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Abstract
International nongovernmental organisations (INGOs) work across the globe to offer
humanitarian and development assistance to communities in need. Effective
management of human resources is crucial for INGO program delivery in the
communities in which they work, particularly given they predominantly work in
challenging economic, political and social environments such as post-conflict
countries prone to civil unrest and/or recovering from natural disasters. The past
decade has seen increasing attention among academics and practitioners on the use,
implementation and effectiveness of Human Resource Management (HRM) in the
domestic nonprofit sector, with some consideration of how this might extend to
nonprofits working internationally, such as INGOs. This increasing attention reflects
shifts within the sector toward professionalisation, and demand for increased
efficiency and accountability. One strategy used by INGOs has been to establish
human resource partners (HRP) in line with Ulrich’s (1997) business partner model.
However, little attention has been given to how HRPs are positioned strategically
within INGOs, and how they have transitioned into the new roles. This qualitative
study aims to address this gap by exploring the role of the HRP within the INGO
sector.
Specifically, I examined what activities the role entails and for what purpose it has
been positioned within organisations, how HRPs manage the role, and how they
acquire the knowledge and develop the skills needed to be effective in their role.
Through semi-structured interviews with 14 HRPs in 11 different INGOs based in the
United States (US) and the United Kingdom (UK) I identified a central theme of
embracing organisational tensions which are inherent in the HRP role. While some
tensions are related to managing HR as a function, other stem from INGOs
organisational processes becoming global and more complex such as managing
standardisation versus localisation while responding to the expectations of multiple
stakeholders.
Using a grounded theory methodology I identified five approaches reported by HRPs
as crucial for embracing these tensions in their role, ‘HRP as the Engaged Focal
Point’, ‘HRP’s International Project Embeddedness’, ‘HRP’s Constant Balancing Act’,
‘HRP’s Agile Entrepreneurial Mindset’, ‘Networking HRP and Pay-it Forward’. These
approaches which call for certain activities and/or capabilities help reframe the HRP
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role as centrally positioned (‘Nexus’) within the INGO sector and manoeuvring
paradoxes. Organisational tensions and the five approaches to embracing them are
analysed using Smith and Lewis’ (2011) categories of paradox: ‘Performing’,
‘Organising’, ‘Learning’, and ‘Belonging’ to create 4 roles enacted, most often
simultaneously, by the HRPs. Taking into consideration the complexity of the INGO
context, the HRP professional can be understood as a strategic organisational actor
able to embrace the multifaceted demands placed on HRM in response to increasing
pressures for operational and organisational efficiency.
The research findings contribute to the tensions-focused body of literature such as
the paradox theory from the perspective of the HR practitioners to also include HRM,
organisational and project management research, each approached through a
paradox lens theory. Specifically, the study contributes to HRM research focused on
INGO management and demonstrates HRPs as key organisational and
ambidextrous actors in supporting INGOs’ continuous change toward operational
efficiency and accountability. By building on paradox theory the study contributes to
enhancing the role of the HRP as a key strategic partner to an INGO HR leadership
in the making of ambidextrous HR architectures. Practical implications include
guiding HR leadership how to optimize the central positioning of the HRP role within
the HR structure and how to champion it across organisational stakeholders in
embracing organisational tensions inherent to the project-based INGO. Future
research may look at what best HR structures support the role of the ambidextrous
HRP positioned to manage paradoxes, including looking at the added value of the
HRP role embedded across the international project management cycle. The study
concludes on a final reflection on HR leadership proactively engaging with the HRP
as a key ambidextrous business partner with a key role in balancing organisational
fit and flexibility and promoting organisational transformation.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background and overview of the study
1.1.1 Brief outline of the study
International nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) are important to the welfare of
many communities in needs across the globe, attending to a variety of assistance
that addresses both the short-term and long-term needs and interests of humans
within a society; international NGOs expand from a domestic focus to a global one
(Bartram et al., 2017; Roberts et al., 2005). Consequently, throughout the world the
efficient and effective management of NGOs, and their human resources (such as
employees, volunteers, short-term contractors) is critical particularly in challenging
economic, political and social environments such as war-torn areas and during
natural disasters (Bartram et al., 2017, p.1901). The concept of human resource
management (HRM) for NGOs is still a recent consideration among practitioners and
academic however it is now attracting more focused attention (Ridder et al., 2012a,
2012b). Aiming to become more organisationally effective in meeting the need of their
changing external and internal working environments (Jackson, 2009), NGOs have
started to adopt western management principles like revamping their HRM processes
and systems to improve recruiting, hiring and performance management (Theuvsen,
2004). NGOs are even changing their human resource (HR) department architecture
often applying concepts and systems used in the business community.
Organisational changes however need to be managed cautiously due to the
complexity of the nonprofit organisation (NPO) sector in general (Akingbola et al.,
2019) and the lack of evidence that such concepts and systems even fit the needs of
nonprofit employees (Jackson, 2009; Ridder & McCandless, 2010; Ridder et al.,
2012a, 2012b).
This qualitative study looks at HRM within a sub-group of the United Nations (UN)
(2003) NPO and NGO classification, the international NGOs (INGOs). The study
looks at INGOs whose focus is managing development and/or humanitarian
assistance projects/programs, mainly through the contracting of employees.
Specifically, the study seeks to contribute to how the role of the HR practitioner
referred as the HR Partner (HRP) deriving from Ulrich’s (1997) strategic HR Partner
model, is being construed within the development and humanitarian assistance world
and for what purpose; the study captures the perspective of the HRPs.
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The study first introduces NPOs in order to best grasp organisational context and
reviews the literature on NGOs and HRM presence within that context. The literature
review explores strategic HRM (SHRM) within the NGO and more specifically the role
of the HRP as an interpretation of David Ulrich’s (1997) strategic HR Partner
organisational model. The literature review addresses SHRM within the NPO and
NGO world, addressing any short-sighted INGO tendencies to hastily adopt modern
management techniques (Fowler, 1997, 2002; Mayrhofer et al., 2011; Ridder &
McCandless, 2010). The review explores how NGOs as project-based organisations,
an inherent characteristic due to the nature of their work managing international
assistance programs and development projects, address their need for HRM support
looking at both the project-based and the HRM literature perspectives (Turner et al.,
2008). The intent of the literature research is twofold: firstly, to identify various gaps
in the literature to support the formulation of the research questions and, secondly,
to help construct a research that moves beyond gap-spotting hence challenge
assumptions around the topic being researched (Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011).
The study explores the “what of”, “for what purpose(s)”, and “how” fourteen HR
practitioners holding an HR Partnering (HRP) role across different international
NGOs manage the partnership component of their role, attempting to capture what
factors impact their ability to be effective within their INGOs. The data gathered from
the participants through semi-structured interviews is analysed through a
constructive grounded theory approach. The findings are presented in their own
chapter and then later discussed in relation to current and future research considering
how they might help to make best use of the HRP role within the INGOs.

1.1.2 The NPO context and NGOs doing international
development and humanitarian assistance programs
For the purpose of this study it is important to clarify what the terms NPOs, NGOs
and INGOs represent, knowing that the study focuses on the latter one. NPOs
represent the umbrella under which NGOs and INGOs operates, knowing that
considerable differences exist from country to country. As presented by Akingbola et
al. (2019) in their book on Change Management in Nonprofit Organisations NPOs
are entities generally established for the primary purpose of achieving a mission and
a social purpose; they are established among other things to provide goods and
services to meet the social needs of people (Salamon et al., 2000, p.5). As Akingbola

4

et al. (2019, pp.37-72) add, NPOs in general aim to solve problems that government
and for-profit businesses are unable or unwilling to address on their own or at all; the
mission and the values of the NPOs are translated into diverse social goods and
services developed to meet the need of various communities, and this domestically
and across the globe making NPOs extremely diverse organisations. Furthermore,
with their existence based on the “absence of stock and other reflection of
proprietorship” (Quarter, 1992, p.42) and the freedom of profit-seeking pressures,
NPOs’ core characteristic is to be aligned to a social mission. Freedom from profitseeking pressures however does not exempt NPOs from financial pressures such as
those related to sustaining funding mechanisms (Viravaidya & Hayssen, 2001).
To understand the complexity of managing HR within NPOs and then NGOs, it is
important to understand the organisational processes that characterise NPOs, as
well as the type of human resources critical for their successes. As a brief summary
however to be further developed in chapter two, NPOs operate in an environment
characterised by their service delivery process, their funding process opportunities
and their mode of governance and management process. The latter process means
NPOs need to manage multiple stakeholders’ expectations (i.e., clients, funders,
board members, employees, volunteers, etc.) where management decision making
is based on the premise of involvement and participatory feedback (Akingbola et al.,
2019); This is consistent with the mission and values of the organisations set out to
be transparent in their approach to serving different communities’ needs. All
stakeholders have a role as human resources to NPOs, hence making the role of
HRM very complex.
Defining NGOs as a sub-group to NPOs is not easy for many reasons, one being that
considerable differences exist from country to country (Ricciuti & Calo, 2018). For
instance, as Ricciuti and Calo (2018) note, the word “NGO” itself addresses what an
NGO is: an organisation that is institutionally separated from government; this does
not prevent the organisation from gaining support or in-kind contributions from the
public sector to some extent or to have one or more representatives of public
institutions on the board of directors or advisory boards. The funding relationship with
the government and other funding agencies requires all NPOs and NGOs to create
a contractual working relationship often through a ‘call-for-tender’ mechanism, also
refenced as the business bidding stage where organisations prepare a tender
document or a ‘response for proposal’ (RFP) (Welch & Welch, 2012).
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One other reason why it is difficult to define NGOs is that they are usually identified
in practice as those nongovernmental actors providing health services, social
services, or technical assistance in the field of international development (ID) (Lewis
& Kanji, 2009). However same as NPOs, NGOs operate under the laws of the country
in which they were incorporated or in which they operate (Ott & Valero, 2018). The
term ‘NGO’ actually dates back from 1950, when the United Nations (UN) (2003)
created the expression presumably a result of their dealing with foreign local
governments wanting to consult NPOs that were independent of governments’
funding or other power relationships; the UN started referring to them as NGOs to
distinguish them from governments (Vakil, 1997). Today as cited by Teegen et al.
(2004, p.4), the UN (2003) describes an NGO as:
“Any non-profit, voluntary citizens’ group which is organized on a local,
national or international level. Task-oriented and driven by people with a
common interest, NGOs perform a variety of services and humanitarian
functions, bring citizens’ concerns to Governments, monitor policies and
encourage political participation at the community level. They provide
analysis and expertise, serve as early warning mechanisms and help monitor
and implement international agreements. Some are organized around
specific issues, such as human rights, the environment or health.”

Ott and Valero (2018) further specify NGOs as domestic NGOs that operates within
a country and international NGOs (INGO) as an NGO that operates across national
borders; while an NGO that operates internationally is usually referred to as an INGO,
the terms are often used interchangeably in the literature and among NGO
practitioners. As such the words NGO and INGO will be used interchangeably across
this study, based on all participants working for INGOs.
INGOs can be described as nonprofit organisations (NPOs) that work across
international borders to deliver aid like developing local communities, responding to
natural and human-made disasters, and/or advocating for the rights of individuals
that are vulnerable and/or marginalized (INGOAC, 2014; Nelson, 1995). The
literature further describes INGOs as organisations whose primary functions and
ultimate purpose are to transfer resources from more developed countries to less
developed countries for development assistance, humanitarian assistance, and/or
recovery and rehabilitation purposes; INGOs often advocates for local policy changes
to support local capacity building and the creation of local sustainable solutions
(Antwi & Analoui, 2008; Lewis & Opoku-Mensah, 2006; McLean et al., 2012). Some
INGOs engage in both humanitarian assistance and program development making
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governance very complex (Ricciuti & Calò, 2018). A few well-known examples of
humanitarian assistance-type INGOs include Save the Children International, Oxfam
International, Médecins Sans Frontières, and CARE International. Examples of
INGOs1 that are predominantly dedicated to program development and advocacy
include The Palladium Group, Creative Associates, Abt Associates Inc., Winrock
International, Amnesty International, and World Wildlife Federation (Ott & Valero,
2018.)
The work carried on by these INGOs is through international projects usually funded
via agencies such as the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID), the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) or other foreign government
development agencies such as the United Kingdom Department for International
Development (DFID); funding also occurs via foundations such as the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation2. As presented by Welch et al. (2008) INGOs can be
described as “international project firms, whose international operations consist of
the delivery of projects to external clients in foreign countries” (p.206). These projects
have a timeline that can go from one year up to five years, and sometime more
depending on the funding mechanism (Hermano et al., 2013; Landoni & Cortis,
2011). This study focuses on the management of the HR function, and specifically
the role of the HRPs as HR practitioners hired to support INGOs managing
international project operations whether for development or for humanitarian
assistance.

1.2 Drawing on past and current experience including
personal and professional perspectives
1.2.1 On reflexivity, critical reflection and critical thinking
Many writers emphasize the importance of thinking “critically” about organisation and
management studies (Alvesson & Wilmott, 2012; Elliott & Turnbull, 2004), including
HRM (Legge, 1995). The changing nature of the organisational world that HR
practitioners “inhabit requires strategies for sensemaking, discernment in decisionmaking, cognitive plasticity and openness for disposition” (Quinn, 2013, p. 8). In
positioning this study, I will address the importance of reflexivity, reflectivity, reflection
1

https://sidw.org/institutional-members
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/private-philanthropy-fordevelopment_9789264085190-en#page1
2
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and critical reflection as important variants of self-awareness that influence the
study's rationale. I will explain how I draw on past and current professional
perspectives to better grasp my reflection process and my critical thinking.
Envisioning and forging a new professional path is one desired outcome. Looking at
the research study itself I position myself as a learner and a practitioner with the
reflective process bringing both personal and professional benefits. Following
Quinn’s (2013) approach to the reflective process I see reflective capacity leading to
deeper learning (Raber Hedberg, 2009), promoting self-awareness (De Déa Roglio
& Light, 2009), and fostering effectiveness in the positioning of the HPR role while
also linking learning with experience (Keevers & Treleaven, 2011).

