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Abstract: Human Resource Management (HRM) has travelled a long distance from its origins in 
welfare and personnel administration to its current position as a strategic partner in organizational 
decision-making. This paper traces that evolution, examines the major theoretical models that 
define strategic HRM - including the resource-based view, the notion of "vertical" and "horizontal" 
fit, and Dave Ulrich's influential business-partner model, and considers how the core functional 
areas of HRM (recruitment and selection, training and development, performance management, 
compensation, and employee relations) have been reshaped by technological change, 
globalization, and, in economies that have undergone liberalization, the exposure of previously 
protected industries to global competition. Particular attention is given to the industrial and 
manufacturing sector, where large, often unionized workforces, capital-intensive operations, and 
legacy managerial practices create distinctive HR challenges. The paper argues that HRM's central 
contribution in a period of continuous change is not any single practice but the function's capacity 
to act as an organizational change agent: building workforce capability, managing the human 
dimension of transition, and aligning people practices with a strategy that itself must keep 
evolving. 
Keywords: Human resource management, strategic HRM, Ulrich model, industrial sector, 
organizational change, employee resistance, workforce competencies 
Introduction & Statement of the Problem 

Ask a manager thirty years ago what "the personnel department" did, and the answer would 
likely have centered on hiring paperwork, payroll administration, and handling disciplinary 
matters, a necessary but largely administrative function, operating at some distance from the 
strategic conversations happening in the boardroom. Ask the same question of a senior executive 
today, and the answer looks very different: workforce planning as a component of business 
strategy, talent as a source of competitive advantage, culture as something to be deliberately 
shaped, and the HR function itself frequently positioned as a partner in strategic decision-making 
rather than merely an implementer of decisions made elsewhere. 
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This paper is concerned with understanding that transformation and, more specifically, with 
understanding the relationship between human resource management and organizational change: 
a relationship that runs in both directions. On one hand, HRM is itself a domain that has undergone 
continuous change, evolving its own theoretical self-understanding and practical toolkit over 
decades. On the other hand, HRM increasingly finds itself cast as the function primarily 
responsible for managing the human side of change elsewhere in the organization: designing the 
reskilling programs that new technology demands, managing the workforce anxieties that 
restructuring provokes, and building the organizational capability to absorb the next wave of 
change before it has even arrived. 

This bidirectional relationship between HRM and change deserves emphasis because it is 
easy, in surveying the strategic HRM literature, to treat HR's evolution and HR's role in managing 
change as separate topics: one a story about a profession's growing sophistication, the other a story 
about a functional department's operational responsibilities. In practice, the two are inseparable. 
The very theoretical developments that elevated HRM from an administrative to a strategic 
function: the recognition that people and their capabilities constitute a source of competitive 
advantage that cannot simply be bought off the shelf in the way that capital equipment or raw 
materials can, are the same developments that make HR's role in managing workforce transitions 
during periods of technological and competitive change so consequential. If an organization's 
distinctive combination of employee skill, tacit knowledge, and collaborative culture really is a 
primary source of its competitive advantage, as the resource-based view discussed below argues, 
then how well an organization manages the disruption, retraining, and reorganization of that same 
workforce during a period of change is not a secondary operational concern but a matter that goes 
to the heart of whether the organization's competitive advantage survives the transition intact. 

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 traces the historical evolution of HRM from its 
personnel-administration roots to its current strategic orientation. Section 3 examines the major 
theoretical frameworks that underpin strategic HRM. Section 4 walks through the core functional 
areas of HRM and considers how each has been reshaped by contemporary pressures. Section 5 
turns specifically to the forces of technological change, globalization, and liberalization, and their 
impact on HR practice. Section 6 considers the distinctive HR challenges of the industrial sector. 
Section 7 examines HR's emerging role as an organizational change agent, and Section 8 
concludes. 
Statement of the Problem 

Although human resource management has been repositioned, at least in theory, as a strategic 
partner to organizational leadership, many organizations, particularly long-established industrial 
enterprises, continue in practice to treat HR as a primarily administrative function, poorly equipped 
to manage the scale of workforce disruption that technological change, globalization, and 
liberalization increasingly demand. This mismatch between HR's theoretical strategic mandate and 
its demonstrated practical capability creates a genuine organizational problem: workforces that are 
inadequately reskilled, poorly communicated with, or inadequately represented during periods of 
significant change. This paper addresses the problem of how HRM theory and practice can be 
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better aligned so that the function genuinely fulfills its potential as an organizational change agent, 
with specific attention to the distinctive conditions of the industrial sector in economies that have 
undergone liberalization. 
Literature Review 

