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ABSTRACT 

The most modern and sophisticated strategies of human resource 

management can become obsolete if the people working at the end of 

implementation are not convinced enough to perform them. From hiring the 

right people to firing them in a right way, the most responsible and useful 

persons could be the line mangers of any organization. Though HR managers 

get the leverage in implementing HR strategies as Line managers are supposed 

to assist them but the lack of trust and competition over power make it 

difficult for both parties to work together. Nevertheless, it is the HR managers 

who should step forward since their success solely depends on the people 

management skills of line managers. At the same time, line managers should 

consider HR managers as their partner to achieve their department goal as 

well as organizational goals. This paper examines the HR activities of line 

managers and tries to open some windows for HR managers to think how they 

should engage and motivate line managers to carry out HR activities 

appropriately.  

 

The popular concept of getting competitive advantage through HR can be questioned if 

HR itself cannot be competitive while providing services within organization especially 

working at operational level. The paradigm shift from Personnel Management to Human 

Resource Management has given a break to HR professionals to practice a 

transformational leadership at both strategic and operational level. Successful 

organizations are emphasizing more than ever on HR issues since many HR roles are 

providing major strategic inputs to their success. It is obvious to say that any strategy 

including HR, can be successfully implemented by line managers and their 

competitiveness ultimately make the organization competitive. But the relationship 

between line managers and HR managers has been an appealing issue to research since 

it sounds complicated in reality. This paper will focus on the responsibilities of line 

managers from HR perspective and the role of HR professionals’ effort to make line 

managers work smoothly with some theoretical concepts as well as practical examples.  

 

For many years, there has been a vast assumption about the suitability of developing 

human resource management issues to line management. In fact, line managers carry 

                                                      
1 Assistant Professor, Northern University Bangladesh 



Line Managers. Zaman K. F., (2015), Management Development, 29(1&2) 

Bangladesh Institute of Management (BIM)        Page | 82  

HR plans to life and most important aspect explaining the deviation in both job 

satisfaction and job discretion. To what extent HR managers can motivate line managers 

and engage them at implementation of HR strategies is a vital factor of HR achievement. 

‘Looking at the relationships of the HR function with managers, we found that the 

division of people management responsibilities between HR and the line was largely 

unchanged since 2003, despite HR’s wish to have more work transferred to line 

managers.’ (Reilly et al., 2007, p.3). Though HR is in leading position on implementing 

redundancies and compensation but activities like training and development, employee 

relations and recruitment are more collective. On the other hand, reluctance of line 

managers to carry out responsibilities or HR professionals’ interference on operational 

level may create problems in the division of responsibilities. Whittaker and Marchington 

(2003) note that there are numerous examples of line managers modifying HR practices 

and of their difficulty or unwillingness to perform a whole range of HR policies (cited in 

Boxall et al., 2007, p.545). In contrast, Watson (1986) sums up the criticism regarding 

the contribution by HR professionals to organizational outcomes in his classic book 

(Management, Organization and Employment Strategy) as ‘if personnel experts are not 

reactive organizational nobodies who perform their collective work, go-between and 

fire-fighting professions with little concern for business decisions and leadership, then 

they are clever, ambitious power seekers who want to run organizations as a kind of 

self-indulgent personnel playground’ (cited in Whittaker and Marchington, 2003, p.3). 

Before going to further discussion, it is important to identify basic HR functions and 

strategy those are vastly dependant on line managers’ significant input and willingness 

to make them effective.   

 

Planning for human resources has had a fairly chequered history. McBeath (1992) stated 

that the term ‘Human Resource Planning’ emerged at about the same time as ‘human 

resource management’ started to replace ‘personnel management’ and for some (cited 

in Beardwell et al., 2007, p.158). But still there is evidence that top level managers 

occasionally ignore HR perspective when setting up the strategic goal of their 

organization. The key feature of strategic HRM is the integration of HRM policies and 

practices with organizational strategy, ensuring that HRM is fully integrated into 

strategic planning at a senior level. Otherwise it would be difficult to implement the HR 

strategies especially Human Resource Planning at operational level. Line managers must 

be informed about the human resource planning so that they can contribute while 

forecasting the organization’s staffing needs. At the same time they must work together 

with HR professionals to keep the labour cost low. It is ultimately line managers’ 

responsibility to retain employees with the proper implementations of HR strategy. 
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Buckingham (2000) notes ‘employees leave managers not companies’ (cited in 

Beardwell et al., 2007, p. 176).  He also argues ‘employees are more likely to remain 

with an organization when they believe that their manager shows interest and concern 

for them; if they know what is expected of them; if they are given a role that fits their 

capabilities; if they receive regular positive feedback and recognition’ (cited in Beardwell 

et al., 2007, p. 176).  