1.2.2 Personal and professional motivation
My professional experience spans almost thirty years, with the last twenty-two having
been dedicated to the field of international human resource management (IHRM) with
a special interest toward human resource development (HRD) in the international
development world; while HRM focuses on managing employees' core competences
through efficient HR systems and procedures, HRD focuses on developing the
employees’ personal skills and promoting learning through an agile, reflective
workforce and workplace (Ruona & Gibson, 2004; Valentin, 2006; Werner, 2014).
This combined interest is the result of obtaining a Master of Administration (MBA)
degree with a major on international business and strategic planning and a minor in
organisational behaviour (OB) and organisational development (OD). The initial
intent behind entering into a doctoral program and picking the focus of the research
was to bridge the gap between being an HR practitioner in the INGO world and being
able to make best use of evidence-based theoretical approaches as a critical
professional (Cohen, 2007b; Rynes et al, 2007). As one may say, “I did not need to
engage into a doctoral program to do that”; I will argue that going through the program
is making me be a better practitioner. I also refer to Quinn’s (2013, p.8) comment on
public managers seeking mid-career education to be better equipped for their everchanging role applying it to my own situation as a senior HR professional; Quinn’s
(2013) work supports my quest to become a reflective practitioner/researcher. What
drew me to the Moray House School of Education at the University of Edinburgh and
kept me engaged through the Doctoral of Education (EdD) program was hence the
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emphasis placed on the reflection variants mentioned earlier, especially as
emphasized by the professors I had the chance to learn from (Griffiths, 1998).
While I am not discounting the value of my professional experience prior to obtaining
my MBA, it is the business degree after all that propelled me into the field of HRM,
HRD and OD (Ellis, 2007). My professional roles within the field of HRM span from:
1) being an external HR consultant to client organisations looking at the strategic
positioning of HRM shared services models and HR practitioners’ effectiveness
(Bondarouk, 2011; Caldwell, 2008) to, 2) becoming an internal consultant as an
internal HR practitioner to an organisation and supporting the strategic positioning of
HRM as a function hence directly involved in the implementation of HR strategic
initiatives.
The concept of HR shared services has been growing since the end of the 1990s
with organisations looking at which HR practices to keep in-house, which to
outsource and which to bundle in what is then referred as HR shared services centres
(Bondarouk, 2011; Cooke, 2006); it is a concept I have managed in both my roles as
external and internal HR consultants. The concept of HR shared services as
researchers note plays a crucial role in the formation of the modern HRM function
architecture; how HR processes, activities and responsibilities devolve across HR
practitioners, line managers and employees may be based on the application of “best
practices” something researchers also point out organisations need to implement
cautiously (Ridder & McCandless, 2010; Marchington & Grugulis, 2000). The shared
services concept born in the US in the 1980s (Bondarouk, 2011) was first applied
within the finance function and involved separating out financial administrative
services from the strategic financial advice services in an effort to increase business
efficiency and profit (Cooke, 2006; Redman et al., 2007). That same concept of
shared services was then in the 1990s applied across a range of business functions
such as Information Technologies (IT), and HRM (Reilly, 2000; Ulrich et al., 2008b).
The topic of shared services has been central to my career as HR professional, is an
important component of this study and will be further addressed in the literature
review.
Particularly over the last eighteen years, I have been working within the international
development sector, mostly for INGOs that primarily focus on development programs
while also extending to humanitarian assistance work. Although the job titles from
one NGO to another varied such as “Human Resource Partner” or “Human Resource
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Business Liaison” the roles held similar practices and responsibilities both positioning
the HR generalist as a strategic business HRP (see Appendix 1 – Human Resource
Partner Job Description – Sample, a generic job description posted on the website
one of the NGOs represented in this study). The HRP role requires consulting
leadership and advising employees sitting across all levels of the organisation and
across the globe, from the NGO headquarters (HQ) (i.e., home office) to the local
country offices such as Liberia or Guatemala. The consult process spans from
directors, line managers, project managers and individual contributors, also working
closely with HR team members from HQ while providing support to local country HR
representatives; the role requires engaging the local HR teams on the implementation
of strategic HRM policies and practices, that imply standardisation of global policies
to local countries aligned to local labour regulations. The role hence encompasses
providing support to both US based and overseas employees, including the local
employees referred as host country nationals (HCNs) hired to support international
projects. The role supporting an international project may include adapting an HQbased organisation performance management tool to the needs of the local staff and
providing training on HR policies and procedures while also focusing on employee
relations with a view to the local labour laws and cultural context.

1.2.3 Professional perspective
An INGO whether doing international development (ID) or human assistance (HA)
work is by nature a project-based organisation in alignment to the definition proposed
by Turner and Keegan (2001, p256) ‘in which the majority of products made or
services delivered are against bespoke designs for customers’, which can make the
strategic alignment of its HRM shared services a very complex process. While there
is growing interest in the NPO field looking at the value of HRM shared services
models (Ridder & McCandless, 2010), few studies however explore the basis and
organisational conditions for HRM systems in the context of project-based NGOs.
My experience supporting ID projects has led me to manage distinct HR tasks and
HR related issues associated with managing a global workforce in uncertain, complex
and challenging conditions such as scarcity of local skills and competence
(O’Sullivan, 2010) due to post-civil war conflict zones, high government corruption,
etc. (Fee & McGrath, 2017). The research in the area of HRM in INGO although
getting more attention is still scarce (Oelberger et al., 2017; Welch et al., 2008).
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Further if there are studies conducted about the strategic alignment of the HR
function across project-based organisations (Turner et al, 2008) the literature review
of the research shows the focus is more at the corporate level of project management
(PM) “far removed from the settings in which many HR practices are implemented”
(MacDuffie, 1995, p. 217), and where the role of the HRP in the INGO resides. One
of HRPs’ main activities around providing support to international projects is to
engage with project managers responsible for the overall project start-up,
implementation and closure; these managers may be HQ-based, or based in the
country, either as expatriates or local nationals (Welch et al., 2008).
As INGOs respond to a funding agency’s call-for-tender process they will request
recruiting support at the proposal stage to address staffing needs. However, INGOs
may not always address, at least not in a proactive manner the full spectrum of the
HRM needs across a project cycle, which needs might encompass designing
employee orientation/onboarding, aligning all project activities to local labour laws,
local country benefits and pay scale, and setting up performance management
expectations.
Requests for an HRP’s involvement and assistance to address labour management
situations are made as a project is awarded, is about to start in a country, or sometime
at a later point in the project life cycle when an employee relation issue arises;
requests for support are often perceived being done last minute. A last-minute
request may unfortunately lead to either rushed and poorly designed HRM responses
and implementation plans or the perception that HRM, as department or function, is
not responsive, creates bottlenecks and/or gets in the way. As I have experienced as
well as observed among HR colleagues holding similar roles across different NGOs,
the relationship between international project managers and the HRPs can become
tensed and time consuming as one tries to meet the basic standard requirements of
PM and the other wants to ensure HRM is done within the legal boundaries of the
local country. There is often a perception among the project managers’ community
that HRM creates a bottleneck within the PM cycle, not adding much value (Belout,
1998); this is a perception somewhat supported by the international PM literature
despite a slight interest toward paying attention to studies questioning whether “HRM
within the context of PM have specific characteristics that makes its role, social
responsibility and operation different from the so-called HRM?” (Belout & Gauvreau,
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2004, p.8). This is a question that Welch et al. (2008) attempt to address in their study
on managing the HR dimension on international project operations.
Additionally I have experienced (and also observed among HRP colleagues) tensions
related to expectations of managing a partnering role that was presented as
transitioning to doing more strategic work and less transaction, in alignment to HRM
structures resembling shared services models (Bondarouk, 2011); frustration arises
when the transition does not occur. The topic of creating and aligning Ulrich’s (1997)
HRP role within the international NGOs was presented as an added value to
departmental and organisational success during the InsideNGO 3 2016 annual
conference (InsideNGO, 2016); the conference presentation however missed
expanding on how the role aligned to a shared services model, if at all, within the
NGO’s HR structure. The HRP role derives from Ulrich’s (1997) notion that HRM as
a function shifts its focus from “doing HR – performing transactional and
administrative activities – to playing a more strategic role” (Sharma, 2013, p.1).
Ulrich’s (1997) ‘three-legged” model supports HR partnering as a function and
proposes that both administrative “transactional” and strategic “transitional” services
are delivered by three types of services: HR Partners (HRP), Centres of Excellence,
and Employees Service Centres (ESCs). His model is defined along two axes: (1)
strategy versus operations and (2) process versus people. Ulrich (1997) as
referenced by Cooke (2006, p.216) argues that HR professionals within an
organisation must

embrace

four new proactive

roles as

champions of

competitiveness in creating and delivering value. The roles are: “strategic partners
helping the business to successfully execute strategy; administrative experts
improving organisational efficiency by re-engineering the HR function and other work
processes; employee champions maximizing employee commitment, competence,
and their overall responsiveness to change; and change agents delivering
organisational transformation and culture change” (Ulrich, 1997, pp.124–125).
Although Ulrich (1997) pointed out that being a business partner is a role to be shared
across many HRM job categories, most HRM organisations aligned that responsibility
to the HRP as one specialised sub-unit of HRM (Gerpott, 2015, p.216).

3

www.InsideNGO.org InsideNGO operated as a nonprofit organization, advocating for the
operational and management of global NGO community. In 2017, it merged with 2 other
organizations LINGOs and Mango to become Humentum (www.humentum.org) a global
organization that is aligning itself as the essential community for today’s international relief
and development organizations.
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The term shared services centre also seems to be used as a container notion in
various contexts of HR shared services concept provision hence easily confused with
terms like HR call centres, or HR expertise centres (Maatman et al., 2010). The
literature shows little consensus among researchers in defining HR shared services
(Bondarouk, 2011; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005); yet, the role of the HRP as an active
strategic partner keeps being positioned across multinational corporations (MNCs)
(Cooke, 2006) and now it seems NGOs (InsideNGO, 2016).
Whilst there is ongoing research about the strategic role of the HRP such as the
SHRM research conducted by the HR Certification Institute (Ulrich et al., 2015a) or
by Dave Ulrich and colleagues (2012b), most empirical studies only look at
organisations within the private sector industry; there is also a gap in general in terms
of understanding what HRPs hired to implement HR practices within an organisation
actually do (Caldwell & Storey, 2007; Pritchard, 2010). Strategic HRM in the INGOs
world may have things in common with SHRM in MNCs, yet additional NGO-specific
organisational factors such as being project-based with temporary HCN workforce to
manage and being originally value-driven would need to be considered (Fenwick,
2005; O’Sullivan, 2010). While there is still very little research on HRM within INGOs
(O’Sullivan, 2010), there has been over the last decade or so an increased focus on
HRM within the overall NPO field (Ridder & Baluch, 2017; Ridder et al., 2012a,
2012b). Future research is needed to explicate the role of SHRM and its HR
professionals in the international development and humanitarian project-based NGO
sector (De Cieri & Dowling, 2006; Oelberger et al., 2017; Welch et al., 2008).

1.2.4 Aims of the study
While there are differences in terms of the type of HR support needed for an INGO
focusing on international development versus one focusing on humanitarian
assistance, the study focuses on the concept of both types of INGOs being projectbased (Oelberger et al., 2017). I saw through my research the potential to inquire into
the HRPs’ partnering role and its added value supporting international NGOs whose
work focuses mainly on international projects, whether aimed at development and/or
humanitarian assistance; and this from the HRPs’ own perspective and regardless of
the HRM structure to which they are aligned. It was not the purpose of this research
to provide a comprehensive comparative organising framework that permits the
analysis of HRM shared services systems and then review their feasibility among
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INGOs. The purpose was to capture the HRP role as it is currently managed by
different professionals within their INGOs, regardless of the degree of intentional
alignment to a shared service model or a three-legged one as promoted by Ulrich
(1997). This study’s initial intent is to inquire about HRPs’ activities in managing their
role, and whether there are any common characteristics found across all HRPs’ role
or any specific characteristics linked to the INGO environment which might then bring
certain professional development implications. I revisited many times the
construction of all the interview questions, keeping in mind Holstein and Gubrium’s
(1995) reflective and iterative approach to the active interview and meaning
production process (see Appendix 2 – Interview Protocol and Interview Questions).
The aims of this qualitative study were hence to gain an understanding of what
activities characterise the role of the HR practitioners positioned as HRPs, how HRPs
manage their role and what factors or attributes contribute to their ability to be
effective within the project-based INGO context. The study indeed explores the
“what” of partnering “for what purpose(s)”, and “how” HRPs manage partnering and
build the skills and competencies needed for them to perform. The collected data
provides insights to the role and professional development of the HRP function in the
international development world, an area in need of more research (Oelberger et al.,
2017; O’Sullivan, 2010).
Reflecting on the original intent behind engaging in a doctoral program which was
about learning to be critical as a practitioner I then extended on Legge’s (1995) work
on the problem-solving approach to personnel management. As an HR practitioner I
am often faced with recurring questions as part of my daily activities supporting
international projects across many different countries: “what should be the objectives
of personnel management?” and “how do I achieve them? In a similar fashion as
Legge (1995) I referred to these questions to address where the function of HRM
might fall short of looking at all the contextual factors when addressing organisational
problems, often making assumption of factors that lay outside, or are assumed to lay
outside, of HRM reach. HR professionals aligned to an HRP role within the
international development and humanitarian assistance INGO world face many
contextual factors that may be taken for granted, one being how their role was
created in the first place. Legge’s (1995) problem solving approach to framing a
situation helped me when developing the research questions which are presented in
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the next section; the literature review as presented in chapter two further helped
strengthen the research questions and their aim.