The early twentieth-century origins of what would become the HR function lay substantially 
in welfare work: the appointment of "welfare secretaries" in some industrial firms to look after the 
wellbeing of, at the time, predominantly female and often young workers, motivated by a mixture 
of genuine paternalistic concern and a recognition that a healthier, more contented workforce was 
also a more productive one. Over subsequent decades, as labor law, collective bargaining, and job-
evaluation systems became more formalized, this welfare orientation was joined and eventually 
substantially overshadowed by a more administratively focused "personnel management" 
function, concerned with recruitment, record-keeping, compliance with employment regulation, 
wage and salary administration, and industrial relations. 

The shift toward what is now recognized as human resource management and later, strategic 
human resource management gathered pace from the 1980s onward, associated with a broader 
intellectual movement that began treating employees not merely as a cost to be administered and 
controlled but as a resource, even an asset, whose effective management could be a genuine source 
of competitive advantage. This reframing had significant practical implications. If people are a 
source of competitive advantage rather than simply a cost, then decisions about how to recruit, 
develop, organize, and reward them are not administrative housekeeping but strategic choices 
deserving of the same rigor applied to decisions about capital investment or market entry. 

Wright and McMahan's (1992) widely cited definition captures this shift precisely: strategic 
HRM is "the pattern of planned human resource deployments and activities intended to enable an 
organization to achieve its goals." The emphasis on "planned" and on explicit linkage to 
organizational goals distinguishes strategic HRM from earlier personnel administration, which, 
however competently executed, was rarely designed with reference to an explicit business strategy. 
Boxall and Purcell (2003) similarly frame strategic HRM as concerned specifically with the 
relationship between HRM and strategic management within the firm, while Storey's (1995) 
definition adds an important further dimension, describing strategic HRM as "a distinctive 
approach to employment management which seeks to achieve competitive advantage through the 
strategic deployment of a highly committed and capable workforce": a formulation that highlights 
not just alignment with strategy but the specific mechanisms (commitment and capability) through 
which HRM is thought to contribute to advantage. Armstrong's (2006) definition, meanwhile, 
emphasizes the long-term orientation of the field: strategic HRM is "an approach to managing 
human resources that supports long-term business goals and outcomes with a strategic 
framework." 

Taken together, these definitions mark a decisive break from the administrative conception of 
personnel management. HRM, in its strategic form, claims a seat in decisions about what the 
organization should become, not merely a role in implementing decisions made elsewhere about 
how many people to hire and at what wage. 
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3.1 Vertical and Horizontal Fit 
A foundational concept in strategic HRM theory is that of "fit," which comes in two principal 

forms. Vertical fit (sometimes called external fit) refers to the alignment between an organization's 
HR strategy and its overall business strategy-an organization pursuing a strategy of cost leadership, 
for instance, would be expected to adopt HR practices oriented toward efficiency, tight cost control 
over labor, and standardized processes, whereas an organization pursuing a strategy of innovation 
and differentiation would be expected to invest more heavily in employee development, creative 
latitude, and practices that encourage risk-taking and experimentation. Horizontal fit (or internal 
fit) refers to the internal consistency among an organization's various HR practices themselves: 
recruitment criteria, training investment, performance appraisal design, and compensation 
structure should reinforce rather than contradict one another. An organization that recruits and 
trains employees for creative, autonomous problem-solving but then evaluates and rewards them 
purely on rigid conformance to standardized procedures has a horizontal fit problem that is likely 
to undermine the intended benefits of either practice in isolation. 
3.2 The Resource-Based View 

The resource-based view of the firm, imported into HRM from strategic management theory, 
argues that sustainable competitive advantage arises from resources that are valuable, rare, difficult 
to imitate, and non-substitutable. Applied to human resources, this view suggests that it is not 
simply "having good people" that creates advantage, competitors can often hire similarly qualified 
individuals, but rather the distinctive combination of skills, tacit knowledge, and collaborative 
routines that develop within a particular organization over time, and that are consequently much 
harder for competitors to replicate quickly. This has provided an important theoretical justification 
for treating investment in employee development, organizational culture, and internal knowledge-
sharing systems as strategic investments rather than discretionary costs, since it is precisely these 
organization-specific, accumulated human capabilities that the resource-based view identifies as 
the more durable source of competitive advantage. 
3.3 Ulrich's HR Business Partner Model 