 

Without the participation of line managers in designing job it would be an incomplete 

task for HR managers to conduct job analysis. HR practitioners might have specialist 

knowledge about a job still the line managers have got the opportunity to improve 

competencies through their knowledge and skill about a specific department. So while 

preparing job descriptions and person specifications, HR managers must ask advice from 

line managers.  

 

After designing the job successfully, the next step for HR managers is to develop a 

recruitment and selection procedure along with line managers. But in reality, line 

managers are likely to be involved in selection rather than recruitment activity. 

According to a survey (IRS, 2004) conducted among first line managers, recruitment was 

one of the HR practices for which they have little responsibility (cited in Beardwell et al., 

2007, p. 215). The HR managers must take help from the line managers in both 

recruitment and selection process in order to reduce the cost and hire the right people 

for the organization. Most importantly, it is the line manager who is going to work with 

the employees.  

 

The line managers must ensure that all employees are being treated equally at each 

level of their work life. Beardwell (2007) notes ‘all employees are protected by a series 

of basic contractual and statutory employment rights which the employment practices 

of an employer must abide by’ (p. 416). The line managers should know all the rules 

carefully with help of HR professionals and advice the HR department as well to protect 

the rights of employee properly.  

 

While organizations are valuing employees appropriately, the employees are expected 

to perform according to organizational goals and objectives. Performance appraisal is an 

efficient tool to identify the gaps between actual performance and desired 

performance. According to Stephen Bach (2005), ‘Performance appraisal was 

traditionally associated with a relatively straightforward process in which a line 

managers met annually to review the performance of their subordinates and filled in the 
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requisite from with little happening until the process was repeated the following year’ 

(p. 289). But with the criticism of performance appraisal and integration of business and 

HR strategy, performance appraisal has become only a part of a systematic approach 

which has been called Performance Management. Interestingly, the line managers are 

becoming more powerful in this new system. According to IRS (2003b), line managers, 

rather than HR specialists, have the dominant role in the design and management of the 

performance management process and a premium is placed on ensuring effective 

communication and feedback is given to employees (cited in Bach et al., 2005, p. 219).  

When employees perform their job properly, organizations try to keep them motivated 

through both financial and non-financial reward. HR professionals formulate the reward 

strategy along with line managers. Porter (2008) states that it is essential that line 

managers recognize the basis on which the people in their department are being 

rewarded. Line managers are expected to answer any preliminary query of employees 

regarding remuneration issues as well.  

 

One of the basic jobs of HR professionals is to ensure the continuous improvement of 

workforce to become competitive.  ‘A workforce with the requisite skills is the logical 

end result, enabling the personnel team to focus on appraisal, remuneration, and 

motivation until the next round of ‘manpower planning’.’ (cited in Boxall et al., 2007, p. 

324). The skill and competencies of employees need to be up-to-date through proper 

training and development. The line managers should create an atmosphere so that 

employees can develop new skills and they need to recommend employees to HR to get 

trained. The department’s overall productivity depends on line manager’s aptitude and 

willingness to give the employees chance to improve continuously.  

 

The relationship between employees and line managers is an important factor for 

organizational success. HR has a major role to enable line managers to work out with 

employees through establishing proper procedures. From day to day issues to major 

issue like pay rise; there should be a clear understanding of line managers to handle any 

matter professionally (Porter et al, 2008, p.16).   Line managers’ effort to build a sound 

relationship with employees can help them to implement any new strategy and collect the 

feedback easily. At the same time, the line managers need to know the disciplinary 

handling procedures and should observe the performance and behaviour of employees 

whether they are matching organizational goals. HR professionals should also help them 

to develop the skills which can enable them to resolve the issues of grievance at early 

stage.  
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In addition, Line management is the most important element of change process. If any 

organization wants to develop their staff, line managers have to play the crucial role. 

Front line managers should have a clear idea about the change process and motivate 

their sub-ordinates towards the organization goal.  