1.3 Overview of theoretical perspective, aims and
research questions
The primarily focus of this qualitative study is to gain an understanding of the strategic
work of HR professionals operating at a micro level as HRPs, a role in line with
Ulrich’s (1997) strategic HR transformation concept (Ulrich et al., 2012a). Given this,
it is through a constructivist grounded theory approach that the study explores the
“what” of partnering, “for what purpose(s)”, and “how” HRPs manage partnering and
build the skills and competencies needed for them to provide HR support and addedvalue within the context of the INGO project-based environment (Charmaz, 2006).
From a social interactionist perspective (Chamberlain-Salaun et al., 2013) the aim of
the study is hence to provide insights on the role of the HRPs and this from their own
perspective; as such it addresses opportunities and challenges managing HR
support expectations in a project-based INGO environment while also capturing
HRPs’ insights on professional development.
While reflexivity is part of the reflection process that comes with the exercise of
formulating research questions (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011), I now address the
overall use of reflexivity across specific areas of the research process. The reflexivity
exercise touches aspects such as the researcher’s general interest, the relevance of
the study for HR practitioners, participants’ selection, and unexpected empirical
findings which “may influence the research objective and, thus too, the formulation of
the research questions” (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011, p.248).
In the methodology chapter and the limitations section of chapter six, I address how
reflexivity contributes to this study especially as I address my own impact as an
“insider-outsider” researcher experiencing similar situations as the participants of the
study. Going into the study I maintained a journal to keep track of how I was engaging
with a constructivist grounded theory approach, which “acknowledges individual
agency in making meaning and maintains the interpretivist, relativist view of both the
researcher and participants” (Groen, 2017, p.4).
As addressed earlier, I was moved to start this research by my own personal interest
in learning how to meet the demands of the HRPs’ job and manage the skills set
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required for a role originally created to align to the strategic direction of an INGO.
Earlier in the proposal stage of the study I reviewed literature on SHRM and the HRP
role (Pritchard, 2010; Ulrich 1997) as well as literature on international aid and the
project-based organisations searching for alignment to HRM and SHRM (Welch et
al., 2008). As I engaged in the research and went back to the literature it was clear
that the project-based component of the NGO providing international aid, whether
with a capacity building or emergency relief focus, is an important factor contributing
to the complexity of the HRP role (O’Sullivan, 2010, 2010; Söderlund & Bredin, 2006;
Welch et al., 2008). It was clear from the literature review that studies have been
done on SHRM and the HR partner model and to some extent the HRP role (Gerpott,
2015; Keegan & Francis, 2010; Pritchard, 2010), as well as on HRM in the projectbased organisation (Turner et al., 2008); it was also clear that studies have
addressed the on-going positioning of the HR practitioner as a recognized
professional (Cohen, 2015) as well as the value of workplace learning for professional
development (Malloch et. Al., 2010). Yet, there seems to be a gap in connecting the
different field of studies, capturing the full spectrum of the HR professionals’ roles
and how HRPs have managed the transition to business partner (Pritchard, 2010;
Ulrich et al., 2012a, 2012b), especially so in the international development and
humanitarian assistance context.
While both my professional and personal perspectives are the original motivators for
the study these perspective are refined through reflexivity (Charmaz, 2006); the
literature review presented in chapter two helped further support the initial draft of the
research questions which were confirmed through an iterative process as guided by
the constructive grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006).
The following three research questions were then developed to capture the HRPs
role:
Research question 1 (RQ1): How is the HR Partner (HRP) role created and
positioned to support the international NGO?
Research question 2 (RQ2): What characterises the work of the HR
practitioner aligned to the role of HR Partner (HRP) within an international
NGO?
Research question 3 (RQ3): How are the HR Partners (HRPs) working for
international NGOs learning and developing the skills and competencies
needed to perform and grow as HR practitioners?
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RQ1: How is the HR Partner (HRP) role created and positioned to support the
international NGO?
This research question inquires into the rationale behind the creation of the role.
International NGOs and their HRM departments seeking to be strategic and
competitive within the context in which they work, started to align their structure to
western managerial concepts such as the shared services delivery model
(Bondarouk, 2011; Cooke, 2006; Jackson, 2009). How the role of the HRP is created
and positioned is open to different interpretations and raises ambiguity especially
around how it is to be interpreted and managed by the HR partners themselves as
they transition into it and to how an organisation facilitates that transition (Pritchard,
2010). As presented by Bondarouk (2011), the adoption of an HRM shared services
approach by an organisation should be more than simply bundling administrative
capacity into a centre that provides shared services; adoption of an HRM shared
services should also be an attempt to restructure the HRM function and the
relationships, responsibilities, and delegation of tasks within HRM, as well as within
the organisation as a whole (Maatman et al., 2010). As presented by the Chartered
Institute of Personnel and Development4 (CIPD) one driving force in SHRM and the
concept of shared services delivery is the 'three-legged model' of the HR function,
developed by Dave Ulrich (1997), which the institute explains “unfolds through the
deployment of higher-level strategic 'business partners' and centres of expertise in
HR, backed up by shared services to carry out more routine HR administrative duties”
(CIPD, 2018). An assumption and maybe also a perception shared across many HR
professionals is that to standardize processes NGOs are aligning their HR structures
to what appears to be a shared services delivery model or an adaptation of it
(InsideNGO, 2016), and then plugging in the HRP role as originally created by Ulrich
(1997) and this without assessing if it fits. This research question and the interview
questions that align to it as shown in Appendix 2 intend to capture the rationale behind
the creation of the partnering role and how that specific function is being managed.

4

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/people/hr/shared-services-factsheet

17

RQ2: What characterises the work of the HR practitioner aligned to the role of
HR Partner (HRP) within an international NGO?
The literature supports the role of the HRP as a strategic business partner having
gained recognition in the wake of globalisation (Labedz & Lee, 2011; Pritchard,
2010). This recognition is reflected in the HRP generic job description as presented
in Appendix 1 which description promotes the HR professional’s partnership role
expected to provide ‘invaluable and essential services’ to an organisation in various
forms (Ananthram & Chan, 2013, p.225); these services may include talent
management, skills and competencies development, leadership development,
leading

change

management,

and/or

knowledge

management,

including

management of employee relations. As the role of HRM within the INGO is to support
the organisation’s effort to demonstrate managerial accountability, there is also a
need to ensure that every HR policy or initiative contributes to the organisation values
and strategic objectives (Brewster, 2006), leading to HRPs’ involvement in the
standardisation versus localisation of global and local HR policies and procedures
exercise (Ananthram & Chan, 2013). In order to fully understand the expectation
placed on the HRPs supporting INGOs it is important then to inquire about their daily
activities, assuming the role is created to be a strategic partner. Hence, I intentionally
left out the word strategic among the research questions, including the interview
questions, focusing on the partnering role and the activities it entails (Sandberg &
Alvesson, 2011).
RQ3: How are the HR Partners (HRPs) working for international NGOs learning
and developing the skills and competencies needed to perform and grow as
HR practitioners?
In my years of professional experience, I have seen a trend within the international
NGO sector toward aligning HR practices to HR services delivery models and this it
appears in response to increased pressures on INGOs from funding agencies to
increase organisational accountability (Jackson, 2009); increased organisational
accountability can be done through improving operational and managerial process
which HRM is then addressing through the standardisation – localisation process. I
have been observing an attempt across NGOs to strategically align HRM to their
operations, yet in some cases I am also observing the HRPs not always being
included in the design, communication and implementation of the new services
delivery model. This gives the impression that HRPs are fully ready and/or have the
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tools, skills and competencies required to perform well in their partnering roles, which
may or may not be the case.
The HRM literature present numerous examples of HRM scholars and practitioners
focusing on defining and developing competency models they see as necessary for
the successful performance of the HR professional, with expert knowledge assumed
to be one of several important dimensions that contribute to professional competence
(Cohen, 2015; McEvoy et al., 2005). Competence is defined across the literature in
terms of configurations of traits, motives, knowledge, and skilled behaviour (Boyatzis
et al., 2002; McClelland, 1973; Ulrich et al., 2015a). Being an HR partner within the
context of the INGOs and their HRM aligning strategic goals and activities entails the
“development of business-related competencies as part of the HR persona”
(Ananthram & Chan, 2013, p.225); yet is there more to professional competence than
competency models (Caldwell, 2010)? HRPs need to understand the pertinent issues
that come with working for international NGOs that are predominantly project-based
and deal with challenging internal and external work environment such as the plurality
of stakeholders (Akingbola et al., 2019). Based on the complexity of the environment
what competencies and skill sets matter for the HRP managing his/her role? Are
those competencies and skill sets different in other industries? Better yet does the
INGO environment provides the opportunity for the HRPs to develop those needed
skills in alignment to their professional development path within the field of HRM?
(Caldwell, 2008, 2010). This third research question is about capturing the HRP’s
voice in terms of their own capacity development and how they go managing it to
best support their organisation while growing as HR professionals.
This doctoral research brings together an interest and experience in the HR
profession within the international development context, with an over-arching
question motivated by the desire for the research findings to inform professional
practice at the level of the HRPs while also helping them promote their role and career
development within the INGO professional world.

1.4 Summary and chapters overview
This current chapter one offers the context to this study and describes my motivations
for conducting this research. The aim of this study was to explore the HRP role and
its partnering component as originally created in alignment to Ulrich’s (1997) strategic
HR partnering model, and this within the NGO work environment.
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Chapter Two provides a literature review while Chapter Three explains the
methodology and methods employed. In addition to identifying any relevant gaps in
the research literature, the literature review in Chapter Two aims to explain how the
literature supported the development of the research questions delineated in this
introduction chapter. Chapter Three details the reasons for the research design and
how I paid close attention to reflexivity; this latter part is tied to the rationale for
inserting a classical grounded theory approach to coding into the overall Charmaz’s
(2006, 2008) constructivist grounded theory approach adopted for the study
methodology. Chapter Four outlines the findings and is followed by Chapter Five
which discusses the findings in light of published literature. Finally, Chapter Six
revisits reflexivity and critical reflection considering the findings and personal
limitations while also addressing practical limitations, as well as concluding the thesis
by presenting contributions to both the research and the practice communities and
suggesting future research.
Throughout the thesis acronyms will be used diligently for specific meaning. The
acronym HR will be used to refer to the function of human resource management
(HRM) and its human resource partners (HRPs), rather than a reference to human
resources as being the employees. Here this is also referred in the literature as
human capital (Akingbola et al., 2019). The acronym NGO versus INGO will be used
interchangeably with the understanding that they both also fall within the bigger
umbrella of the NPO classification as described earlier in this section and are subentities of NPOs hence different due to their non-domestic focus as described earlier.
Please refer to the Acronym page for an extended list.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Overview and structure of the literature review
This chapter provides a structured review of the literature background to my research,
including any relevant theoretical frameworks for this thesis. The review aims while
identifying any relevant gaps to explain how the literature supported the development
of the research questions delineated in chapter one.
The literature review follows the approach advocated by Creswell (2014) to present
a synthesis of a variety of contributions, identifying well established knowledge,
common issues and ongoing dialogue while highlighting gaps in understanding and
areas yet to be considered. With the study being a qualitative inquiry aligned to a
grounded theory methodology approach which advises against conducting a
literature review prior to data collection and analysis to prevent constraining the data
(Charmaz, 2006), I clarify expectations and position the literature review presented
in this chapter as intended to provide a framework for establishing the importance of
the study as well as establishing benchmark for comparing the results with other
findings; the literature review also helped support the writing of the research
questions to strengthen their aim. Following Charmaz’ (2006) constructive grounded
theory approach, elements of the literature review based on the findings are
incorporated as needed in the final chapters where they are used to compare and
contrast with the themes to emerge from the study, and as a result used to position
a theoretical framework (Charmaz, 2006).
The literature review begins with an appraisal of the literature on HRM in the NPO
and the project-based international NGO sector setting the framework for the sections
that follow. The separate sections concerning the main literature review areas are:
•

Human resource management in the NPO and the project-based
international NGO sector

•

The project-oriented organisation and organisational perspectives

•

Strategic human resource management and INGO

•

The shared services concept and the creation of the human resource
partner model

•

The human resource partner in transition - learning and professional
development
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2.2 Human resource management in the NPO and the
project-based international NGO sector
Chapter One provided a brief introduction to the different organisational processes
NPOs must manage which can make the role of HRM complex. While the intent of
this section is not to provide a full review on those processes it is important to lay
them out to best set the INGO study background. That exercise is well done by
Akingbola et al. (2019, p.41-42) in their review of the NPO sector. Those processes
align to the NGOs and specifically INGOs which terminology again I will use
interchangeably as stated in chapter one. NGOs’ organisational processes are
characterised by:
•

A service delivery process where the clients’ needs are emphasized with
constant inputs and active engagement of the clients: stakeholders are very
important to NPOs to the point that NPOs often find themselves afraid to
alienate anyone (Courtney, 2002) hence getting many stakeholders included
in planning activities. In their article on NGOs and Globalisation of
Managerialism, Roberts et al. (2005) describe how strategic planning
activities typically involve not only NGO staff but also members of
stakeholder groups such as executive leadership, board members, external
consultants and client representatives making the decision process quite
elaborate. The emphasis on service delivery as pointed by Akingbola (2013,
p.488) is on engagement and collaboration with clients which is consistent
with the transparent and egalitarian values of nonprofit organisations.

•

A funding mechanism process which too involves significant engagement of
many stakeholders: funding agencies have since the early eighties required
increased partnerships among NGOs in the aid system which adds another
layer of human resources relationship management in the implementation
and management of projects (Fowler, 2000). While NPOs engage across
different funding mechanisms to support their activities, the focus of this
study is on NGOs whose line of work requires for the majority to engage into
a formal contractual working relationship with their funders and this through
a ‘call-for-tender’ mechanism. A ‘call-for-tender’ mechanism is the business
bidding stage where organisations prepare a tender document or ‘response
for proposal’ (RFP) in response to a government business call for
assistance (Welch & Welch, 2012). The ‘call-for-tender’ is a stage where HR

22

is usually heavily involved to support the important recruiting, hiring and
staffing activities and decisions needed for international development
service or humanitarian assistance programs, understanding that each
program requests specific skill sets (Oelberger et al., 2017).
•

A governance and management process which as already stated in the
service delivery and funding mechanism processed involves participation
from all stakeholders: as Akingbola et al. (2019) stress, nothing disengages
stakeholders more than risking excluding those who are directly accountable
and/or impacted by the decision made by a nonprofit leadership team.
Everyone wants to be involved, including HRM. This is a point raised in
chapter one where HR practitioners feel left out of the planning process of
decisions that impact their roles and responsibilities.

