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Abstract: With a highly competitive environment today, HR professionals are expected to transform 

their role from an administrator to be a business partner. Some study suggested that HR professionals 

organizations. Even though HR professionals recognize what a HR strategic role or business 

partner is, few of them have succeeded in changing their roles. This research study is aimed to 

describe the obstacles occurred due to changing HR roles from an administration to be a business 

partner in a selected automotive company which is located in Eastern Seaboard Industrial Estate, 

Thailand. A qualitative research method has been chosen and employed for this study. Semi-structure 

interviews were used for data collection from different participants to gain details of information. 

For data analysis, manual coding including the process of initial coding and categorization was 

professionals in a selected company. The result of the study showed that the obstacles of HR changing 

role are seven main categories: (1) Current HR roles, (2) Obstacles of change, (3) Factors to increase 

business partner role, (4) HR management’s support, (5) Person who was in charge to the change 

of the change, (6) Feedback from employees, and (7) Expectation from HR person. The result of this 

study also mentioned about factors to overcoming those obstacles. Finally, the researcher provided 

recommendation to both HR practitioners and educators for further studies relevant to HR changing 

role.
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Introduction:

According to the rapidly changing business environment, companies have been challenged by high 

their role from an administrator to be a business partner to remain the competitiveness in this global 

discussed that HR professionals are expected to know the business well enough to contribute to the 

company objectives. They are expected to spend less time in administration or as information keeper 

and take much time to develop a business partner role. Stuart (1992) mentioned that HR professionals 

are requested to create a vision of success and implement strategies to achieve that vision also. Human 

Resources executives are required to be good strategic partners with business management in order to 

achieve the organization’s vision and overall success. Therefore, many organizations expect that HR 

professionals will be able to develop expertise at all levels of the organization and use HR knowledge 

2001).
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A selected company under this study was strong in their administration roles yet wanted to 

change to become a business partnership. Thereby, this study was intended to show the obstacles to 

change HR role from an administration to a business partnership and change an agent in the selected 

automotive company. The results of this study could be useful for setting the action plan to change the 

HR role.

Research Questions
1. What are the obstacles of changing HR role from an administrator to be a business partner in 

the selected automotive company in Eastern Seaboard Industrial Estate?

2. What factors will support the shift of HR professional role?

Literature Review

1) HR Background

have impact in the bottom line. Currently, HR managers are driven by the bottom line. They pull 

employees and employers to work together in order to achieve business goals and to compete in the 

global market (Berea, 1998). In the current business environment, the changes still continue. Not only 

traditional roles or personnel administration but also HR professions are required to focus on strategic, 

long-term planning to become business partners and experts in helping organizations to sustain a 

competitive edge (Zwell, 2000). 

2) HR Foundation

Swanson and Holton (2001) claimed that Human Resource Development (HRD) theory is the 

which is based on an ethical frame theory.

For the HR function in a selected company, it also compiled components of HR foundation to 

create “the HR future vision of success” which mentions on employee morale, employee development, 

employee relation, cost management, and processes and programs for managing their employees.

3) Theory of Change

a dynamic balance of forces working in the opposite direction. Behavior changes are facilitated by 

driving forces since they pushed employees into required directions. On the other hand, restraining 

forces hinder change because they push employees in the opposite direction. As the statement above, 

Lewin’s three-step model can shift the balance in the planned change direction: 1) Unfreezing, 2) 

However, Lippitt, Watson
extending it. They focused more on thechange agent’s role and responsibility, and developed the 

change theory into seven steps:(1) Diagnosing the problem, (2) Assessing the motivation and capacity 
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4) HR Roles

(Human Resources Development) activities and HRM (Human Resources Management) activities. 

The result of this study can identify 9 areas of HR function to explain nature of HR work.

Figure 1: Human Resource Wheel 

relationship development between company and employees and among employees, maintaining 

relations with the union and labor organizations, developing an individual employee in an 

oriented and concerned with the primary functions of personnel recruitment and its connected 

activities and labor relations. The last four functions belong to the development of the employees and 

the organization. 

5) HR Competency

For a selected company, it also sets the core competencies for HR professionals which work in all 
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HR Core Competencies 

HR Business Acumen 

Change Management 

Individual, Team, and Organization Capability 

Negotiation and Collaborative Problem Solving 

Project Management 

Compensation & Benefits HR Generalist 

Learning & Organization 

Development

Figure 2: HR Core Competencies of the Selected Company 

Source: A Selected Company, 2011

6) HR Transformation

business partner in this context means that HR professionals focus on developing employees and 

managers to maximize their performance. It entails planning and analyzing present and future 

directions of the organization by taking a holistic approach, while seeking opportunities for growth 

and identifying constraints (Treen, 2000). 