Perhaps the most influential practical framework in contemporary strategic HRM is the model 
proposed by Dave Ulrich (1997), which reframed the HR function around four distinct roles. 
Ulrich argued that the profession needed a decisive shift in mentality, from "what I do" to "what I 
deliver," insisting that HR's legitimacy would rest on its ability to demonstrate value rather than 
simply describe its activities (Ulrich, 1997). The strategic partner role involves aligning HR 
strategy and practice tightly with overall business strategy, working alongside senior and line 
management in the formulation, not just the implementation, of organizational direction. The 
administrative expert role covers the efficient, cost-effective delivery of core HR processes: 
payroll, benefits administration, compliance-the essential transactional work that, however 
unglamorous, must be executed reliably for the function to retain credibility to perform its other 
roles. The employee champion role focuses on understanding and responding to employee needs 
and concerns, ensuring that the workforce remains engaged, motivated, and fairly treated even as 
the organization pursues its strategic objectives. The change agent role, of direct relevance to this 
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paper's broader argument, involves HR taking an active part in managing and enabling 
organizational transformation, helping the organization build the capacity to change and adapt. 

Ulrich's model has been enormously influential in shaping how HR functions are structured 
in large organizations, frequently translated into what is sometimes called the "three-legged stool" 
of HR delivery: strategic business partners embedded within business units, a centre of expertise 
providing specialist design capability (for compensation systems, talent management programs, 
and so on), and shared services handling transactional administration at scale. It is worth noting, 
as several commentators including Ulrich himself have observed, that the model's popular 
emphasis on the "strategic partner" role has sometimes been overextended in practice, with some 
organizations treating the administrative and employee-relations dimensions of HR as lesser 
concerns : an emphasis that risks the credibility problem that Syrett (2006) pointed to: whatever 
strategic aspirations HR may hold, they will not be taken seriously by line management if the 
function cannot reliably deliver the core transactional services the business depends on day to day. 
A mature reading of the Ulrich model, in other words, treats the four roles as complementary rather 
than as a hierarchy in which "strategic" work is inherently more valuable than the other three. 
3.4 The AMO Model and the Best-Fit versus Best-Practice Debate 

A further influential theoretical contribution is the AMO model, which proposes that 
employee performance is a function of three interacting factors: Ability (do employees have the 
skills and knowledge required), Motivation (are they sufficiently motivated to apply that ability), 
and Opportunity (does the organization of work give them the opportunity to apply their ability 
and motivation productively). The AMO framework has proven useful precisely because it 
disaggregates "performance" into distinct levers that HR practices can be designed to address 
individually: selection and training primarily build ability; reward systems, recognition, and job 
design primarily build motivation; and work organization, team working arrangements, and 
employee involvement mechanisms primarily create opportunity. A change initiative that focuses 
HR investment heavily on one lever while neglecting the others: training employees extensively 
in new skills, for instance, without correspondingly redesigning work processes to give them 
genuine opportunity to apply those skills is, through the lens of the AMO model, unlikely to 
translate training investment into improved performance. 

Running alongside these substantive models is a long-running theoretical debate between 
"best practice" and "best fit" perspectives on HRM. The best-practice school argues that there 
exists a set of high-commitment HR practices - including rigorous selection, extensive training, 
performance-linked pay, employment security, and information sharing, that improve 
organizational performance largely irrespective of an organization's specific strategy or context. 
The best-fit school, by contrast, argues that the effectiveness of any given HR practice is contingent 
on its fit with the organization's particular strategy, structure, and external environment, echoing 
the vertical-fit concept discussed above, and that there is consequently no universal set of "best" 
practices applicable to every organization regardless of circumstance. This debate is more than 
academic hair-splitting: it has real implications for organizations undergoing significant change, 
since an organization moving from one strategic position to another (from cost leadership toward 
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differentiation, for example, as often happens when previously protected industrial firms face 
newly liberalized competition) may need to deliberately unlearn HR practices that served it well 
under its previous strategic fit, precisely because those same practices could actively undermine 
the different capabilities its new strategic position requires. 
Methodology 

This paper adopts a conceptual, literature-based methodology. It synthesizes foundational and 
widely cited theoretical literature in strategic human resource management, including seminal texts 
on the resource-based view, the concept of strategic fit, and Ulrich's business-partner model, with 
published empirical research on how HRM practice has actually evolved in liberalizing economies, 
particularly India. 