In order to understand what it means to manage HR in the nonprofit sector it is
important to recall what HRM is about. Pynes (2015) formally presents HRM as “the
design of formal systems in an organisation to ensure the effective use of employees’
knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics (KSAOCs) to accomplish
organisational goals” (p.2482). While HRM involves many systems, policies and
procedures often transferable across settings and sectors, effective HRM then
involves looking at what practices and systems are in place to support the specifics
of the employment relationship of the organisation (Word & Sowa, 2017). Within both
the NPOs hence NGOs effective HRM involves developing an overall people
management philosophy that is the basis for developing HR policies, procedures and
practices (Akingbola, 2012a, 2012b; Ridder & McCandless, 2010). Effective HRM
within the NGOs is getting increasing attention considering pressures on
development NGOs from donor organisations to align to what is referred as “modern”
management techniques (Jackson, 2009). NGOs are then confronted with the need
to simultaneously become internally efficient in the management of their resources,
and not just their employees, and demonstrate accountability and compliance to
funders’ priorities and contractual requirements in an increasingly competitive market
(Golini et al., 2015; Ridder et al., 2012b; Roberts et al., 2005).
As Ridder and research colleagues Piening and Baluch (2012a, 2012b) write, the
nonprofit literature suggests that the specifics of NPOs shape the design, use and
effectiveness of HR practices in NPOs. The literature on HRM in NPOs focuses

23

mainly on single HR practices such as recruitment, training, and pay for performance
on employee related outcomes with a specific focus in NGOs on staff selection,
compensation, staff well-being, travel and expatriation; all are crucial components of
the complexity of managing human resources to respond to the needs of an
international development project being newly implemented or a humanitarian
assistance program being deployed to respond to humanitarian crisis (Oelberger et
al., 2017).
O’Sullivan (2010, p.422) provides an effective summary of the status of NGO
management research and traces its recent evolution as it emerged from
programmatic interests such as increasing development project effectiveness
(Landoni & Corti, 2011), understanding the challenges of managing external
relationships such as those of the beneficiaries (Covey, 1995), to starting to address
internal management issues. As O’Sullivan (2010) states, research on international
management issues seems to have focused mainly on organisational behaviour and
development challenges such as leadership (Fowler, 1997), decision-making
(Carroll, 1992), organisational change, and organisational learning and development
(Carroll, 1992; Powell, 1999). She further suggests that NGOs have focused on
providing OD assistance such as building the capacity and ongoing sustainability of
local NGOs in developing countries (McLean et al., 2012) sometime omitting their
own OD needs (Smillie & Hailey, 2001). As such O’Sullivan (2010) raises a concern
regarding the sparsity of the research on international HRM challenges and practices
addressing NGOs’ own organisational and HRM efficiency.
Further, referring back to Welch et al.’s (2008) article on managing the HR dimension
of international project operations, projects come “in different forms and shapes”
(Cova et al., 2002, p. 4); depending on the nature of the needed development
assistance projects might include the construction of a new highway to improve road
infrastructure, the strengthening of primary teaching education system, or the rapid
deployment of an emergency response team to provide humanitarian secours to
earthquake victims (Golini & Landoni, 2014). As projects gets developed,
implemented and brought to completion over various, yet specific periods, from an
organisational perspective, they are often treated like temporary organisations
(Packendorff, 1995, p. 327). International projects and their operations become like
suborganisations each with a different timeline, aligned to a headquarters (HQ);
managing the HQ and temporary organisations’ relationship involves activities that
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are similar as well as very much different from the traditional headquarter-subsidiary
relationship (Welch & Welch, 2012).
While some NGOs rely more than others on donations (Grønbjerg, 1993), most
contract international projects through a similar call-for-tender process, as mentioned
earlier. Most projects share common characteristics following a distinct life cycle that
starts at the level of anticipating, preparing for and managing the call-for-tender
process, also referred as the bidding stage where NGOs prepare tender documents
or RFPs leading upon award to project start-up, project implementation and delivery
and post-completion (PMD Pro 1, 2010; Welch & Welch, 2012). Once the project is
completed, unless there is a possibility to start another project following a similar
bidding process, local staff often must be let go, which needs to be done within the
local labour requirements. Due to the high involvement in decision-making of different
stakeholders such as funding agencies and the local beneficiaries, local suppliers or
local business partners, including auditors and other types of regulators, the
management of projects can become very complex with many levels of decisionmaking involved (Khang & Moe, 2008; Nelson & Cropper, 2016, PMD Pro 1, 2010).
While research has looked at the role of HRM in achieving positive outcomes in
foreign subsidiaries (Brewster, 2006; Brewster et al., 2005), similar to some extent to
the NGO internal management research mentioned by Sullivan (2010) there has
been limited research into the specifics of HRM practices and processes within the
international project operations of INGOs (Brewster et al., 2016; Welch et al., 2008).
HRM becomes tricky as the cost of managing local employees need to be budgeted
correctly and aligned to the project as well as approved by the funder. There is a
research gap looking at how efficiently this is managed and by whom.
Authors are looking at how to address the specific requirements of HR architecture,
policies and processes and how to best align them for increased efficiency and
organisational governance and performance (Oelberger et al., 2017; O’Sullivan,
2010; Ridder et al, 2012a). As an example, studies have looked at the shared
services concept that involved separating out the administrative services from the
strategic advice role of a function to increase business efficiency and profit (Cooke,
2006; Redman et al., 2007); the concept of shared services was applied across a
range of business functions including HRM in the 1990s later leading to Ulrich’s
(1997) three-legged model (Bondarouk, 2011; Reilly, 2000; Ulrich et al., 2008b). Yet
as pointed by Ridder et al., (2012a, 2012b), little is known about the configuration of
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HR architectures in NPOs and NGOs, let alone their performance; this study is an
inquiry into the role of one NGO’s stakeholder, its HRP whose role as presented
earlier stems from Ulrich’s (1997) three-legged HR model, a concept presented later
in this chapter.

2.3 The project-oriented organisation and organisational
perspectives
As Turner et al., (2008) explain the project-oriented organisation is a feature of the
project-oriented society, where projects and programs may be considered as a
means of differentiation; these types of organisations are often referred as
‘projectified’, project-intensive, project-based, or project-oriented. An NGO doing
international development work can be positioned as a project-based organisation ‘in
which the majority of products made or services delivered are against bespoke
designs for customers’ (Turner & Keegan, 2001, p256) which makes the strategic
alignment of HRM, such as HR shared services, an interesting area for research and
one researchers acknowledge is in need of attention (Akingbola, 2012a; Ridder &
McCandless, 2010). This study looks at the HRM function within this organisational
context, specifically looking at the micro-level of the HR practitioner.
It is only recently that the PM discipline has broadened its horizon to consider the
project-based organisation as focus of research (Söderlund, 2004). In their study on
HRM with international projects, Welch et al. (2008) point to the fact that little
research has been conducted in that organisational context, and that “one needs to
go outside the international business and international management literature into
PM and project marketing to gain an appreciation of HRM related challenges and the
impact on HR professionals” (p. 206) for project-based organisations, making it an
area in need of research attention (Belout & Gauvreau, 2004; Gareis & Huemann,
2007). This section of the literature review looks at characteristics of the projectbased work settings and existing HRM models and practices (Turner, et al., 2008) to
see how the literature on SHRM might intersect and align with the literature on project
based international NGOs to provide a theoretical framework for the HRP role within
the INGO context.
The section hence provides an overview of the literature on PM and its relationship
with HRM; it is followed by the literature on HRM and its organisational alignment to
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the project-based organisation, with the intent of identifying any research gap with
regards to HRM challenges in the overall project-based environment.
The definition given by Turner and Keegan (2001) about a project-based organisation
comes from the PM perspective, concentrating on the management and governance
of projects, programs, and project portfolios as specific features of the projectoriented company (Turner et al., 2008). This definition implies such organisation will
need specific policies and processes for supporting the strategic focus of its projects.
Gareis (2005, p. 25) further suggests that a project-based organisation is one which:
1. Defines “management by projects” as their organisational strategy
2. Applies projects and programs for the performance of complex processes
3. Manages a project portfolio of different internal and external project types
4. Has specific permanent organisations like a project portfolio group or a
project office to provide integrative functions
5. Views itself as being project-oriented

As pointed by Turner et al., (2008), these two definitions may seem different, yet they
fit. They fit through how NGOs come across as being project-based, managing
projects with “time-related conditional state” based upon funders’ hence clients’
requirements (Welch et al., 2008, p.207). The organisation’s permanent fixture as in
bullet four of Gareis’ (2005) definition is represented by the integrative functions and
services such as finance, Information Technologies (IT), and HRM created to help
manage corporate governance and the project-oriented ways of working as a
strategic choice.
Thus, “the project way of working challenges much of conventional thinking about
HRM” (Söderlund & Bredin, 2006, p.250) with the project-based organisation
standing out as a highly relevant organisational context for research into HRM
(Midler, 1995). Certain competencies and capabilities for the project-oriented
organisation have indeed been shown to differentiate this type of organisation from
the typically managed organisation (Turner et al., 2008; Whittington et al., 1999).
Some of these competencies and capabilities include project monitoring and auditing,
understanding of PM standards and guidelines, organisational design, personnel
management, and process management (Gareis & Huemann, 2007).
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While organisation and management scholars have indicated that the adoption of a
‘Managing by Projects’ strategy within a PM organisational structure (Gareis, 1990)
has a fundamental effect on the shared service functions such as Finance,
Accounting, Legal, HRM (Knight, 1977), aligning these shared services to the specific
needs of a project-based organisation is not an easy task (Huemann et al., 2007;
Stummer & Gareis, 2005; Turner et al., 2008). One shared service most certainly
affected is the HRM function with its constant need to keep up with the hiring,
performance management, retention and development of a diversified workforce;
HRM is held accountable to provide, and maintain, human resources to the
organisation with the right set of skills and competencies (i.e., sector specific
technical expertise such as health and nutrition, PM standards certification;
leadership skills) in alignment with the organisation’s strategy and often recruiting
requirements imposed by funders’ rules and regulations (Welch et al., 2008). Despite
the PM literature presenting HRM as a core function, HRM and specifically SHRM
are still relatively underexplored topics in the project-oriented organisation literature
(Francis & Keegan, 2006; Huemann et al., 2007; Turner et al., 2008; Winstanley &
Woodall, 2000).
Numerous studies confirm that adopting project-based structures has implications for
employees, and hence for HRM such as the need to manage short-term employment
and its implications (Bredin & Söderlund, 2011, p.2202); the business expectation is
for the ideal project worker to be a competent, knowledgeable, and flexible team
worker who is responsible for staying current and employable, moving from one
project to another. Projects are the everyday working environment for these
employees who find themselves constantly shifting from one ‘temporary organisation’
to another (Turner, et al., 2008). Consequently, employees develop their competence
and build their careers based on project participation, with each project providing
them with on-the-job training and performance opportunities to build their reputation
and critical experience for future project assignments (Bredin & Söderlund, 2011).
As summarized by Turner et al. (2008), the PM literature shows a limited amount of
research has considered HRM as a variable to manage (Huemann et al., 2004;
Kloppenborg & Opfer, 2002). Empirical studies on HRM in the project context are still
rudimentary (Belout, 1998; Belout & Gauvreau, 2004), and if considered those
studies tend to focus at the project level looking at the management of the employee
as a resource, rather than the strategic role of HRM (PMI, 2004, 2010; Welch et al.,
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2008). One can find literature on specific issues of the HRM function such as the
development and promotion of employee competence (Dainty et al., 2005) or project
leadership (Müller & Turner, 2010; Turner & Müller, 2006) however broad theorizing
on the added value of HRM in project-based organisation is lacking with some
exceptions (Bredin & Söderlund, 2006; Keegan et al., 2012). For instance, Keegan
et al. (2012) investigate how responsibility for HRM can be shared between line
managers, functional managers and HR managers in a project-based environment.
The authors (Keegan et al., 2012) look at how the project should be the governance
structure for both internal and external transactions including personnel management
when in comparison, in the classically managed organisation the functional hierarchy
is the governance structure; in the project-based organisation the project manager
may have a more defined responsibility when it comes to personnel but functional
managers (e.g. line managers) can be reluctant to release control to project
managers. This adds additional challenges to how HRM sets its policies and
practices, including which personnel management responsibilities might fall under an
HRP. The focus of the study intends to assess whether this is a challenge HRPs
encounter in their daily activities.
A major challenge for project-based NGOs attempting to improve performance
(Jackson, 2009) is the need to adapt their organisational structure to be more
responsive to the environment they operate (Ridder & McCandless, 2010). For some
this might mean strategically aligning their shared services such as HRM in a manner
that allows for both the HQ standardisation of all HR policies, processes and practices
across the globe, and the decentralisation of decision-making at the level of the
developing country and the international PM cycle (Roberts et al., 2005); doing all
this while promoting rapid and efficient project staffing as well as employee
development and career growth is not always an easy task (Ridder & Baluch, 2017).
The shared services model will be introduced in more detail in the section covering
SRHM, yet the remark can be made that there has been, however, a paucity of
research into the provision of HRM as a shared services function across projectbased organisations, even more so with regards to HRM in international project
operations (Gareis, 2005; Gareis & Huemann, 2007; Teegen et al., 2004; Welch et
al., 2008). One recent study however, although not on shared services addresses the
complexity of project-based organisations reworking their organisational design
(Miterev et al., 2017). Building on both organisational theory as well as design and
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PM literature Miterev et al. (2017) identify design choices available for the design of
the project-based organisation, also adopting the contingency perspective of the
vertical and horizontal fit (Miterev et al, 2017); the study reviews the literature on
project-based organisations to explore key factors that influence the design of the
project-based organisation in comparison with more traditional organisations, then
specifically addresses how the design of the organisation should be based upon the
alignment between strategy, structure, process, organisational behaviour and human
resource management. This study further enhances the challenges HRM as a
function might face in positioning its role across a project-based NGO.
Project-based organisations are of course not the only neglected area of mainstream
SHRM and HRM theorizing. The literature neglects the NGOs (Kaman et al., 2001;
Lewis & Opoku‐Mensah, 2006). A review of the literature on HRM and IHRM reveals
that research has looked primarily at large, stable organisations and/or MNCs
(Brewster et al., 2016; Mayrhofer et al., 2011; Stahl & Björkman, 2006) which means
that other organisational types are potentially being disregarded in discussions about
what SHRM is and how it should be practiced. As we look at the world of INGO no
research has yet fully looked at what strategically realigning IHRM and its HR
professionals to support the project-based structure of an INGO may entail (Khan &
Rasheed, 2015; Welch et al., 2008).
Research in PM is now taking a critical look at how HRM can respond (Belout, 1998;
Belout & Gauvreau, 2004; Welch et al., 2008) to the increased pressure from funders
such as USAID to promote project performance hence human resource performance,
as evidenced by success rate and impact evaluation (Mir & Pinnington, 2014). Many
international development projects have high failure rates (Golini & Landoni, 2014),
and only recently have researchers started to consider PM practices which includes
the management of all resources, including human resources as possible remedy for
the poor performance of international development (Carden & Egan, 2008; Golini et
al., 2015); poor project performance affects an NGO’s reputation and legitimacy
(Baum & Oliver, 1991; Crittenden, 2000; Khang & Moe, 2008). Management scholars
have then been looking at what impact promoting quality PM performance has on an
organisation’s success and its workforce, hence looking at HRM strategic alignment
in support of the PM cycle (Söderlund & Bredin, 2006; Welch et al., 2008). The
research in that area however is still meagre, and more so at the level of the INGOs.
And in what research there is, the focus has been on the organisation’s workforce,
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talent management and/or the HRM organisation structure, not necessarily the role
and competencies of the HRPs as professionals providing strategic partnering
support to such project-based organisations, which is what this study intends to
capture.

