changing as suggested by Beatty and Ulrich (2001),
Caldwell (2003), Collings (2006), Scullion & Starkey (2001), Novicevic & Harvey (2001) and Sheehan
(2005).

As suggested by Napier et al., (1995) HR function can play more influential roles in global organizations than
it has in the past. This increased influence stems from a new set of the corporate HR’s roles, characterized by
blended political and strategic dimensions, which includes: change agent, top management team’s symbolic
communicator, mediator in development/career planning opportunities; and corporate TMT’s and particularly
the CEO’s reliable internal informal adviser.
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Lancourt and Savage (1995), while researching on transformation found that organizational transformation
has had a significant impact on the shape and responsibilities of the traditional human resources function. In
some cases, the human resources function no longer exists as a distinct function. In others, it has remained
intact, but its roles and responsibilities have been transformed in ways congruent with the larger
organizational transformation.

A study by Marteil and Carrol (1995), in the American context, across 115 subsidiaries of Fortune 500
organizations, found that HR is increasingly playing a strategic role. Downr Mardis, Connolly & Johnson
(1997) , surveyed 17 US companies about the corporate role of their human resource department to discover if
this is changing, They found that human resources is being linked to corporate strategy, while also reducing
the overall cost of the human resource function and decentralizing some human resource areas to line
managers.

Bhatnagar and Sharma (2001) identified this research gap and investigated HR roles to find out whether the
change in HR roles of Indian organizations has started to occur or not. The research concluded that in Indian
organization role of corporate HR has started to change from administrative expert role to strategic role.
These new, latent in nature and global in scope, roles of the corporate HR function in MNCs are different
from its traditional organizational roles in administering HRM programmes and processes (Tung, 1994;
Huselid et al., 1997). For better understanding the table for the stages of evolution of HR roles is given:

Table 2.1: The Stages of Evolution of HR Roles
Nature of role Period Human resource stage Environmental

pressures
Author

Administrative Late 19th century Pre-personnel department Market Pressures,

immigration

Jacoby(1985)

Administrative Early 1900s -
1930s

File drawer maintenance Market pressures

& World War I

Cascio.(1992)

Functional
Specialist

1930s -1960s Union
avoidance/functional

Specialization

Unions Kochan &
Cappelli(1992)

Change agent 1960s -1970s Government
accountability

Government Cascio(1992)

Strategic 1970s -1990s Strategic business partner Global market pressures Conner & Ulrich
(1996)

POST LIBERALISATION

STRATEGIC 1990s-2000 + Strategic player Global pressures,
technological change

Ulrich

(1998&2003)

Source: Adapted from Bhatnagar (2004), Strategic HR Roles in India: HR – Dares To Be the Think Tank,
Management & Labor Studies, Volume 29, Issue No. 3

The above studies proved that the role of the human resource managers is changing and some new roles are
evolved over a period of time. More recently, the need to relate HRM and strategy in the academic literature
has increased due to resource based theories (Prahalad & Hamel 1990; Barney 1991 etc.), which assumed that
HR is critical to attaining sustainable competitive advantage (Muller, 1996; Barney & Wright, 1998).
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1.3. Roles of Human Resource Managers: Indian Scenario
The pre-liberalization period in India from 1947 to 1991 witnessed an economic policy, which was inward
looking, regulated, monopolistic and non-competitive (Bhatnagar 2002). At that time accounting department
took care of all the administrative transactions concerning personnel, but when recruitment and selection,
industrial relations and terms of employment demanded more time, special departments were set up, usually
under the name Personnel Department (Marrewijk 2003). The traditional emphasis was on the regulation of
the management of people in organizations. This regulatory role was reinforced, by increasing government
regulation of employment conditions through legislation concerned with the conduct of industrial relations,
discrimination, employment rights, health and safety and other employment conditions. But After 1990’s the
condition has changed drastically and over the last twenty years, liberal economic policies have precipitated
changes in the nature of these HR function from being reactive, prescriptive and administrative to being
proactive, descriptive and executive (Legge, 1995).

During the second phase of liberalization process (post 1996–1997) Indian firms witnessed a turbulent era in
the form of hyper-competition (Venkata Ratnam 1995; Budhwar and Sparrow 1998; Khandwalla 2002; Som
2006). To face the challenge of competition Indian firms embarked upon a change process that brought about
a transition in Indian HRM (Venkata Ratnam 1995; Budhwar and Sparrow 1998; Gopinath 1998; Chatterjee
and Pearson 2000). All this had direct implications for HRM in India (Krishna and Monappa 1994) and Indian
personnel specialists were under pressure to bring about large-scale structural changes in their organizations in
order to cope with the challenges brought by economic liberalization (Som 2008).