Sources were selected for their foundational disciplinary status and demonstrated relevance 
to the paper's central argument regarding HR's role as a change agent. Where possible, the 
conceptual discussion is grounded against documented empirical findings, presented in the Data 
Analysis section below, rather than resting on theory alone. 

This qualitative, interpretive approach is appropriate to a paper whose purpose is conceptual 
clarification and synthesis rather than new primary measurement, though its conclusions 
accordingly rest on secondary evidence and reasoned argument rather than on data collected 
specifically for this study. As with any literature-based methodology, the conclusions drawn here 
should be read as a synthesis of the existing evidence base rather than as findings specific to any 
single organization. 
Results and Discussion 
4.1 Recruitment and Selection 

Recruitment and selection have shifted from a largely reactive, vacancy-driven activity toward 
proactive workforce planning that anticipates future capability needs, often years in advance of 
when a specific vacancy might arise. In technologically dynamic and increasingly competitive 
industrial environments, this has meant a growing emphasis on hiring not just for the specific 
technical skills a role requires today, but for learning agility and adaptability, given the reasonable 
expectation that the specific technical requirements of many industrial roles will themselves 
continue to evolve over an employee's tenure. 
4.2 Training and Development 

Perhaps no HR function has been more directly reshaped by the pace of external change than 
training and development. Where earlier models of workplace training often treated it as a largely 
front-loaded investment: an intensive induction period followed by comparatively infrequent 
refresher training, contemporary practice increasingly treats learning as continuous, embedding 
reskilling and upskilling programs as an ongoing feature of employment rather than an occasional 
event. This shift is particularly consequential in industrial and manufacturing contexts, where 
automation and digitization are altering the skill content of production roles at a pace that would, 
under an older training model, have quickly rendered large parts of the workforce technically 
obsolete. Organizations that have managed this transition successfully tend to treat reskilling not 
as a cost to be minimized but as a central mechanism through which existing, experienced 
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employees who carry valuable tacit knowledge of the organization's processes and culture can be 
retained and redeployed into higher-value roles as automation displaces the more routine tasks 
they previously performed. 
4.3 Performance Management 

Performance management systems have evolved from primarily backward-looking, once-a-
year appraisal exercises, often used mainly to justify compensation decisions, toward more 
continuous, developmentally oriented approaches involving frequent feedback, goal-setting that is 
revisited and adjusted throughout the year rather than fixed annually, and a greater emphasis on 
coaching conversations between managers and employees. This shift reflects a broader recognition 
that in rapidly changing business environments, organizational priorities themselves shift more 
frequently than an annual appraisal cycle can accommodate, and that employee’s benefit from 
more frequent recalibration of what is expected of them. 
4.4 Compensation and Reward 

Compensation systems have had to adapt to the same environmental pressures. In industries 
exposed to newly liberalized, globally benchmarked competition, compensation structures 
inherited from a more protected era often characterized by seniority-based progression with limited 
connection to individual or unit performance have frequently needed to be redesigned to introduce 
stronger performance-linked elements, while still managing the legitimate expectations and, in 
unionized settings, the negotiated entitlements of an existing workforce that did not sign up for 
these newer arrangements. This tension between the need for competitive, performance-oriented 
reward structures and the legitimate expectations built up under legacy systems is one of the more 
delicate change management challenges HR functions in transitioning industrial economies 
regularly confront. 
4.5 Employee and Industrial Relations 

Employee relations: the management of the collective, as opposed to purely individual, 
relationship between an organization and its workforce remains a distinctive and often 
underappreciated HR function, particularly in industrial settings where trade unions retain 
meaningful organizational presence. Effective employee relations in a period of change requires 
HR to manage a genuinely difficult balancing act: representing and advancing management's 
strategic objectives while maintaining enough trust and credibility with employee representatives 
that difficult conversations - about restructuring, about new technology, about compensation 
redesign can be conducted through legitimate negotiation rather than breaking down into more 
adversarial or disruptive forms of conflict. 
4.6 Employee Engagement and Organizational Culture 