2.4. Strategic human resource management and INGO
While the first section was about laying the context of what managing HR in a NPO
and an INGO is, this section is now looking at the current state of research on SHRM
and how it is being expanded into the nonprofit sector.
The field of HRM has burgeoned over the past thirty years with the literature starting
to re-frame people issues away from conceptions that cast people-management as
an afterthought that could be handled in an ad hoc, reactive way, or managed through
formal institutions such as collective bargaining and regulation (Beer et al. 1985). As
laid out in Wright & McMahan’s (1992) article on the theoretical development of
SHRM a shift happened in the eighties towards a strategic conception which
positioned workers as ‘assets’ rather than ‘costs’ (Storey, 1995). Personnel became
therefore a ‘resource’ and was recognized as a key source of competitive advantage.
This came with an increased interest in strategic management leading to various
organisational functions becoming more concerned with their role in the strategic
management process, and the HRM field hence seeking out its own integration into
organisations’ strategy, hence the development of SHRM as a new discipline (Legge,
2005; Wright & McMahan, 1992).
Strategic HRM emphasizes the strategic role of HRM in meeting business objectives
and draws attention to the human resources’ contribution towards an organisation’s
performance and/competitive advantage (Delery, 1998; Wright & Snell, 1991).
Expanding on Butler et al.’s (1991) view of SHRM as the macro-organisational
approach to viewing the role and function of HRM in the larger organisation, Wright
and McMahan (1992) further defined SHRM as ‘the pattern of planned human
resource deployments and activities intended to enable an organisation to achieve
its goals,’ (p. 298); they introduced two concepts related to SHRM, the Strategic
Framework Perspective and the Resource-Based View.
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2.4.1 The strategic framework approach
Wright and McMahan (1992) applied a practitioner-oriented research perspective and
specifically explored the determinants of HR practices from a strategic framework
perspective (Jackson et al., 2014). Their definition emphasized congruence between
HR and strategy while also presenting two types of HR fit: a vertical fit that entailed
vertically linking the strategic management process of the firm to HRM practices, and
the horizontal fit created out of the coordination and congruence among HRM
practices (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2009, Schuler & Jackson, 2008; Wright & Snell, 1998).
While horizontal fit promotes the efficient allocation of human resources via
coordinated HR practices, vertical fit ensures that HR practices align the
management of human resources to the organisation’s initiatives (Wright & Snell,
1998).
The alignment between HRM practices and an organisation’s competitive strategy,
and how it operationalizes has been tested by many researchers. Schuler and
Jackson’s (1987) strategic HRM model presents an adaptation of Porter’s (1980)
competitive strategies looking at innovation, quality enhancement and cost
reductions strategies, and looking at ways the employee role behaviours impact the
implementation of strategies. Each of these strategies whether promoting innovation
or cost reduction call for specific employee role behaviour, such as low risk versus
high risk taking, inflexible versus flexible to change, or a moderate degree of concern
for quality versus quantity (Wright & McMahan, 1992). The strategic perspective as
laid out by Ridder et al. (2012b, p.611) emphasizes a vertical fit in which an HRM’s
own strategy, policies and practices are aligned to the organisation’s strategy or
culture, and in the instance of NPOs an organisation’s mission and values; a
horizontal fit ensures that individual HR practices are in line with and pursue similar
or complementary goals that serve to reinforce the overall HR practices (Bowen &
Ostroff, 2004; Wright & Snell, 1998).
Both Schuler et al. (1993) and Taylor et al. (1996) address the complexity of
managing HR within the international context and how this could impact HR policies
and practices. In their integrative framework of strategic international HRM (SIHRM)
Schuler et al. (1993) address the issue of managing the tension between the needs
for global coordination (integration) and local responsiveness (diﬀerentiation) (Doz &
Prahalad, 1991; Quintanilla & Ferner, 2003; Rosenzweig & Nohria, 1994). The
framework addresses factors that are exogenous and endogenous to an MNC and
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that have an inﬂuence on HR issues, functions, policies and practices, hence having
a potential impact on the overall global performance of the MNC, especially at the
local country level (De Cieri & Dowling, 2006). Expanding on Schuler et al.’s (1993)
framework, Taylor et al. (1996) later developed a theoretical model of the
determinants of strategic HR systems in MNCs; while acknowledging the importance
of the endogenous factors identiﬁed by Schuler et al. (1993), such as strategy,
international experience of the ﬁrm, organisational structure and an HQ’s
international orientation, they added additional endogenous factors deemed very
important, such as the organisational lifecycle. Taylor et al. (1996) also reinforced the
inﬂuence of external factors on an MNC, and particularly on the overall SHRM of the
organisation further identifying reciprocal inﬂuences between organisational factors,
such as MNC strategy, the organisation life cycle stage, and the strategic alignment
of HRM at the global level (De Cieri & Dowling, 2006). While most of the research of
strategic HRM frameworks has focused on MNCs, some work has examined INGOs
(Ramia, 2003; Teegen et al., 2004). These frameworks are of relevance for a
research addressing the role of the HRP (Ulrich, 1997) within the international
project-based NGOs an area where research is still scarce.
Schuler and Jackson’s (1987) strategic HRM model is aligned to the contingency fit
approach; as such it is an outside-in approach to strategy management which refers
to the fit between the environment and what it represents, including its contingencies
and the organisation and its own making, such as its structure, processes and
practices. The closer the fit the higher the impact on the organisation’s effectiveness
to be competitive (Donaldson, 2001). Schuler and Jackson’s (1987) argue that
performance will improve when the organisation’s HR practices mutually reinforce
competitive advantage, which means seeing different kinds of employee behaviours
depending on the competitive objectives. HRM policies and practices are then used
to reinforce the required roles (Boselie & Paauwe, 2005; Paauwe & Boon, 2009).
Schuler and Jackson’s (1987) model, as it aligns the contingency fit perspective to
the strategic management of human resources, and the development of the HR
shared services concept (Bondarouk, 2011), with its close relationship to the
business partner model (Ulrich, 1997), promotes the HRP role which is the focus of
this study.
One of SHRM biggest challenges has been how to best link HRM policies and
practices to the organisational strategy of MNCs (Björkman & Stahl, 2006). Research
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studies identified strong opposing forces facing MNCs, which they referred as
dualities that ﬁrms need to understand as they develop HRM policies and practices
meant

to

support

global

operations hence

ascertaining

multidimensional

organisational capabilities (Evans & Doz, 1989; Evans et al., 2002). One particularly
important duality that has major implications on the management of global HR
policies and practices is that of centralisation (or global integration) versus
decentralisation (or local responsiveness) (Prahalad & Doz, 1987; Rosenzweig,
2006); this duality has its roots in the integration-responsiveness framework of
Lawrence and Lorsch (1969), cited by Rosenzweig (2006, p.36) identified “a central
management problem as that of achieving requisite internal diﬀerentiation, usually in
response to environmental complexity and turbulence, while also developing
suﬃcient integrating mechanisms to coordinate the organisation’s activities.”
Building upon Lawrence and Lorsch’s (1969) duality perspective, HRM researchers
(Doz et al. 1981; Prahalad & Doz, 1987) have looked at the challenges and the tradeoff faced by MNCs as they balance the need to manage their operations and capture
the benefits of economy of scale and scope, and also manage the risk of not
responding to local differences that come with working within different cultures with
different local labour laws. Bartlett and Goshal’s (1989) study looks further into the
integration-responsiveness duality, identifying how each organisational divisions,
functions or tasks within a MNC such as R&D, marketing, sales, and manufacturing
responded to the need to be more integrated versus more localized; however their
study did not address how activities such as finance, legal or regulatory affairs, and
personnel management fared the balance which topic would have also been
interesting through perhaps more difficult to capture (Rosenzweig, 2006). There is
strong relevance to Lawrence and Lorsch’s (1969) framework considering that within
the same year that Bartlett and Ghoshal (1989) published their work, Evans et al.
(1989) similarly noted that HRM practices within the international context are shaped
by the dual pressures of managing internal consistency and local adaptation. What
was missing in those studies though was the impact on the nonprofit sector an area
acknowledged by the researchers to be needing greater attention (De Cieri &
Dowling, 2006).
The area of HRM and SHRM research within the NPO and NGO field although an
area still young is one that seems to be gaining momentum as captured by the
literature (Akingbola, 2006, 2012a, 2013; Ridder & McCandless, 2010). The question
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of dual pressure is something raised by Akingbola (2013) in her study of NPOs
looking at how HRM practices address the need for fit and flexibility. The author’s
findings provide evidence of horizontal and vertical fit and flexibility focused HRM
practices; Akingbola (2013) pinpoints contributing factors, one of them being the
emphasis on HRM as a critical priority in strategy by senior management and another
factor being incorporating a strategic planning HRM expertise into the organisational
overall strategic process. Akingbola’s (2013) study is one of the first that looks at the
concept of fit and flexibility within HR practices as managed within the NPOs. What
this study is missing though is how this is managed by the HR practitioners, which is
the topic I explore in my study.
In contrast to private sector organisations where most SHRM research has been
done, NPOs and NGOs address their strategic direction by emphasizing an alignment
to their values, mission and social outcomes while also looking at the diverse and
often conflicting needs of their different and various stakeholders; this unique
confluence of factors makes NGOs governance very complex (Akingbola, 2006). As
Ridder et al., (2012b) highlight it is often assumed that HR configurations, meaning
HR architecture and the alignment of HR services within NPOs, such as perhaps HR
shared services, are mainly shaped by business strategies (Tichy et al., 1984) or
additional external and internal influences such as stakeholders’ interests (Beer et
al., 1985). With success not linked to profit, as in the for-profit sector NGOs strategies
are deemed successful according to the social goals and the values they produce;
meanwhile success is more closely tied to increasing demand for managerial
accountability (Jackson, 2009). There is still a lack of a clear picture of how SHRM is
positioned within the NPOs to support their performance, and it is even less clear
within the NGOs; there is also a risk for the nonprofit sector to apply strategic
concepts that may not fit the needs of the NGOs (Ridder & Baluch, 2017).