The statement of HR transformation shows the reason why HR professionals are required 

to change their role from administration to business partnership. For the selected company, HR 

professionals are also required to change their role to be a partner with line operations.

Research Method

In this study, the researcher utilized qualitative research methodology to answer the research question. 

A case study strategy was used to answer the research questions through semi-structure interview 

with the participants who were working in the selected automotive company. The researcher’s 

intention was to explore and understand the obstacles of HR changing role in the selected company, 

so the selected group of participants are working in the selected automotive company at the Eastern 

Seaboard Industrial Estate (ESIE) in the Eastern Region part of Thailand.

roles. Therefore, the total number of participants of this study are nine people. The criteria of 

participants are: (1) Working in the HR function in a selected company for more than three years and 

(2) Positioning in senior staff and leadership level.

Nine participants were interviewed using interview guide for semi-structured interview question 

Thai language, and then transcribed and translated into English. The data analysis of this study was 

done through coding, categorizing, and theming.
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form was sent and signed by the participants prior to engage in the research. The participants’ names 

were masked and coded numbers were used. 

Data Analysis

There were nine participants who participated in this study and agreed to give detailed information 

about the obstacles of HR’s changing roles from administration to business partner in a selected 

automotive company. After the data were collected, the manual coding was performed to analyze the 

data. Then, the translation from Thai into English language was conducted.

from their interviews.

Table 1

Participant Gender Age Education
Service 

years

Experience 

in HR/years

Current 

Position
Function

#P1 F
Master in Public 
Administration

8 8
Assistant 
Manager

Compensation 

 #P2 M Master in HRM
Assistance 
Manager

Education 
Training and 
Development

M
Master in Public 
Administration

9
Senior 
Staff

Employee 
Service

M Master in Law 12 12 Manager
Employee 

Service

M
Master in Business 

Administration
Manager

Safety & 
Security

M
Bachelor in Social 

Science
12 12

Assistant 
Manager

Employee 
Relations 
function

F
Bachelor in 

Human Resources 
Management

Senior 
Staff

International 
Service 

Assistance

#P8 M
Ph.D. in 

Engineering 
Management

12
Vice 

President

Quality and 
Product 

Development

#P9 M
Master in Business 

Administration
9 9

Vice 
President

HR 
Department
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Findings and Discussion

Research Question One

“What are the obstacles of changing HR role from an administrator (administrative expert 

and employee champion) to a business partner (strategic partner and change agent) in the 

selected automotive company in Eastern Seaboard Industrial Estate?”

obstacles of HR changing role from administration to business partner as shown below.ging pa

Figure 3: Obstacles of HR changing role in a selected company

1) Workload allocation problem, 2) Less knowledge and skill in HR works, 

in HR system.

1) Workload Allocation

Workload allocation explains the major obstacles of HR’s changing role from administration 

to business partner. The participants mentioned that they had no time to think about strategic 

“We 

spend too much time dealing with employee problems; so, we don’t have the time to think about the 

changing role to a Business Partner.”

found that in most organizations, employees have to walk over to the HR department just to ask a 

simple question or update some basic information. This is the reason why HR personnel must spend 

more time on routine work.

The participants also discussed that they had problems with their workload because of manpower 
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2) Less knowledge and Skill in HR Works

Ulrich, Brockbank, Johnson, Sandholtz, and Younger (2008) claimed that competencies of 

HR professionals are related to their behaviors which result in effective and superior performance. 

let them know the direction and objective of HR work. However, many HR personnels in a selected 

Business Partnership.” Sharma (2010) also shared the same opinion that the biggest barrier to HR 

transformation is the inability of HR to understand business.

3) Business Environment

Participants mentioned that the business environment is another factor of the obstacles. When 

the company needs to compete with competitors, HR will be powerful of changing management. This 

21st century, HR professionals were required to know further about business to align human capital 

with business needs. Therefore, they were expected to spend less time in personnel administration 

and much time in business partnership. The changing of HR’s role from administrative support to 

business partner has speeded up in the past few years due to a highly competitive environment both 

domestically and abroad.

“We should see the range of company growth; some ranges need a lot of growth, but 

4) Employee’s Attitude

problem of the change. To reduce unexpected behavior from the change, so, HR and executive 

management should have clear policies and transfer the information of the change to employees to let 

them know the direction and advantages of the change. “People are still the main problem of change; 

different people carry different attitudes. If we will change, we must explain the reason of change 

since it helps reduce pressure and stress of individual resistance and group conformity. The activities 

which can facilitate the unfreezing step are motivating the participants to change, and build trust and 

recognition.