Alongside the traditional functional areas discussed above, contemporary HRM has 
increasingly assumed explicit responsibility for employee engagement and organizational culture 
- domains that were, in earlier eras of personnel management, treated as byproducts of good 
management rather than as deliberate objects of HR strategy in their own right. Employee 
engagement, broadly defined as the degree of discretionary effort, emotional commitment, and 
psychological investment employees bring to their work beyond the minimum required to avoid 
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sanction, has been repeatedly linked in the management literature to outcomes including 
productivity, quality, safety performance, and employee retention. HR functions have 
consequently developed increasingly sophisticated tools for measuring engagement, most 
commonly through periodic employee surveys, and for designing interventions, ranging from 
improved communication practices to redesigned recognition programs to more meaningful 
employee involvement in decisions affecting their own work, intended to improve it. 

Organizational culture, meanwhile, has moved from an implicit, emergent property of an 
organization's history to something HR increasingly attempts to shape deliberately, particularly 
during periods of significant strategic change when an organization's existing culture may be 
poorly suited to the capabilities its new strategy requires. This is delicate work: culture, almost by 
definition, is resistant to top-down instruction, having developed organically through years of 
accumulated shared experience, and HR functions that attempt to change culture through purely 
declarative means - a new values statement, a poster campaign, without addressing the underlying 
systems, incentives, and leadership behaviors that actually produced the existing culture, tend to 
find such efforts have little durable effect. More successful culture change efforts typically work 
through the same mechanisms discussed in the broader change management literature: visible, 
consistent leadership modeling of the desired behaviors, alignment of formal systems (recruitment 
criteria, performance evaluation, and promotion decisions) with those behaviors, and sufficient 
patience to allow new norms to become genuinely embedded rather than merely proclaimed. 
5.1 Technological Change 

Technology has reshaped HRM in two distinct ways worth separating analytically. First, 
technology has changed the tools available to the HR function itself: from digitized recruitment 
platforms and applicant tracking systems to workforce analytics that allow HR to move from 
intuition-based to evidence-based decision-making about hiring, retention risk, and workforce 
planning. Second, and arguably more consequential for the arguments of this paper, technology 
has changed the nature of work itself, particularly in production and operational roles, through 
automation and computerization. This second effect places HR at the center of one of the more 
difficult change management challenges any organization faces: managing a workforce transition 
in which some proportion of existing roles will genuinely change in content, some may be 
eliminated, and new roles requiring different skills will emerge, often on a timeline that does not 
neatly align with the pace at which the existing workforce can be reskilled. 
5.2 Globalization and Liberalization 

Economies that undergo liberalization, the reduction of trade barriers, the opening of 
previously protected domestic markets to international competition, and often the privatization of 
state-owned enterprises place particular pressure on the HR practices of firms operating within 
them. Organizations that had operated for years, sometimes decades, within a relatively protected 
competitive environment often discover that their existing HR practices, including compensation 
structures, staffing levels, and managerial capability, were calibrated for a competitive intensity 
that no longer exists once markets open. The HR function in such organizations frequently finds 
itself simultaneously managing the practical mechanics of restructuring (workforce rightsizing, in 
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some cases, alongside significant new hiring for capabilities the organization previously lacked) 
and the emotional and cultural dimension of that transition communicating honestly about a more 
uncertain competitive future while trying to preserve enough organizational trust and employee 
engagement that the restructured organization can actually execute its new strategy effectively, 
rather than emerging from restructuring with a workforce so demoralized or distrustful that 
performance suffers regardless of how sound the new organizational design is on paper. 

Globalization also introduces a cross-cultural dimension to HRM that earlier, more 
domestically oriented personnel management rarely had to contend with: managing increasingly 
diverse workforces, sometimes spanning multiple countries within a single organization, requires 
HR practices sophisticated enough to balance global consistency (ensuring, for instance, that core 
values and standards of conduct are applied uniformly) with local responsiveness (recognizing that 
specific practices around compensation, benefits, and even performance feedback styles that work 
well in one national and cultural context may need meaningful adaptation elsewhere). 