2.4.2 The resource-based view
The Resource-Based View (RBV) is one perspective that provides a rationale for how
a firm’s human resources might provide a potential source of sustainable competitive
advantage (Wright & McMahan, 1992) a concept Cappelli and Singh (1992) tested
almost simultaneously within the industrial relations literature by looking at its
implications on SHRM. What was noted is that “most models of SHRM based on fit
strategy assume that (1) a certain business strategy demands a unique set of
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behaviours and attitudes from employees and (2) certain human resource policies
produce a unique set of responses from employees” (Wright et al., 2001, p. 703).
Cappelli and Singh (1992) further argued that it is assumed to be easier to rearrange
complementary assets/resources given a choice of strategy than it is to rearrange a
strategy given a set of assets/resources, even though empirical research seems to
imply the opposite. They consequently proposed that the RBV might provide a
theoretical rationale for why HRM could have implications for strategy formulation as
well as implementation, hence supporting Wright and McMahan’s (1992) RBV
perspective.
RBV theorists argue that human capital (i.e. the employees) has a uniqueness that
cannot be imitated due to the presence of such factors as tacit knowledge, social
complexity and causal ambiguity (Wright et al., 1994), with other authors further
emphasizing how well-managed HR practices can be the valuable, unique
component of a strategic advantage difficult to imitate. Yet, central to understanding
the RBV concept is also understanding the combination of competitive advantage
and sustained competitive advantage. Barney (1991) describes a competitive
advantage as “when a firm is implementing a value creating strategy not
simultaneously being implemented by any current or potential competitors” (p. 102),
further presenting a sustained competitive advantage as existing only when
competitors’ efforts to replicate that competitive advantage have ceased. The RBV
promotes a firm’s competitive advantage by acquiring, developing and combining
resources such as “organisational, structural, financial and human resources in ways
that create value and are difficult to imitate” (Ridder et al., 2012b, p.611). This view
also stresses the value of the complex inter-relationships between a firm’s entire
resources whether human, physical, financial, legal, informational and so on (Barney,
1991; Wright et al., 2001). Boxall (1996) in quoting several researchers later on
added that “in resource-based thinking, HRM can be valued not only for its role in
implementing a given competitive scenario, but for its role in generating strategic
capability (Barney, 1991), for its potential to create firms which are more intelligent
and flexible than their competitors over the long haul, firms which exhibit superior
levels of co-ordination and co-operation (Grant, 1991). By hiring and developing
talented staff and ’synergising’ their contributions within the resource bundle of the
firm, HRM may lay the basis for sustained competitive advantage” (p.66).
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This statement reinforces the fact that the investment in people as a valuable
resource is one of the most promising means to achieving competitive advantage
and organisations will make sure that their mission, goals, products, culture, etc.
attract motivated people. NPOs invest in HR policies and practices to hire, onboard
and train human talent that is aligned to a system of values, incentives and rewards
potentially difficult to imitate (Ridder & Baluch, 2017). In contrast to the private sector,
it can be expected that the system of values and incentive might be more intrinsic
than extrinsic. Although of value to nonprofit employees as an extrinsic reward there
is a general appreciation that compensation is not perceived as being the top
incentive in a recruiting offer, at least less so than in the private sector (Oelberger et
al., 2017); carefully designed compensation and reward package can however still
be the competitive advantage in securing and retaining expatriates across
international assignments. HR practices in the nonprofit sector managed through the
active engagement of HR practitioners can be expected to promote employee
participation, empowerment, autonomy and wellbeing rather than individual reward
structures as found in for-profit organisations (Nickson et al., 2008; Ridder & al.,
2012b).
In summary, the strategic framework perspective as it aligns to the more traditional
outside-in strategy approach and the RBV as it aligns to an inside-out approach may
appear contradictory on the surface; however, they both clearly support the move
toward SHRM (Boselie et al., 2005). As Paauwe and Boon (2009) note, SHRM has
two distinct dynamics: on the one hand, it is externally dependent on the strategic
positioning of the organisation in its attempt to respond and fit to the market
environment; on the other hand, internally HRM sees its employees as the resources
to be cultivated and developed in order to support the organisation’s strategies
resulting in sustainable advantage. As Ridder and Baluch (2017) acknowledge both
SHRM perspectives, strategic framework perspective and RBV were developed
within the private sector and the question remains whether these perspectives and
their practices can be applied within the nonprofit sector. We know from the literature
that some NGOs are implementing comparable SHRM practices yet there is not
enough empirical evidence to assess whether those practices fit the NGOs’ needs or
not (O’Sullivan, 2010; Ridder & McCandless, 2010). The next section of the literature
review will look at the adaptation of Ulrich’s (1997) HRP model within the international
NGO work context, in alignment to the shared services concept.
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2.5 The shared services concept and the creation of the
human resource partner model
2.5.1 The shared services model
A review of the literature confirms that organisations seeking to become more
strategic have increasingly been establishing a range of HRM service delivery models
(Maatman et al., 2010). One well known concept is the HRM shared services model,
often referred to as HRM shared service centre. The concept was born in the US in
the 1980s with the finance function one of the first functions to apply it; the concept
involved separating out financial administrative services from those with more of a
strategic financial advice role in an effort to increase business efficiency and profit
(Cooke, 2006; Redman et al., 2007). The concept of shared services was then in the
1990s applied across a range of business functions such as IT and HRM (Reilly,
2000; Ulrich et al., 2008b). Maatman and colleagues’ (2010) review of the literature
around the concept shows increased attention from academic researchers who, in
the late 1990s started exploring how shared services for the delivery of HR was
impacting HRM as a function (Farndale et al., 2009). Research on HRM shared
services has allowed HRM to gain a better understanding of the motivation, risk
factors and lessons learned, yet the literature is dominated by numerous examples
of ‘what if’ issues that question the generalized applicability of the concept (Farndale
& Paauwe, 2006; Farndale et al., 2009). In addition, most of the research except for
a few exceptions that look at the public or nonprofit sector (Redman et al., 2007) has
mainly focused on the for-profit sector, including Multinational Corporations (MCNs)
(Cooke, 2006). Considering the competitive and economic pressures placed on many
NPOs and NGOs to implement high performance work systems (Akingbola, 2006;
Jackson, 2009) we know from the literature that organisations in the nonprofit sector
are adopting HRM service models yet there is not enough empirical evidence to
assess whether the shared services models being adopted fit the NPOs’ needs or
not (Kellner et al., 2017).
There is a general belief that adopting an HR shared services model can help
transform and position the HR function and its role “to be more strategic at the
corporate level and more cost-effective at the operational level” (Cooke, 2006, p.211).
The literature however shows a lack of consensus among researchers in defining HR
shared services (Bondarouk, 2011; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005). Despite the fact that
its original intent was to improve a business performance similar to a finance
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function’s performance objective, the literature generally suggests that organisations
should use HRM shared services to create value (Quinn et al., 2000; Reilly, 2000;
Reilly & Williams, 2003); the concern is that many organisations may actually have
jumped into the practice of HRM shared services without fully understanding why and
how it works (Ulrich, 1995). Additionally, the literature is still emerging in the work of
conceptualizing the mechanisms through which value is created for the business
units; this includes investigating the challenges to implementing an HR services
centre successfully as well as assessing the impacts of such implementation on
different groups of employees including the HR practitioners (Cooke, 2006; Maatman
et al., 2010).
For the intent of this study which focuses on the role of the HRP as originally
conceptualised by Ulrich (1997) out of his own developed shared services model, the
three-legged Model, the HRM shared services concept will be defined along Ulrich’s
(1995) definition of shared services in general. Ulrich (1995) writes: “As its name
implies – the combining or consolidating of services within a corporation. In
‘divisionalized’ companies, each operating entity (a division, business unit, function
or regional unit) likely has support services dedicated to the entity’s needs. Shared
services merge these separate service activities into one unit.” (p. 14)
One important concept emphasized by Ulrich (1995) is that shared services do not
mean centralisation and should be promoting the opposite. As Ulrich (1995) further
states: “In a centralized organisation, corporate controls the resources and dictates
policies, programs, and procedures to the field. In a shared service organisation,
resources from the field are shared (which may look like centralisation), but the
control over the use of these resources resides with the field” (p. 14). This is an
important point to keep in mind as an organisation’s SHRM (Ridder & Baluch, 2017)
addresses the need to manage both the vertical fit and the horizontal fit, where the
horizontal fit looks like harmonized HRM bundles or the standardisation of HR
practices in order to meet high standards of productivity and quality. The process of
global standardisation of HR policies and processes as a mean to increase an
organisation’s efficiency and performance is captured in the SHRM and international
HRM field however with more of a focus on the private sector (Ananthram & Chan,
2013; Brewster, 2006); as captured in chapter one through my professional reflection
the process of standardisation is being managed by NGOs leading to HRPs’
involvement in managing its implementation, yet there is minimum empirical data to
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assess the impact of standardized HRM bundles, and not just within the nonprofit
field (Ridder & Baluch, 2017).
Under the HRM shared services model, selected HRM activities are then
concentrated, or bundled, into a new semi-autonomous business unit that performs
HRM business activities common and shared across the various organisational units
of an organisation. The literature shows that HRM shared services can be divided
into transactional work and support services, and services that help to transform the
business units (Ulrich, 1995; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005). The term shared services
centre is often associated with a centre that provides no more than administrative
(transactional) HRM support to the business, although organisations nowadays are
moving towards also using HRM shared services for transformational HRM
(Pritchard, 2010; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005). Whether transactional and/or
transformational the shared HR services provided cover a wide range of the
responsibilities of the HRM function within an organisation. The adoption of shared
services for HRM by an organisation should be presented as an intent to better
structure its HRM function and the relationships, responsibilities and delegation of
tasks within the HRM, including the delegation of HR tasks within the organisation
(Farndale & Paauwe, 2006; Farndale et al., 2009; Reilly, 2000; Ulrich et al., 2008b).
The lack of empirical work into the shared services model in general stresses the
need for more research around HRM shared services (Farndale et al., 2009),
especially its promised creation of value which in the context of the nonprofit sector
might be highly promoted (Ridder & Baluch, 2017).
As Maatman et al., (2010) remind the literature, it is important for organisations
intending to introduce HRM shared services to consider how to restructure their HRM
delivery, and deal with questions such as: what kinds of HRM tasks to provide
through shared services. This entails looking at what are the new roles for HRM
professionals, line managers and employees, and how to govern the HRM function
and the centre(s) providing HRM shared services (Farndale & Paauwe, 2006;
Farndale et al., 2009). As stated earlier, Ulrich’s (1997) three-legged model is one
example among a diversity of organisational models in which one or multiple centres
are established to perform different HRM activities (Farndale & Paauwe, 2006). It is
one though that has received great attention due to its role in positioning the HR
Partnering as a centre for excellence (Ulrich et al., 2015a), hence the HRP role which
is the focus of this study.
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2.5.2 The HR partner role:
It is around the same time that the concept of the shared services model was gaining
attention that David Ulrich published one of his practitioner focused books “Human
Resource Champions: The New Agenda for Adding Value and Delivering Results”
(1997). The book was soon positioned as one of the most influential pieces of
literature around the redefining of HRM as a strategic partner to meet the competitive
challenges faced by organisations (Keegan & Francis, 2010).
Many organisations around the globe have adopted – and adapted – what is referred
as the HR business partner model to suit business needs, mostly following Ulrich’s
(1997, 1998) turn of the century statement that the ultimate objective of HR was to
become a strategic business partner and sit at the strategic leadership table (CIPD,
2014). Ulrich’s model transformed the way organisations look at HRM and for the last
two decades’ researchers have been looking at HRM progression in this
recommended transformation (Keegan & Francis, 2010; Van Buren et al., 2011). The
foremost objective for HR transformation was and still remains to align the HRM
function with the organisation’s goals – making it a strategic contributor and more
responsive to today’s dynamic business climate (SHRM, 2002). A study completed
by Mercer in 2004 showed that out of 1,100 companies surveyed worldwide (all forprofit), 75 percent had at the time already completed, were planning to complete, or
were in the process of managing an HR transformation toward a three-legged model
(Horan & Vernon, 2003; Vernon, 2004).
Ulrich (1991, 1995) partially relied on the resource-based theoretical perspective to
describe human resources as a competitive advantage which then led to the
development of his strategic HR Partner model. As explained by Wright and
McMahan (1992) Ulrich expanded on Porter’s (1985) competitive model to include
organisational culture, distinctive competence, and strategic unity as the additional
components making the human resources (as in human capital) a source of
competitive advantage; Ulrich (1995, 1997) added the concept of HR practices as the
source to sustained competitive advantages bringing the idea that HR practices can
somewhat be replicated; yet HR practices sit within an organisational culture based
on its own history with its own idiosyncrasies that are hard to replicate as they are all
unique to an organisation (Francis & Keegan, 2006; Keegan & Francis, 2010).
Ulrich’s (1997) strategic HR partner model which emphasized a shift in HR roles from
“what I do” to “what I deliver” through the alignment of four distinct roles within the
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HRM function was hence positioned as a source for sustainable competitive
advantage (Cohen, 2015). As such Ulrich’s (1997) model emphasizes the four distinct
roles: “strategic partners helping the business to successfully execute strategy;
administrative experts improving organisational efficiency by re-engineering the HR
function and other work processes; employee champions maximizing employee
commitment, competence, and their overall responsiveness to change; and change
agents delivering organisational transformation and culture change” (Ulrich, 1997,
pp. 124–125). Most HRM organisations when implementing Ulrich’s (1997) HR
partnering model aligned the business partnering responsibility to the HRP as one
specialised sub-unit of HRM (Gerpott, 2015, p.216), and this despite the author
stating it was a concept to be embedded in many HRM job categories. Global
research shows that Ulrich’s (1997) three-legged model components (business
partner, shared services and centres of expertise) have become the dominant model
among practitioners, and this despite concerns behind a lack of theoretical foundation
(Keegan & Francis, 2010; Pritchard, 2010; Storey et al., 2019).
In an article that addresses the concept of the HR Partner model, Keegan and Francis
(2010) illustrate how Ulrich’s (1997) HR business partnership model urged HR
departments to redesign and allocate HR activities along two axes: “strategy versus
operations, and process versus people” (p. 875). The authors (2010) later describe
how, over the last century, following a growing appreciation of HRM as a profession
the tasks managed by HR practitioners have changed overtime. A concern as raised
earlier is that HRM organisations failed to appreciate the need to embed Ulrich’s
(1997) four roles, strategic partner, administrative expert, employee champion, and
change agent across all HR practitioners. The intent of this thesis is to focus on the
HR practitioners transitioning into HRP roles; the focus is on how they become
strategic partners, provide strategic support and collaborate with line managers to
help effectively deliver strategic value through a sound HR value proposition and this
within the INGO context (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005).
Most HRM organisations when implementing Ulrich’s (1997) partnering concept
aligned that responsibility to the HRP role causing a shift of responsibilities with the
shared service centres taking on more of the transactional work and HR Partners
taking on the more strategic focused relationship with the business units, which often
creates tensions of identity and added value among HR practitioners (Gerpott, 2015;
Pritchard, 2010). It is a point of concern raised by Caldwell (2008, 2010) in his study
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on the effectiveness of the HRP competency models that were quickly developed
and implemented in response to this new HRP concept; Caldwell’s (2008; 2010)
concern is that the nature of the HR partner role will vary in scope and tasks
depending on many factors such as the size of the organisation, how an HRM
function is organized and how it has or not transformed itself into a shared services
function. As Pritchard (2010) study shows introducing the HRP role into an
organisation adds value yet also adds challenges that need to be addressed as it
impacts the HRP’s performance.
Ulrich et al. (2012b) claim to have compiled extensive data both quantitative and
qualitative through a global, comprehensive identification (via focus groups, surveys
and interviews) of the competencies expected of HR professionals, and the impact
of these competencies on both individual HR professional effectiveness and business
performance (Losey et al., 2007); the authors investigate the alignment between
strategies, organisation capabilities, HR practices, HR competencies, and
stakeholders expected gains (Brockbank & Ulrich, 2002; Ulrich et al., 2012a, 2012b).
In her research of how HR practitioners become strategic partners, Pritchard (2010)
however found that not many studies have specifically looked at how HR practitioners
become more strategic when aligned to the HR Partner role. Only a few studies have
looked at data collected usually via interview or questionnaire, comparing role
descriptions to clarify any role transformation and confirming that HR practitioners,
specifically HRPs easily take on different roles and use different competencies
corresponding to the HR issues they are managing (Caldwell, 2001); these studies
however do not address the ‘how’ of the transformation, nor the actual purpose of the
transformation which should be contextually based, both internally and externally.
This is one of the focuses of this study looking at how HRPs create and transition into
the partner role supporting nonprofit organisations, particularly INGOs.
As recent studies indicate the concept of the HRP role as an HR practice meant for
strategic organisational alignment is widely spread among organisations and this at
the global level (Caldwell, 2003; Cooke, 2006; Keegan & Francis, 2010; Wright,
2008); yet, “there remains a signiﬁcant gap in our understanding of how HR
practitioners’ experiences of such transitions” (Pritchard, 2010, p.177). As Truss et
al. (2002) indicate the transition into this new partnering role has called for negotiation
between HR practitioners and other stakeholders such as leadership and more so
line managers, which negotiation varies in difficulty or complexity depending on the
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internal and external organisational context. HRPs have now to manage certain
expectations that come with the new job speciﬁcation, while figuring out how to
streamline, keep or retain certain of the generalist activities at the origin of their role;
this becomes a source of tension not just at the individual level, but also across the
HRM organisation as all practices and policies need to be re-aligned for efficiency
(Pritchard, 2010). Gerpott (2015), aligning her study to a paradox lens actually
addresses the functionally of the HR partner role for resolving some of the tensions
that come with this, looking at certain activities HRPs do that help in the short-run
however may not in the long-one; her study also emphasizes the risk of thinking of
the HR Partner role as “one-size-fits-all” solution for designing HR work, something
to consider when looking at the NGO context.
As the HRP role emphasizes more strategic partnership with internal stakeholders
(i.e., leadership and line managers) and an increased outsourcing of transactional
tasks, the value and contribution of the employee champion and administrative, and
maybe too the change agent as presented by Ulrich (1997) may have been
downplayed; there is also concerns that the HRP role may have created the
perception of the role being more employer (i.e. managerial centric) focused than
employee focused (Caldwell, 2008; Keegan & Francis, 2010). This raises criticism
around the HRPs’ credibility in their ability to remain neutral across all employees
hence able to demonstrate integrity. The HRP role is a difficult role considering the
expectation placed on them to be more integrated with leadership and line managers;
employees in non-managerial positions may feel marginalized and may experience
diminished trust toward HR practitioners and HR in general (Aldrich et al., 2014;
Kochan, 2004).
Adding to the complexity of the HRP role, reviews of the transition process of role as
it aligns to a three-legged model or an adapted version show a new approach to HR
working with line managers, with a shift in activity ownership (Rynes, 2004; Francis
& Keegan, 2006); indeed as pointed by different authors (Legge 2005; Ulrich &
Brockbank, 2005) a key characteristic of modern HRM is the delegation of HR
responsibilities to line managers with line managers being made accountable for the
personnel policies developed by the HR department and their application
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employees’ performance management (Bredin & Söderlund, 2006, 2011). Yet how
much accountability are HRPs able to transfer to line managers is questionable with
varying feedback on how line manager involvement in HRM takes shape, especially
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when international studies are considered (CIPD, 2007; Larsen & Brewster, 2003;
Stiles & Trevor, 2006). In the instance of Larsen and Brewster’s (2003) study, it is
clear that the notion of line management accepting greater responsibility for HRM
within organisations is now received wisdom across Europe, yet there is great
variation in practice from country to country based on many local context such as a
country’s own perspective and flexibility toward what is managerial responsibilities
and what is HRM, and what needs to remain HRM. More recent global studies (Kulik
& Bainbridge, 2006; Sheehan et al., 2014) show that line managers share scepticism
with regard to the kind of support they receive from HR to accompany the shift in
responsibilities hence being perceived as resisting the changes involved with the
alignment to the HRP model, which raises the question whether HRPs can truly fulfil
the role expectations tied to the HRP model (Brewster et al., 2013). This brings us
back to the strategic perspective as laid out by Ridder et al. (2012b, p.611) which
emphasizes a vertical fit in which an HRM’s own strategy, policies and practices are
aligned to the organisation’s strategy mission or culture, and an horizontal fit which
promotes the alignment of individual HR practices that pursue similar or
complementary goals to reinforce the overall HR practices (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004;
Wright & Snell, 1998), something to consider for NGOs trying to implement a shared
services concept with an HRP model. This is something Gerpott (2015) addresses
when reviewing the “one-size-fits-all” solutions for designing HRP work, highlighting
short-term and long-term pros and cons and related tensions.
Pritchard’s (2010) study is really the first attempt to look at the different tensions that
come with the creation of a shared service model and as the result the transitioning
to HR strategic partners. As HRPs are hired into an organisation to support specific
business needs, Pritchard (2010, p.176) suggests the need to examine how HRPs
construct the notions of and the relationships between the ‘strategic’ and ‘partner’
aspects of their identity considering the work environment they work in, both internal
and external (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007); the author looks at how individual HR
practitioners work through, negotiate and manage a new identity that includes
becoming strategic, becoming a partner and remaining a generalist. My research
which addresses the “what constitutes”, the ‘how’ and ‘for what purpose” of the HRP
role is an extension of Pritchard’s work however my study also attempts to question
the rationale for the role given the specific organisational context, which is the projectbased NGO. No studies have yet looked at the role of the HRPs within the INGO
world.
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It is important to look at the literature on international SHRM and highlight the fact
that any research done on the role of the HR professionals mainly looks at
organisations within the private sector industry (Stahl & Björkman, 2006, 2012). This
means theoretical models for SHRM and international HRM (IHRM) are mainly based
on data collected from large, stable, private sector MNCs whose business
environments present different challenges than an international NGO (Fenwick,
2005); as NGOs adopt and adapt strategic HRM frameworks, or theoretical models
like Ulrich’s (1997) three-legged model and the HRP role, the question remains
whether these frameworks and models, including the roles and the competencies
come with them are actually applicable or not (Akingbola et al., 2019; Caldwell, 2010).
The next section of the literature review will examine the learning journey of the HRP
professional as he/she is called to operate within an international context.