Today’s business environment in the Indian context, after initiation of economic reforms in 1991, requires that
the HR function plays a strategic role (Singh 2003). The liberalization has increased level of competition by
overseas firms which posed the pressure on the personnel function of Indian companies to prepare and
develop their employees so that they can compete with overseas firms in skills, efficiency and effectiveness
(Budhwar & Sparrow, 1997; Krishna & Monappa, 1994; Sparrow & Budhwar, 1997a; Venkataratnam, 1995).

The national HRD network and the Confederation of Indian Industries (CD) have been giving HRD awards to
organizations that have outstanding practices (Rao, 1996). Many researchers have undertaken studies mostly
on the HR Climate of the organizations. Previously the researches in India have been done on other aspects of
HR, such as the research has been on the HR practices and firm performance framework (Kandula, 2002;
Singh, 2003a, 2003b), while Agarwala (2003) focuses on innovative HR practices and organizational
commitment. In last two decades evolution of HR function has became an important area for researchers such
as Budhwar, (2000), Budhwar and Sparrow, (1997) Khanna (2006) and Bhatnagar and Sharma (2003,2007).
For some researchers Cultural, economic and political factors and their impact on HRM became the area of
enquiry such as Budhwar and Khatri (2001); Balasubramanian, (1995); Dwivedi, (1997); Rao, (1999); Rao et
al., (2001); Venkata Ratnam and Srivastava, (1981); Saini (1997) observes that there is a strong influence of
social, cultural, economic and political factors on HRM policies and practices in Indian organizations.
Khandekar & Sharma (2005) carried out an empirical research in India that revealed that HR capabilities are
positively correlated to organizational performance.

Liberalization of Indian economy has brought to the fore issues related to HR management (Sodhi, 1994;
Krishna & Monappa, 1994 and Venkata Ratnam, 1995). This new scenario has created opportunities for HR
issues to be associated with business strategies (Ahluwalia, 1994; Sodhi, 1994; Venkata Ratnam, 1995). This
is all the more challenging because the Indian work-force has a very diverse socioeconomic background (Jain
& Venkata Ratnam, 1994). The scene is further aggravated by the pro-labour stance of most labour legislation
(Tayeb, 1995 and Venkata Ratnam, 1995). The performance of the HR function has therefore become more
important than ever (Budhwar & Sparrow, 1997). Singh’s (2003) study in the Indian setting revealed that the
HR role has gained currency in the last decade.
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Conclusion
As the significance of HR roles emerged in India, there has been a spate of HR conferences and seminars on
the role of HR. e.g, the Confederation of Indian Industry organized a HRM summit in Oct. 2001 and HRD
Network (Delhi Chapter) organized a conference on the role of HR (Nov. 2001). The main theme of these
seminars is the strategic partner role of HR. There is a need to pursue this line of research and to first establish
the existence of the roles and then investigate whether they add value or not. The status of these roles was the
focus of recent research studies, which are sparse, such as that of Bahl (2002), Bhandarker (2003) and
Bhatnagar and Sharma (2002, 2003a, 2003b, 2007). Though attempts have been made to look at the HRD
practices in India regarding its strategic status (Singh, 1999; Kandula, 2001) yet the area remains largely
unexplored. There has been evidence of a general need among the HR managers to build capabilities,
resources, competencies, strategies, macro as well as micro HRM activities, which translate into strategic HR
roles and enhanced organizational learning capabilities (Bhatnagar & Sharma 2007). HRM specialists and the
HRM departments are under severe pressure to bring about large-scale professionalized changes in their
organizations in order to cope with the challenges brought about by economic liberalization (Rao et al., 2001;
Som, 2002). Studies by Pattanayak (2001) and Diwedi (2002), focused on the HR role and its impact on
organizational performance. Bhatnagar and Sharma (2002) also made an attempt to look at the conceptual
strategic HR model of Ulrich (1996), and to the limited knowledge of the researcher no further attempt has
been made to look at this model and it's applicability in India.

The study is relevant due to changes in the Indian economy and the effect on the management of all resources
therein. This change from a regulated environment to a free market environment and this has direct
implications for HRM practices in India (Krishna and Monappa, 1994; Rao, 1999). A core of empirical studies
on HRM in India relevant to the new environment has been conducted using a variety of methods and theories
(Amba-Rao et al., 2000; Sodhi, 1994; Sparrow and Budhwar, 1997; Tayeb, 1988). Budhwar (2000) highlights
the need for research in the Asia Pacific region, specifically of the growing economies of Latin America,
China and India, and a strong need to research the HR practices of these regions.
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