The industrial and manufacturing sector presents HRM with a distinctive configuration of 
challenges that differ meaningfully from those found in, for example, a knowledge-intensive 
services firm. Workforces tend to be larger, more geographically concentrated around specific 
production facilities, and often possess longer average tenures, meaning that changes to 
compensation, job design, or technology affect not just current productivity but deeply held 
expectations built up over years, sometimes across multiple generations of the same families 
working at the same plant. Trade union presence, where it exists, adds both a constraint and, 
potentially, a resource:a constraint in the sense that unilateral management action is neither always 
legally available nor practically wise, but a resource in the sense that a well-functioning collective 
bargaining relationship can provide HR with a legitimate, structured channel through which 
difficult changes can be negotiated and communicated to the workforce, rather than HR having to 
manage individual employee anxiety on a case-by-case basis. 

Managerial capability presents a related, though distinct, challenge. Middle managers in long-
established industrial organizations are frequently promoted from technical or production 
backgrounds based on their competence in the previous operating environment, and may 
themselves require significant development in change leadership, communication, and people 
management before they can effectively lead their teams through the kind of transformation 
increasingly demanded of industrial organizations operating in liberalized, globally competitive 
markets. HR's role in identifying and addressing this managerial capability gap through targeted 
leadership development, coaching, and in some cases, careful succession planning is a frequently 
underappreciated but consequential contribution to organizational change readiness. 

This configuration of challenges is especially visible in rapidly developed industrial belts 
within emerging economies, where manufacturing and services enterprises have often been 
established relatively recently on greenfield sites, drawing workforces from surrounding regions 
that may have limited prior exposure to formal industrial employment. In such settings, HR 
functions frequently find themselves building foundational people-management infrastructure 
with formal recruitment processes, structured induction and training, grievance-handling 
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mechanisms at the same time as they are expected to implement the more advanced strategic HR 
practices (performance-linked reward, structured talent management, succession planning) that are 
increasingly considered standard practice among globally benchmarked competitors. This 
compression of what, in more mature industrial economies, was often a multi-decade evolution 
into a much shorter timeframe places considerable strain on HR capability, and helps explain why 
organizations in such contexts frequently report significant gaps between the HR practices they 
aspire to and those they have actually managed to institutionalize. 

The influence of government policy is also more directly felt in industrial-sector HRM than 
in many service industries. Labor law, industrial dispute resolution mechanisms, minimum wage 
regulation, and, in many jurisdictions, statutory requirements around retrenchment and plant 
closure all shape the practical latitude HR functions have in redesigning workforce arrangements 
during periods of change, in ways that require close, ongoing collaboration between HR and legal 
or industrial-relations specialists, a collaboration that becomes especially consequential during 
restructuring, where missteps can carry not only reputational but significant legal and financial 
consequences. 

A recurring theme in the strategic HRM literature, and one with particular relevance to 
organizations attempting to justify sustained investment in workforce reskilling and change 
management during periods of financial pressure, is the question of how HR's contribution to 
organizational performance can be credibly measured. Early efforts at HR measurement tended to 
focus on activity metrics - the number of training days delivered, time-to-fill for vacant positions, 
headcount cost as a percentage of revenue measures that are relatively easy to collect but that say 
little about whether HR activity is actually producing the strategic outcomes it is meant to serve. 

More recent approaches have pushed toward outcome-oriented metrics that attempt to connect 
HR activity to business results: measuring, for instance, whether investment in a specific training 
program correlates with subsequent improvements in the quality or safety metrics that program 
was designed to improve, or whether changes in employee engagement scores in a given business 
unit precede changes in that unit's productivity or customer satisfaction outcomes. The growth of 
workforce analytics, the application of statistical and, increasingly, machine-learning techniques 
to HR data, has considerably expanded what is practically measurable, allowing some 
organizations to model, for example, which combinations of early-career experiences predict long-
term managerial success, or which workforce segments carry the highest flight risk following the 
announcement of a major restructuring, information that can meaningfully improve the targeting 
of retention and communication efforts during periods of change. 