2.6 The human resource partner in transition - learning
and professional development
The intent of this section of the literature review is not to focus on the full career
spectrum from educational requirement for entry-entry level to mid to senior level, but
to investigate what is known around opportunities for learning and professional
development once the minimum learning requirements have been met and once the
professionals have entered the workforce (Cohen, 2007a; SHRM, 2013). As Cohen
(2015) states, “Not only do organisations need to hire our graduates and know what
to look for in HR-educated students, but they also need to know what to demand of
them. Only then can HR help transform organisations through guidance from an HR
perspective” (p.207). The focus of the study is then on workplace learning
opportunities for the HRPs working for NGOs, as they potentially align to a shared
services model such as Ulrich’s (1997) three-legged one.
HR is seen as both a technical and strategic profession that requires deep expertise,
education and professional savvy, along with specific skills and knowledge that need
to be cultivated, taught and developed (Cohen, 2015). The last section of the
literature review delves into what is known regarding needed HRPs’ skill sets and
professional development necessary to engage with, enact and sustain the new
strategic partner role both at the organisational level and at the broader level of the
profession, specifically looking at the INGO work environment (Akingbola, 2012a,
2012b; Caldwell, 2001; Watson, 2008). The HR profession is a known factor in the
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success of many organisations, and it presents a wide range of growth opportunities
for the engaged HRP (Cohen, 2015). Yet, articles like Charan’s (2014) “It’s time to
split HR” which argues for splitting HRM into two groups, one purely transactional
and administrative and the other transformational and fully embedded in the business
is an example of a divide and a potential setback for the HR profession (Cohen,
2015). Ulrich (2014) argues against this suggested split and states that the issue is
about how to best operationalize HRM and its HR professionals. Before we decide
how to best operationalize, it is important to inquire about what HR professionals do,
which is the focus of this study. As the study explores the “what”, “how” and for “what
purpose(s) HRPs manage the partnership component of their role, it also looks at
how HRPs go about developing the skills or competencies they perceive they need
in order to be successful in meeting the need of their international NGOs.
In parallel to becoming more strategic, the role of HRM practitioners has recently
become more professionalized, consequently looking at professional standards,
levels of certifications as well as competencies (Cohen, 2015; Crouse et al, 2011).
There is extensive literature that looks at what research has been done to support
the evolution of the HR practitioner role in general, and as pointed by Cohen (2015)
what opportunities exist to strengthen the function’s added value to an organisation.
Among the opportunities are HR standards, HR competencies, a consistent HR
curriculum used across individual education programs and universities, HR
professional development and HR research. The nature of the work managed by HR
representatives has changed due to increased need for labour regulations, a result
of the industrial revolution (Cohen, 2015). Fundamental rules, standards and
regulations were developed and implemented within the US, and abroad (see
https://www.iso.org/committee/628737.html or http://www.hrstandards.com.au/isotc-260/) to legally control and support HR practices such as staffing, workforce
planning and compensation making it a prerequisite for entry-level HR professionals
to have a certain set of common skills and knowledge; the Society for Human
Resource Management 5 (aka SHRM) for the US, and the Chartered Institute of
Personnel and Development 6 (CIPD) for the UK are two HRM membership
organisations that promote the development of the role as a profession, supporting
practitioner’s oriented research and providing learning opportunities to its members,
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including certification programs (CIPD 2011, 2014 ; Cohen, 2015; Lengnick-Hall &
Aguinis, 2012).
As captured in Malloch et. al.’s (2010) handbook the concept of learning in the
workplace has emerged as a significant area for study with key researchers and
writers approaching the topic from different angles, such as approaching workplaces
as the base of learning about work, which is then work-based learning, or addressing
learning ‘about’, ‘through’ and ‘at work’. Many of the theoretical discussions
presented by Malloch and colleagues (2010, p.xv) “have centred around adult
learning and some on learners’ managing their own learning with emphasis on
aspects such as communities of practice, activity systems and self-directed learning”
(Engeström, 2001; Knowles, 1968; Wenger, 1998). Researchers and writers have
also positioned the idea that learning in the workplace has a bigger impact on lifelong
learning and life-wide aspects than the traditional training curriculum (Mezirow, 1997;
Marsick & Watkins, 2001). Learners are increasingly being challenged to assume
more responsibility for their own learning and development in work organisations
(Candy, 1991; Ellinger, 2004).
Learning is an important aspect of organisational life, one that comes from the
interaction between an employee’s individual mind and a socially constructed
community of practice (Cairns & Malloch, 2010). Workplace learning helps members
of an organisation adapt to changing environments as well as develop innovative
solutions to problems or situations in order to promote growth and competitive
advantage (Doyle & Young, 2007; Kock, 2007). With learning in the workplace being
positively associated with organisational performance it is then no surprise to see in
recent years more interest and research on the topic (Crouse et al., 2011; Eikebrokk
& Olsen, 2009). While research on workplace learning has looked at both for-proﬁt
ﬁrms and not-for-profit organisations (Beattie, 2006; Coetzer & Perry 2008), limited
research though has looked at the workplace learning of HR practitioners, and even
less so of the HRPs (Crouse et al., 2011). Studies of workplace learning have looked
at various professional groups such as accountants (Eraut et al. 2003; Hicks et al.
2007), engineers (Eraut et al. 2003), nurses (Eraut et al. 2003; White et al. 2000),
small business owners (Doyle & Young, 2007; Doyle et al. 2008), teachers (Lohman,
2000) and lawyers (Hara 2001), but not the HR group it seems. Pritchard’s (2010)
did address HRPs’ transition to a new strategic partner role as a process of identity
creation that goes from the individual’s self-awareness (Erikson, 1968) to the recent
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consideration of the “socially constructed, multiple and shifting character of identities”
(Collinson, 2003, p.535), however the author does not address how HRPs engage in
workplace learning.
A brief overview of specific features of workplace learning will help further position
the intent of the study, specifically as it addresses RQ#3: How are the HR Partners
(HRPs) working for international NGOs learning and developing the skills and
competencies needed to perform and grow as HR practitioners? Looking at this
question what are the skills and competencies needed and are these based on a new
role’s expectations or on the actual activities conducted based on the actual context
of the job, within the NGO? Then how do HRPs go about developing the proper skills?
This is what this study intends to explore.
It is worth mentioning Lave and Wenger’s (1991) focus on situated learning as well
as Engeström’s (2001) activity systems approach, which led to more research and
conceptual innovation on learning at work such as learning opportunities being a
function of organisational structure and power relationships (Fuller et al., 2005). As
pointed out by Eraut et al. (2003), different working environments whether across
various working groups or organisations can result in different learning opportunities
for the employees. These differences may be the results of several factors such as
organisational structure and how functions relate to each other within the
organisation, or factors such as those coming from the environment like “wider
regulatory, sectoral and organisational characteristics” (Fuller et al., 2007, p.744); as
presented so far through the literature review HRPs working for development or
humanitarian NGOs are aligned to complex organisational contexts impacted by both
external and internal factors.
The HRM function as presented throughout the HR literature and further addressed
by Cohen (2015) in her positioning of HR as a profession has indeed evolved from a
narrow personnel orientation to a broader HRM perspective, creating shifts in roles
and competencies among all HR practitioners and probably more so the HR Partners,
hence creating different learning opportunities. Recent developments in SHRM have
indeed positioned the strategic HR partner as an important ‘player’ whose aim is to
add value through acting as a ‘coach, architect, builder, facilitator, leader and
conscience’ (Ulrich & Beatty, 2001, p.294). As a means to support this transformation
of HR professionals into “strategic business partner” there has been a surge in the
last twenty years in the development and the promotion of HR competency models
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(Ramlall, 2006; SHRM, 2012; Ulrich, et al.,2008) to specifically help HRPs respond
to business needs and be more strategic (Stroble et al., 2015). Despite being an
important component of HR professionals’ career development, competency models
seem to be the only research focus around the topic (Caldwell, 2010; Crouse et al,
2011; Lo et al., 2015).
The HRM literature present numerous examples of HRM scholars and practitioners
focusing on defining and developing competency models they see as necessary for
the development of the HR practitioner professional competence (Cohen, 2015;
McEvoy et al., 2005). Competence as introduced in Chapter One is defined in terms
of configurations of traits, motives, knowledge, and skilled behaviour (Boyatzis et al.,
2002; McClelland. 1973; Ulrich et al., 2015a). In their review of the literature around
HR competency models McEvoy et al. (2005, p386) describe most HRM studies
being driven by a sense that the traditional roles of HR (e.g., administrative expert or
employee advocate) are no longer meeting the needs of the organisation with HR
professionals now assuming the role of business or strategic partner and change
agent (Ulrich, 1997) in order to add value.
The most widely cited study of HR competencies is the work conducted by Ulrich and
colleagues (Brockbank & Ulrich, 2009; Ulrich et al., 1995). It is important to highlight
that Ulrich was not the only one looking at developing a competency model for HR
professionals (SHRM, 2012; Ulrich et al., 2015a); he was however a major contributor
to the development of competency models in alignment to the strategic HRP role and
its three-legged model (Ulrich, 1997). As his competency model further developed
following his initial work (Ulrich et al., 1995) at the University of Michigan (Yeung et
al., 1996), the model went through numerous updates and revisions (Ulrich, 1997;
Ulrich et al., 2008a). The model initially focused on what was presented as the three
decisive HR competencies that appeared to explain the performance of HR
professionals aligned to a shared-service model: ‘knowledge of the business’,
‘functional expertise’ and the ‘management of change’; it later incorporated two other
important competencies: culture management which focus on changing employee
behaviour and the practitioners’ professional credibility, defined as the how they
embody the business values of their organisation (Caldwell, 2010). As of a few years
ago, Ulrich et al. (2015) had gone through a total of six rounds of HR competency
studies, with the most recent model (Ulrich et al., 2012b) showing competencies that
predict personal effectiveness and business results in six areas: strategic positioner,
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credible activist, capability builder, change champion, HR innovator and integrator,
and information technology proponent. This last model was later revised to fit into ﬁve
overarching competency categories that sought to distinguish low from high
performing organisations: strategic contribution, personal credibility, HR delivery,
business knowledge and HR technology. Critics however continue to question the
‘Michigan model’ of HR competencies despite its constant revision and with
questionable performance impact of the speciﬁc competencies (Becker et al., 2001;
Caldwell, 2010). Only a few empirical studies whether quantitative or qualitative have
gone down the path of exploring the effectiveness of the competency model in
making HRPs more strategic, also only looking at the for-profit sector (Boselie &
Paauwe, 2005; Brockbank & Ulrich, 2002; Ulrich et al., 2008a). So, despite the growth
in ‘business partnering’ competency models and their widespread advocacy, there
appears to have been very few empirical or survey-based investigations of the
effectiveness of these models in redeﬁning HR roles or in delivering a more strategic
HR function (Boselie & Paauwe, 2005; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005; Ulrich et al.,
2015a).
Being an HRP within the context of the INGOs, with HRM aligning strategic goals and
activities entails the development of business-related competencies as part of the HR
persona (Ananthram & Chan, 2013); yet is there more to professional competence
than competency models (Caldwell, 2010). Caldwell (2008, 2010) addressed the
notion that the nature of the HR partner role will vary in scope and tasks a notion well
worth considering. Studies like the one conducted by Caldwell (2010) indicates the
importance of re-contextualizing the constraints on the effectiveness of competency
models. The role will vary depending on many factors such as the size of the
organisation, how an HRM function is organized and how it has or has not
transformed itself into a shared services function. The question remains then whether
these competency models which continue to be advocated across HRM
organisations are effectively used or even effective (Caldwell, 2008, 2010). It is even
more so a concern in a research area like the NPOs where empirical data has yet to
be collected on the topic.
In principle, competency models are meant to improve the quality of the HR
professionals and support their professional development hence their performance
(Cohen, 2015). They provide a venue for organisations to create integrated and
consistent frameworks for selecting, appraising, training and developing HR
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managers as business partners, including a mechanism for linking HR strategy and
business performance (Baill, 1999; Boyatzis, 1982, 1993; Ulrich et al., 1995).
Research on the workplace learning of HR practitioners is scarce, especially with
regards to the added value of the HRP competency models to the professionals
themselves (Caldwell, 2010; Crouse et al., 2011). There is also limited inquiry, if any
that appraises whether the HRPs for whom these competency models were created
are truly making full use of them and benefiting from them other than gaining
certification through SHRM (2013), which at a minimum is a sign HRPs are interested
in their learning and development (Cohen, 2015; Pritchard, 2010). The intent of this
study however is not to address the use of competency models in best positioning
the HRP role in the NPO environment but rather to assess how HRPs go about
addressing their own perceived development needs to meet the business needs of
their organisations, the HRP competency model being one approach.
Whether we are providing HRPs with the proper support and the right tools to be
successful within the environment they operate remains then a general open question
inviting further research, and not just for the NPO sector. Yet, as just stated one might
also expect the HRPs skill sets to vary depending on the business environment.
Research on the workplace learning for HR practitioners is scare and what there is
tends to focus on the HR practitioners’ role in facilitating workplace learning and
passing on the learning to others, not on managing their own learning for their own
role (Crouse et al., 2011). As such there have been studies that have examined how
HRM systems impact organisations develop learning cultures (Han & Williams, 2008)
or how HRM systems can enhance knowledge management (Edvardsson 2007), yet
none appraising HRM’s own learning or knowledge management. Some research
conducted within the field of HR practitioners has focused on HR students (as in preprofessionals) and practicing professionals seeking continuous professional
development through institutionally based programs, looking at positioning critical
reflection as an important component to any professional development (Cohen,
2015). Although additional studies have examined the workplace learning of human
resource development practitioners (Garrick, 1998; Lohman, 2005) little research
exists that considers the workplace learning of HRM practitioners and even less
existing for the international HRM and NGO context.
Going back to Cohen’s (2015) review of the HR profession, having the requisite
knowledge and credentials is important, yet still not sufficient for success in HR. As
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one evolves in his or her professional role, one needs to develop and hone these
skills and increasingly add consultation, ethical practice, critical evaluation, global
and cultural effectiveness, organisational leadership and navigation, and most
importantly business acumen. These competencies may be the difference between
being transactional and being transformational as needed for the HR Partner role
(Pritchard, 2010). The purpose of this study is to inquire into what skills and
competencies HRPs working for NGOs in the field of development work and/or
humanitarian assistance see as needed for them to be successful in their partnering
role.