 

All the HR activities of line managers must be supported and guided by HR professionals 

to get an optimum level of output. At this point of my discussion, I want to focus on HR 

managers’ role to facilitate the line managers’ activities and discuss some models to 

make the relationship a sound one. Though there is enormous debate about the nature 

of the relationship between line managers and HR professionals still it is the HR 

professionals’ responsibility to prove their leadership and competitiveness to convince 

the line managers to follow their guidance. HR practitioners can adapt several strategies 

to engage line managers in their expedition. The most famous and accepted strategy 

would be David Ulrich’s business partnering, where Ulrich emphasizes that HR should 

work together with line managers as well as senior managers at every steps  in strategy 

formulation and implementation (Armstrong and Baron, 2004). The performance of HR 

managers should not be judged simply on the quality of advice it provides but also on 

the excellence of the services they provide. So it is obvious that HR professionals’ 

strategy must work in reality and they have to set example in providing service. They 

need to be expert at administrative task while balancing between cost and quality. Both 

the parties should work together with every level of organization to increase their 

commitment simultaneously representing bottom level to senior level. Ulrich (1998) 

stated ‘HR should become an agent of continuous transformation, shaping processes 

and a culture that together improve as organization’s capacity for change.’ He also 

mentioned that a degree of knowledge about strategy, markets and the economy is 

required to play the role of strategic partner. To be successful administrative expert, HR 

professional needs to have the knowledge of reengineering and ins and outs what the 

line manager actually does.  Ulrich also identified the condition of change that HR 

professionals must earn the respect from skilled and confident line managers who will 

be inevitable part of change process. Though Ulrich’s model is vastly accepted it has also 

got some criticisms. Caldwell (2003) claims, Ulrich’s model may be a form of pragmatic 

post-rationalization of intensified role ambiguity and conflict in the face of new 

uncertainties, rather than a realistic prescription for the future that UK practitioners 

should embrace. Caldwell (2003) also argues, ‘Ulrich’s view of the HR role is unitary, i.e. 

there is an assumption that the employee aims and objectives and those of 

management coincide and that HR as a ‘business partner’ can deliver this collaboration 

without needing to manage conflict between employees and management.’ (cited in 
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Porter et al, 2008, p. 14).  At the later stage Ulrich modified the roles of HR 

practitioners. The labels employee champion, administrative expert and change agent 

have gone and the words employee advocate, human capital developer, functional 

expert and HR leader have arrived. The roles of HR practitioners are changing at leading 

organizations with which they work. To be successful, HR mangers have to create 

influential potentials within their own departments in order to create capabilities right 

through the rest of the organization. 

 

Another important model of people and performance by Boxall and Purcell (2003) can 

be adapted by HR professionals where the line managers play the central role to achieve 

discretionary behaviour form employees. The leadership ability along with skills and 

controlling power of line managers are focussed on this model to perform HR practices. 

According to this model, line managers are engaged in every HR functions to attain 

desired performance outcomes and discretionary behaviour of employees through 

commitment, motivation and job satisfaction.    

 

HR managers can take specific steps to engage line managers in HR strategy 

implementation. First of all, HR departments need to make sure that their strategies are 

aligned both vertically and horizontally which will provide them a greater acceptance 

throughout the organization. Beside that they should always refer ‘people management’ 

instead of ‘HR’ so that line managers think that they are doing their jobs. Line managers 

should be engaged while decision making and their point of view needs to be valued all 

the time. HR department should organize both short term and long term trainings and 

interactive events to develop the people management skills of line managers. HR 

managers must be supportive and helpful rather than practising autocratic manners to 

optimize the potentials of both parties. At the same time, there should be some 

organizational pressure to line managers to perform HR activity apart from HR 

professionals. The performance appraisal of line managers should also include their 

performance to implement the HR strategy. On successful implementation of that line 

managers must get the proper rewards and incentives and acknowledgment from the 

organization which will motivate them to continue their support.  Above all, both the 

parties need to understand that they are working to achieve the business goal.  

 

Finally, this discussion has focused on the activities of line managers in implementation 

of HR strategy and how the HR professionals should assist them to perform their job 

from the HR perspective. Though it is the organization’s concern, how they want to 

implement their HR strategy but present scenario states that line managers can be the 



Management Development: Vol 29 No 1&2, January-June 2015 

A Quarterly Publication of Bangladesh Institute of Management (BIM)       Page | 87  

front line soldiers to achieve competitive advantage where HR professionals should play 

an active role behind the scene. The relationships among employees, line managers and 

HR professionals would be the determinant factor for the success of HR strategy as well 

as organizational strategy. In that case, the competencies and leadership ability of HR 

professionals will create a facilitating atmosphere for the line managers where they can 

develop the people management skill and continue their support to implement HR 

strategy considering it as a fundamental part of business strategy.  
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