This move toward analytics is not without its own risks and limitations. Workforce data, like 
any organizational data, reflects the biases and blind spots of the systems that generated it, and HR 
functions adopting analytics approaches have had to grapple seriously with the risk that predictive 
models trained on historical hiring or promotion data may simply encode and perpetuate historical 
patterns of disadvantage rather than genuinely improving decision quality. There is also a more 
basic limitation worth acknowledging: many of the outcomes HR cares most about trust, 
psychological safety, genuine engagement rather than its more easily measured proxies - resist 
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precise quantification, and an overreliance on what can be easily measured risks distorting HR 
priorities toward what is countable rather than what is genuinely important. A mature approach to 
HR metrics, most contemporary scholars agree, treats quantitative analytics as one valuable input 
into HR decision-making rather than a wholesale replacement for the qualitative judgment, direct 
employee contact, and contextual understanding that have always been central to effective HR 
practice. 

Drawing together the threads of the preceding sections, this paper argues that HRM's most 
significant contemporary contribution, particularly in sectors undergoing continuous and 
overlapping waves of external pressure, lies in its capacity to act as an organizational change agent, 
a role explicitly named in Ulrich's (1997) framework but one whose practical importance has 
grown considerably since that framework was first proposed. 

Acting as a change agent involves several concrete responsibilities. HR is typically best 
positioned within the organization to diagnose where and why resistance to a given change is likely 
to arise, given its visibility into employee sentiment, exit interview data, and the historical pattern 
of how the organization's workforce has responded to past changes. HR is also usually the function 
responsible for designing and delivering the communication, training, and support interventions - 
education and communication, facilitation and support, in the language of Kotter and Schlesinger's 
resistance-management framework that determine whether a change is well or poorly absorbed by 
the workforce. And HR increasingly carries responsibility for ensuring that the "hard" architecture 
of the organization - job design, performance metrics, compensation structures, career pathways 
is realigned to reinforce, rather than quietly undermine, whatever new behaviors and priorities a 
change initiative is meant to establish, addressing the "horizontal fit" concern discussed earlier in 
this paper. 

In practical terms, HR's involvement as a change agent typically begins well before a change 
initiative is formally announced. Effective HR functions maintain, through routine engagement 
with the workforce and with line managers, a continuously updated sense of organizational 
sentiment, skill gaps, and emerging sources of friction, which allows them to advise senior 
leadership on the likely reception of a proposed change while the change strategy is still being 
formulated, rather than being brought in only once decisions have been finalized and HR's role is 
reduced to executing a communication plan for a decision it had no part in shaping. Organizations 
that involve HR early in this way tend to design change initiatives that are more realistic about the 
pace of adoption the workforce can sustain, and that anticipate points of likely resistance with 
enough lead time to address them proactively rather than reactively. 

HR's change-agent role also extends to a form of institutional memory that is easy to overlook. 
Because HR functions typically retain longer organizational tenure and broader cross-functional 
visibility than most individual line managers, they are often uniquely positioned to recognize when 
a proposed change echoes a previous initiative that failed, or partially failed, for reasons that 
current leadership may not be aware of. Surfacing this institutional memory constructively, not as 
an argument against change, but as an input that can help the current initiative avoid repeating 
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identifiable past mistakes is a distinctive and valuable, if less visible, contribution HR can make 
to organizational change efforts. 

This change-agent role does place HR in a position of some tension. The function must 
simultaneously represent management's strategic objectives, including, at times, objectives that 
involve workforce reduction or significant disruption to established employee expectations, while 
also serving, per Ulrich's employee champion role, as a credible advocate for employee interests 
and concerns. Navigating this tension well, rather than resolving it by simply favoring one side, is 
arguably what distinguishes HR functions that retain genuine organizational trust and influence 
through periods of difficult change from those that are perceived, by employees or by senior 
management, as merely an instrument of whichever party currently holds more power. 
Data Analysis: Evidence from Published Studies 

The theoretical account of strategic HRM developed in this paper can be tested, in part, against 
a substantial body of published empirical research on how HR practice has actually evolved in 
Indian industry under conditions of liberalization, a context directly relevant to the industrial-
sector discussion in Section 6. 

Budhwar and Khatri's (2001) empirical survey of 137 Indian firms remains one of the most 
direct sources of evidence on this question. Its findings showed that a majority of Indian managers 
identified the liberalized economic environment as the most significant factor driving change in 
their organization's personnel or HR function, lending direct empirical support to this paper's 
argument that HRM's strategic reorientation in industrial economies has been substantially reactive 
to external liberalization pressure rather than purely a matter of internal managerial choice. Related 
research documented in the same period found that Indian firms responded to this pressure with a 
measurable increase in emphasis on training and development, consistent with the reskilling 
argument advanced in Section 4 of this paper. At the same time, this research is candid about the 
limits of the shift: increased training investment was not consistently accompanied by closer 
integration of HR into business strategy planning, suggesting that many Indian firms had moved 
further toward the "supportive" stage of HR's evolution described in Section 2 than to the fully 
"integrative," strategic-partner stage that Ulrich's framework treats as the aspirational endpoint. 

