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Abstract- The role of the human resource (HR) manager has changed dramatically along with the workforce and economy, 

and that evolution will continue as machines and technology replace tasks once performed by humans. The purpose of this 

paper was to investigate the future expectations that South African managers have from them HR managers. Inductive and 

deductive thematic analyses were used to interpret the raw data of an open-ended question as part of the hybrid research 

approach. Strategic contribution, engagement, employment relations, innovation, business acumen, leadership, analytics and 

metrics and lastly, personal characteristics were identified as the main themes. These themes formed part of managers‟ future 

expectations of their HR managers. Training, mentoring and coaching are essential in preparing the HR managers to meet 

and perhaps excel the future expectations of their managers.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Today, the field of HR management is experiencing 

numerous pressures for change. Shifts in the 

economy, globalisation, domestic diversity, and 

technology have created new demands for 

organisations, and propelled the field in some 

completely new directions. The HR function is 

evolving, with the changing ways of business. Earlier 

a policing function with a transactional output in 

instilling discipline, today it is playing the role of 

strategic advisor and tactical implementer in business. 

This is leading to a changing mindset towards HR, 

with employees, as well as senior leadership, being 

more open to receiving people advisory. This change 

is forcing the future HR manager to balance a range 

of roles, both at the business and the employee end. 

With people becoming a core differentiator for 

companies, leaders have started realising the strategic 

value-add that HR can create for businesses. The 

result is that the HR manager of today has more 

power to create a real change, by implementing talent 

initiatives at the strategic and tactical level. With 

more power comes more responsibility, and HR 

managers today must equip themselves with the right 

know-how and skills to lead these changes.  

The research gap of this paper lies in the fact that it is 

not clear what the future expectations of South 

African managers are from their HR managers. The 

purpose of this paper is therefore to shed light on the 

future expectations that South African managers have 

from them HR managers from a qualitative 

perspective.  

 

II. THE FUTURE OF HR 

 

Ulrich and Dulebohn (2015) contend that in the 

future, the field will need to connect HR to a broader 

business context, and create value by aligning HR 

services and activities to meet the needs of external 

stakeholders (e.g., customers, investors, the 

community). Factors that should influence the future 

of HR in organisations include changes in the 

economy, globalisation, domestic diversity, and 

technology (Stone et al., 2015). Longenecker and 

Fink (2015:22) mention that an exceptional HR 

leader possesses strong business expertise that goes 

well beyond the HR function. Initial perspectives on 

leadership were pitched from a bureaucratic 

perspective and are inadequate in this changing 

context (Schultz & Van der Walt, 2015:12). HR 

leadership must therefore assist managers to instill a 

culture of trust, fairness and relationship building to 

improve the meaning in the workplace. Dessler, 

Barkhuizen, De Braine, Du Plessis, Nel, Stanz, 

Schultz and Van der Walt (2011) suggest that HR 

managers should know the company strategy and 

business plan, know the industry; support business 

needs; spend more time with line management, lean 

to calculate costs and solutions in hard numbers. 

Ulrich, Kryscynski, Brockbank, and Ulrich (2017) 

state that the following HR competencies are 

essential:  

 

 Strategic positioner: Able to position a 

business to win in its market. 

 Credible activist: Able to build relationships 

of trust by having a proactive point of view. 

 Paradox navigator: Able to manage tensions 

inherent in businesses. 

 Culture and change champion: Able to make 

change happen and manage organisational culture. 

 Human capital curator: Able to manage the 

flow of talent by developing people and leaders, 

driving individual performance, and building 

technical talent. 
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 Total reward steward: Able to manage 

employee wellbeing through financial and non-

financial rewards. 

 Technology and media integrator: Able to 

use technology and social media to drive create high-

performing organisations. 

 Analytics designer and interpreter: Able to 

use analytics to improve decision making. 

 Compliance manager: Able to manage the 

processes related to compliance by following 

regulatory guidelines. 

Stone, Deadrick, Lukaszewski and Johnson (2015) 

predict that advancements in technology will 

influence the future of HR, and offer directions for 

future research and practice. Dessler et al. (2011) 

state that people innovation, technology, mobility, 

employee engagement, sustainability, the aging 

workforce and virtual organisations are crucial future 

HR issues that HR professionals must be able to deal 

with. 

 

III. RESEARCH METHOD 

 

Hybrid research can be defined as the combination of 

qualitative and quantitative techniques, where a 

qualitative approach is utilised to uncover the 

meaning and attitudes behind quantitative data 

(National Data Research, 2018). The first part of the 

questionnaire was compiled as statements with a 

relevant Likert-scale. The last question of the same 

questionnaire was posed as open-ended question 

about the future expectations that managers had from 

their HR manager. The South African Board of 

People Practice (SABPP) was approached in this 

study. All the managers of the human resource (HR) 

practitioners who were members of the SABPP 

participated in this study: a total of 1,380. A census 

was used to send a questionnaire about the future of 

HR as part of a hybrid research design. A total of 138 

managers participated in answering the open-ended 

question. This question was analysed by using a 

qualitative a perspective. Inductive and deductive 

thematic analyses were used to interpret the raw data 

as part of the hybrid research design (Fereday & 

Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Saturation of data was taken 

into consideration. The questionnaire was distributed 

to the respondents via Survey Monkey to ensure 

confidentiality. Ethical clearance was obtained from 

the Tshwane University of Technology‟s Research 

Ethics Committee. All respondents were assured of 

confidentiality and anonymity, with participation 

being voluntary. 

 

IV. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 

The data was categorised into themes and direct 

quotes were used to substantiate the themes. 

Theme 1: Strategic contribution 

The first theme entails the strategic contribution that 

the future HR manager should make.  