The participants pointed out that those employees will agree and cooperate with the change if 

provide needed information to employees and respect their opinions.

5) Employees’ Need

professionals’ role was slow to change as an organizational transform. However, the roles of HR 

and other administrative work continued to be their major duties (Losey, 1998). Similar with this 

study, the participants claimed that most employees understand that HR must provide service to them 

as routine. Those employees expected that every time they come to see HR personnel, they must be 

available to immediately serve their needs. 
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The participants shared that when HR launched employee self-service, the employees think 

that HR was trying to push HR jobs to supervisors or employees. This situation happened because 

employees did not understand the HR roles. If HR has planned to change its role, the HR should 

of personnel administration or paper pusher, HR professionals must continually remind executives and 

employees about what HR does to change their perceptions.

6) Investment Budget in HR System

Lissak (2009) said that outsourcing of administrative tasks, such as recruitment, payroll 

organization’s strategic priorities. In this study, the participants pointed out that budgets are other main 

factors of the change since they need to develop a new system to improve the work process and reduce 

some administrative work by outsourcing and investing in Human Resource Information System or 

HRIS. 

Walkinshaw (2010) claimed that budget is not just about money. It is essential to have a robust 

business case for any transformation, but business leaders should recognize that transforming HR 

will be more of an investment in building capabilities than a cost management exercise However, 

the participants mentioned that the company wants to see a return on investment (ROI) which is 

their performance to management in terms of employee satisfaction to allow them to consider more 

which suggested that the impact of HR practices on business results can and must be measured. HR 

Research Question Two

“What factors will support the shift of HR professional role?”

Regarding the obstacles of change as above, participants also provided the solution to overcoming 

those obstacles in various perspectives which are the factors to support the change.

Figure 4: Factors to support the changes

the theoretical frameworks. 
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1) Work Delegation

The participants agreed that work delegation is a factor to support the change by reducing some 

routine or administration work of senior employees and let them spend much time on working on 

strategic planning. P2 also added that “Delegation is required for HR professionals, especially at the 

leadership level. I think HR junior staff should be responsible for the administration role; and HR 

senior staff should work more on business strategy.” Administration roles are still 

needed, but leadership must select some paperwork for junior staff.”

The participants discussed that to reduce non-value tasks and increase the business partner role, 

payroll and coaching. In practice, many of these arrangements are co-sourced, a combination of 

internal and external servicing rather than full outsourcing. In all other activities, respondents report 

uses more established in-sourced organizational models of HR.

2) Training and Development

The participants strongly agreed that the HR new role is not just an administration job. HR 

personnel cannot change to business partner if they lack the knowledge and skills in both HR and the 

P1 also suggested that if HR personnel know and understand their role, they will be able to set 

individual objectives which align to business goals. P1 emphasized that “Training and coaching are 

the tools which I will use to develop my team’s capability.” P1 shared that HR management should 

have time to take care of and to coach HR staff closely to improve their working plan. Moreover, line 

managers should know and understand HR roles through training methods to let them accept the new 

HR role.

Follis (2001) shared that to change HR’s role, increasing awareness among line managers and 

HR professionals should be considered. HR should provide knowledge in HR management to line 

managers for better cooperation. The participants shared the same opinion that not only HR personnel, 

but line managers should know and understand the HR role to walk in the same direction. 

3) Teamwork and Motivation 

step of the change is to assess the resources and motivation of the change agent. This includes the 

When the working team has good teamwork and motivation to work, every task is possible to succeed. 

Not only role and responsibility of each HR person are important but also all of them should know 

each other’s roles to let them understand the relation and connection about the overall of HR roles. 

They can create teamwork if they know that they have the same direction of how to work. 

“If we are not one team, we cannot walk in the same direction. All leaders 

must help together.”

become the major obstacle of change. 

4) HR Information System (HRIS) 

that the main HR role is to deal with employees’ issues and the principle HR work is service providing 

so that some HR work can be reduced by HRIS, which helps HR personnel to manage their work well. 
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A participant explained that HR must deal with people issues, which happen every day. The parent 

increases accuracy in HR work. P1 mentioned that “For me, I have applied many tools to support 

my work; HRIS is useful to solve HR work processes.”

that HRIS helps HR personnel to do more tasks with less time. In the past, HR personnel managed a 

self-service. HRIS also helps improve employee’s satisfaction because HR personnel can provide 

technology can help us overcome the workload problem which is the main problem of HR work.