A separate, and now classic, empirical foundation for the resource-based argument developed 
in Section 3 comes from Huselid's (1995) study, which validated an index of high-involvement 
HR practices and demonstrated a measurable statistical association between these practices and 
indicators of corporate financial performance, including productivity and market value. This 
remains among the most frequently cited pieces of evidence that HR practice, considered as a 
coordinated bundle rather than a set of isolated interventions, can constitute a genuine source of 
competitive advantage, consistent with the resource-based view discussed earlier in this paper. 
Later work by Budhwar and Sparrow (2002) added an important qualification specific to the Indian 
context: even where Indian firms adopted broadly similar HR strategies to one another, the 
resulting organizational outcomes varied considerably, suggesting, consistent with the "best-fit" 
perspective discussed in Section 3, that the effectiveness of any given HR practice bundle depends 
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significantly on its fit with the specific organizational and cultural context in which it is 
implemented, rather than operating as a universally transferable best practice. 

Taken together, this secondary evidence lends empirical weight to two of this paper's central 
claims:that HR's strategic reorientation in industrial, liberalizing economies has been driven 
substantially by external competitive pressure rather than by HR's own initiative, and that the 
practical realization of Ulrich's change-agent and strategic-partner roles, as distinct from their 
theoretical description, remains uneven, with many organizations more securely established in the 
administrative and supportive stages of HR's evolution than in the fully integrative stage the 
literature treats as the field's aspirational standard. 
Conclusion 

Human resource management has evolved substantially from its origins in personnel 
administration into a function whose credible contribution to organizational strategy is now 
widely, if not universally, accepted. The theoretical frameworks surveyed in this paper: the 
concepts of vertical and horizontal fit, the resource-based view's emphasis on distinctive, hard-to-
imitate human capability, and Ulrich's business-partner model with its four constituent roles : 
together provide a reasonably coherent account of how HRM is meant to contribute to 
organizational performance: not merely by executing recruitment, training, and compensation 
processes competently, but by ensuring these processes cohere with one another and with the 
organization's broader strategic direction. 

Several broader implications follow from this analysis, worth stating explicitly for both HR 
practitioners and the senior leaders who depend on their contribution. First, the sequencing and 
pacing of HR's own development matters: an organization that attempts to layer sophisticated 
strategic HR practices, analytics-driven talent management, elaborate competency frameworks on 
top of a foundation of unreliable transactional HR delivery is likely to find that the strategic layer 
lacks credibility with a workforce and management population that experiences, in their daily 
interactions with HR, an unreliable payroll system or an opaque grievance process. The 
administrative expert role in Ulrich's framework is not a lesser precursor to strategic contribution; 
it is the operational credibility on which strategic contribution depends. 

Second, the industrial sector's distinctive combination of challenges - scale, tenure, organized 
labor, legacy skill profiles, and, in many developing economies, the compressed timeline over 
which HR practices themselves must mature, means that generic strategic HRM prescriptions 
developed primarily with reference to knowledge-intensive service sector firms often require 
substantial adaptation before they can be usefully applied. HR practitioners entering industrial 
contexts from backgrounds in other sectors would do well to resist the temptation to import 
wholesale practices that worked elsewhere, and instead to invest in genuinely understanding the 
specific historical, regulatory, and cultural conditions of the industrial workforce and community 
they are working with. 

Third, and finally, the accelerating pace of technological and competitive change discussed 
throughout this paper suggests that the demands placed on HR as an organizational change agent 
are unlikely to diminish. If anything, the skill of managing continuous, overlapping change rather 
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than discrete, well-bounded change projects with a clear beginning and end is likely to become an 
increasingly central, rather than peripheral, component of what it means to practice human 
resource management well. HR functions, and the organizations that invest in their capability, that 
recognize this shift early and build the analytical, relational, and change-leadership capabilities it 
demands are likely to find themselves considerably better positioned than those that continue to 
treat HR primarily through the narrower administrative lens of an earlier era. 
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