“A specific and focused strategy to align practices 

and processes to international best standards.” 

Respondent 18 

“That she/he is able to understand the strategic 

direction of the business and apply systematic 

thinking.” Respondent 27 

“HR manager has to be strategic partner and 

employee champion within the organisation.” 

Respondent 31 

“Be able to think strategically yet implement 

operationally.” Respondent 49 

Ulrich et al. (2017) found that the HR managers must 

be a strategic positioner and this concurs with the 

finding of this study. 

 

Theme 2: Engagement 

Managers expect the future HR manager to engage 

with employees and with them.  

“To create an environment that enable employees to 

be highly engage.”  Respondent 25 

“An HR manager that would embrace the following 

global trend on successful organisations: a) employee 

engagement agent …” Respondent 61 

“HR managers must always consult employees.” 

Respondent 138 

 

Albrecht, Bakker, Gruman, Macey and Saks (2015) 

found that HRM practitioners need to move beyond 

the routine administration of annual engagement 

surveys and need to embed engagement in HRM 

policies and practices such personnel selection, 

socialisation, performance management, and training 

and development. This concurs with the finding of 

this study.  

 

Theme 3: Employment relations 

Relationship building in the workplace is of utmost 

importance as part of the future expectations of an 

HR manager.  

“Must enable managers and leaders at all levels to 

take charge of workplace relations and culture 

drivers.” Respondent 60 

“My HR manager must put the „Human Factor‟ back 

into „Human Relations‟.” Respondent 125 

“I would expect them to value staff relationships from 

the bottom up, respect all cultures and build proper 

trust between management and staff.” Respondent 

131 

Lo, Macky and Pio (2015) also found that 

relationship building as part of the HR manager‟s role 

is of utmost importance.  

 

Theme 4: Innovation 

The HR manager should be able to think and operate 

innovatively in the future world of work. 

“Support the vision of the leadership through 

innovative programme design.” Respondent 38 

“Innovative approach to employees”.  Respondent 41 
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My HR manager must be able to assist me with 

innovative ways to deal with conflict.” Respondent 

43 

“… to think creatively and innovatively …” 

Respondent 62 

Theme 5: Business acumen 

It is expected from the HR manager to possess 

business acumen and not only focus on HR issues.  

“HR must have business savvy, as business revolves 

around people.” Respondent 58 

“Must be a business person first with and HR flair.” 

Respondent 71 

“Future HR must be pro-active, professional and 

focus on business solutions and not administrative 

activities.” Respondent 97 

 

The findings of Lo, Macky, and Pio (2015) concur 

with the findings of this study and this study also 

indicated that business awareness competencies are 

important differentiators between strategic and 

functional HR roles. 

 

Theme 6: Leadership 

The future HR managers should be able to influence 

management and employees in order to forward into 

the future workplace.  

“Help the organisation redefine many past and 

traditional concepts around leadership (embrace 

rotational leadership based on area of strengths for 

project/assignment at hand) …” Respondent 62 

 

“The HR manager must be able to lead, influence, 

command and guide people towards personal and 

organisational future.” “Respondent 80 

“Need to lead entrenched older-style managers in 

modern workplace dynamics.” Respondent 114 

 

According to Lo, Macky, and Pio (2015) leadership is 

all HR managers and this concurs with the findings of 

this study. 

 

Theme 7: Analytics and metrics 

HR manager should be able to understand and 

execute analytics and metrics to make better 

decisions and to measure impact. 

“They must have strong analytics and scenario 

planning.” Respondent 14 

“Impact assessment after there has been changes in 

how work is done.” Respondent 66 

“HR risk metrics” Respondent 108 

Ulrich et al. (2017) found that the HR manager must 

be an analytics designer and interpreter and concurs 

with the findings of this study.   

 

Theme 8: Personal characteristics 

The HR manager must have self-efficacy, honesty, 

openness, agility, flexibility and adaptability.  

“Believe in themselves.” Respondent 3 

“Honesty and openness” Respondent 52 

“My HR managers must be agile …” Respondent 111 

“Flexible and adaptable.” Respondent 112  

Self-belief is generic to all HR managers and this 

concurs with the findings of Lo, Macky and Pio 

(2015). 

 

Managerial impact 

Future HR requires more than a semantic shift from 

“human resources” to “people operations.” It will 

require broader capabilities and job skills than have 

typically been demanded of HR managers in the past. 

The HR manager will depend for example upon a 

dedicated Employee Engagement Manager who will 

be responsible with creating a link between 

employees and their managers. His or her 

responsibilities will entail coming up with frequent 

surveys to gather feedback and analyse the health and 

happiness of the company‟s workforce. Future HR 

leaders need to think much more innovatively than 

their predecessors. HR managers will need to develop 

adaptable people strategies that can evolve with the 

business. Emerging skills for future HR managers are 

all vital elements of HR‟s expanding role. Which 

traits for HR managers might be more critical than 

others may depend on top management and the 

organisational culture in order to forward into the 

future. 

Recommendations 

It is recommended that HR managers receive the 

necessary training, coaching and mentoring in the 

following areas: strategic contribution, engagement, 

employment relations, innovation, business acumen, 

leadership, analytics and metrics and lastly, personal 

characteristics were identified as the main themes. 

This will assist HR managers to meet the future 

expectations of their managers.  

For future research ideas, it recommended that a 

similar study should be conducted in other countries 

and to compare the findings with the findings of this 

study.  

 

V. CONCLUSION 

 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the future 

expectations that South African managers have from 

them HR managers. Strategic contribution, 

engagement, employment relations, innovation, 

business acumen, leadership, analytics and metrics 

and lastly, personal characteristics were identified as 

the main themes. These themes formed part of 

managers‟ future expectations of their HR managers.  
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