“HR must open their eyes to realize the competitive environment to retain 

valuable employees; when we have new employees, HR must know how to develop and support them 

to work effectively. Principles and technology are needed for HR work more than in the past.”

5) Initiative

Initiative and new ideas for improvement from each HR employee are the important factors of 

change. The participants agreed that they wanted to be HR professionals and must have ideas for 

improvement and proposals to top management to create a better working environment. This not only 

creates a better working standard but also lets HR personnel be involved in the change process. P8 

explained that “The Company should not be run by only leadership because the performance will be 

limited to leadership ability. If an individual who has a different role does the best, the ability of team 

will be complemented and team synergy will happen.” 

reduced cost of day-to-day operations, (2) Increased expertise, particularly in the key focal areas 

requirements with HR service delivery, focusing on organizational talent and organizational 

professionals will continue to spend most of their time to handle non-strategic, transaction-processing 

works.

6) Communication and Clear Policy

All participants pointed out that communication is the main factor of change which includes 

communication within the working team and communication within an organization. Participants 

suggested that not only the management level, but all staff should know the reason and direction of 

the change. Talking, meeting, and any method of communication are required for the change process. 

P9 pointed out that “The change always creates resistance; we must have clear communication in 

the objective of change. The advantage of change is the ability to serve human needs in terms of 

discouragement and empowerment.” 

7) Degree of Top Down

Degree of top down is the main factor of the change. Participants agreed that any change will 

succeed if management is involved in the process. A participant suggested that the most effective 

policies are from the degree of top-down. Therefore, the policy of HR’s changing role should 

come from top management who has the power to cascade the direction of change to let employees 

be involved in the process. Moreover, top management is the key to create a culture within an 

employees in the company.
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Direction from the parent company is one degree of top down. Participants pointed out that there 

are many policies and new systems which are provided by parent companies to help HR personnel 

to reduce routine work and also solve some problems which may happen because of too complicated 

working processes. Getting tools and direction from parent companies can improve the working 

process and let HR personnel in a selected company know how to change themselves to be HR 

professionals and have a world class standard of work. P2 pointed out that “We are trying to move 

function which supports the change and develops because top management knows that people issues 

are important in the workplace.

transformation stands little chance of taking place. 

8) Ability to Show HR Performance

pointed out that HR personnel should show their performance to management to let them understand 

HR’s role. HR’s performance may convert to ROI (Return on Investment) which impacts to the budget 

for HR system improvement. This is the same as the statement from Lissak (2009) who explained that 

performance metrics which measure cost, quality and speed are critical to building a business case and 

providing the value of HR transformation to skeptical business leaders.

Participants agreed that KPI is the road map to help HR personnel develop their role from a daily 

routine administrator to be a business partner by setting their working plan to align with business 

needs. KPI is the tool for performance review which helps HR personnel evaluate themselves. 

When they know their performance, they will have clarity about their career path which is another 

motivation of the change role.

are related to the obstacle as shown in the table below.

Figure 5: Factor to support the change which related to the obstacles of change

Implication
Implication for practice 1: The results can be used as a guideline for top management or 

corporate planning to set the clear direction or policy to change HR role and cascade to all employees 

may occur during the changing process.

Implication for practice 2: Guideline for HR management to identify the set of competencies, 

job description to HR persons to develop them to be the HR strategic partner. 
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Implication for practice 3: Guideline for HR persons to develop their knowledge and skill to 

change from administration to a business partner. The HR persons should educate line managers and 

let them respond in people issues instead. Then, HR persons will have time to deal with business 

strategy.

Implication for practice 4: Guideline for line managers to learn more about HR role and 

responsibility since they should take care of their subordinators while the HR persons will act as an 

advisor and a business partner.

Recommendation

There are several recommendations for the further studies relevant to HR changing role from 

Administrative to Business Partner.

Firstly, this study was conducted as a qualitative research which only discovered the obstacles of 

the HR changing role and factors to support the change. So, the level of how important each obstacle 

and factor to support the change are not covered in this study. Thus, for further studies, a different 

Secondly, in the current study, the data collected by using document review and interviewing 

to examine the obstacles of HR changing role or HR transformation.

Thirdly, the participants are HR persons in a selected company in the current study. A future study 

is recommended to involve top management, line management, and employees in different areas to 

decrease the similarities and to establish more particular factors and strategies. 

Lastly, the current study focused on a selected automotive company, but for further suggestions, 

the relevant studies can be conducted in different companies in different location in order to gain a 

deeper knowledge of HR role in industry and of people who work within the industry.
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