2.7 Summary of research literature - setting the context
A review of both the literature on PM and its relationship with HRM, and the literature
on HRM and its organisational alignment to the project-based organisation shows
that there is indeed a research gap with regards to HRM challenges in the overall
project-based environment. Several studies show that the move toward projectbased structures has implications for employees, and hence for HRM (Bredin &
Söderlund, 2011) which needs to be strategically aligned, vertically with the strategy
of the organisation and horizontally with other operational processes including its own
(Lengnick-Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 1998 ). Additionally, authors like Clegg and
Courpasson (2004, p. 527) point to “project staffing is permanently transforming,
evolving, moving, and changing” therefore stretching the demand for a different type
of HRM support. Few studies as we saw however explore the basis and
organisational conditions for HRM systems in the context of project-based
organisations, and how HR practitioners respond to the demands placed upon them
(Khan & Rasheed, 2015; Welch et al., 2008). Additionally, it should be expected that
the uncertain and complex nature of managing international development and/or
humanitarian assistance projects present project-based INGOs with further distinct
HR tasks and issues associated with managing a global workforce in challenging
conditions (e.g., scarcity of resources, post-civil war conflict zones, high government
corruption, etc.).
Furthermore, if there are studies conducted about SHRM alignment across projectbased organisations (Turner et al., 2008) the literature review of the research shows
the focus is more on the corporate level “far removed from the settings in which many
HR practices are implemented” (MacDuffie, 1995, p. 217). The studies are therefore
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not representing all levels within the HR function or only representing one side of the
operational level (such as the project manager), not inquiring about the impact on the
HR professionals and specifically the HRPs. And, whilst there is ongoing research
about the strategic role of the HRP such as the research conducted by Pritchard
(2010), the HR Certification Institute (HRCI, 2016) or by Dave Ulrich and colleagues
(2012a), most empirical studies only look at organisations within the private sector
industry. Research on HR roles focuses mainly on the MNCs when addressing the
international context, often omitting the INGOs operating in the international
development or humanitarian sector (Bartram et al., 2017; Kryscynski et al., 2015;
Stahl & Björkman, 2006, 2012); these organisations are now gaining a widespread
recognition of their emerging importance (Ramia, 2003). While SHRM in the INGOs
world may have much in common with SHRM in MNCs, additional organisation
factors such as the project-based temporary workforce and the value-driven nature
of the organisations would need to be considered (Fenwick, 2005). Additionally, do
we truly know about the workplace learning experience of the HRP as they align to a
strategic partnering role and how much of this workplace learning experience is
relevant to HRPs’ success in their partnering activities (Weick, 1995)? Consequently,
given the importance of HRM to organisations and given the shifting workplace
context of HRPs, workplace learning as part of a learning and professional
development path is worth examining especially as it relates to the nonprofit NGO
sector. Future research is needed to explicate the role of SHRM and its HRP
professionals in the development and humanitarian NGO sector (De Cieri & Dowling,
2006). This study is an inquiry of the HRP role as aligned to an adopted/adapted
shared services model within the INGO context, looking at what HRPs actually do to
respond to the needs of the organisations and for what purpose, including how HRPs
go about acquiring and developing the skills needed to be successful.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND
METHODS
3.1 Overview of method and structure of chapter
The overarching objective of this qualitative study was to understand what activities
characterise the role of the HRP within the international NGO context. Additionally,
the study looks at how HRPs manage their role and what factors or attributes
contribute to their ability to be and remain effective, in what is acknowledged as a
very complex environment (Bartram et al., 2017; Welch et al., 2008). The study aims
at gathering the HRP’s own perspective addressing the following research questions:
RQ1: How is the HR Partner (HRP) role created and positioned to support
the international NGO?
RQ2: What characterises the work of the HR Practitioner aligned to the role
of HR Partner (HRP) within an international NGO?
RQ3: How are the HR Partners (HRPs) working for international NGOs
learning and developing the skills and competencies needed to perform and
grow as HR practitioners?

In this chapter I aim to establish authenticity, credibility and trustworthiness by
presenting clearly the decisions I made during the design, implementation and
analysis of the findings process of the research., I explain my logic for choosing
Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) classical grounded theory

to manage coding in

conjunction with Charmaz’s (2006) constructivist grounded theory to organize this
study. This approach heeds Corley’s (2015) concern that researchers too often lock
themselves in one grounded theory methodology not allowing for adaptation and
creativity. As Corey (2015) suggests, staying true to the spirit of grounded theory
entails responsively customizing one's methodology as one “[engages] a
phenomenon from the perspective of those living it.” (p.600) This approach involves
the delicate work of concept formation, which Holton (2010, p.22), describes as:
“raising the focus of coding and analysis from the descriptive to the conceptual level
and trusting one’s intuitive sense of the conceptualisation process to allow a core
category to emerge”. I end the chapter with a discussion of the approach taken
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toward balancing truthfulness, authenticity and credibility to establish generalisation,
validity and reliability, and a presentation of key ethical considerations.

3.1.1 Approach to qualitative validity and qualitative reliability
This topic is further discussed later in this chapter yet a short introduction to it allows
to position the rationale behind the structure of the chapter, including the positioning
of reflexivity. I wrote this chapter with the objective to demonstrate my attempt to
ensure rigor in my actions as a qualitative investigator; this was done using certain
processes of verification during the course of the study such as the constant
comparative analysis of coding, which calls for the constant comparison of incidents
to incidents, incidents to categories and categories to categories (Evans, 2013;
Glaser & Strauss, 1967). I aimed at establishing validity and reliability of the
qualitative

research

while

also

establishing

authenticity,

credibility

and

trustworthiness (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Morse et al., 2002) in line with post hoc
evaluation standards (Creswell, 2014; Hammersley, 1995). This is an approach that
is allowing me to build a theoretical framework behind the HRPs’ management of
paradoxes and tensions within the international NGO world.
As pointed by Creswell (2014, p.251), while validity may not carry the same
connotations in qualitative research as it does in quantitative research I intend to
demonstrate that I checked for accuracy of the findings by employing certain
procedures; in a similar fashion I hope to indicate qualitative reliability by
demonstrating that my research approach is consistent across different researchers
and projects (Maxwell, 1992). Authenticity, credibility and trustworthiness are
important criteria in naturalistic (qualitative) paradigm, criteria that I addressed
through a balance of being both reflexive and critical in the decision-making process
for selecting and managing the research methodology and the data analysis
(Charmaz, 2005, 2006; Maxwell, 1992; Morse et al., 2002); it is a process I clearly
and honestly present later in this chapter. As Brinberg & McGrath (1985) state,
“Validity is not a commodity that can be purchased with techniques…Rather, validity
is like integrity, character, and quality, to be assessed relative to purposes and
circumstances” (p.13).
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3.2 Research design: methodology and approach to
research
My epistemological stance is the constructivist research paradigm aimed to interpret
the dialogue between me as the researcher and the HRPs as the participants
(Charmaz, 2006; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The methodology follows a grounded
theory approach which acknowledges the importance of a multiplicity of perspectives
and ‘truths’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and positions the study as “interpretive work
and . . . interpretations must include the perspectives and voice of the people who
we study ” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 274). Further the constructivist approach to
grounded theory positions the interaction between researcher and participants in the
research process (Charmaz, 2006) and in doing so brings to the fore the notion of
the researcher as author (Mills et al., 2006). As such, the research is very much
inductive with the theory developed as the result of the research experience and the
social interactions happening in the natural surroundings, including the interaction
between the researcher and the participants (Charmaz, 2000, 2005, 2006; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967).
I looked at collecting rich data around the how and for what purpose HRPs working
in international NGOs manage the partnership component of their role, and this within
a specific context, the project-based international development and humanitarian
world; this included capturing the how HRPs manage their professional development
in order to be efficient and effective within their partnering role. As such a qualitative
research approach, when compared to a quantitative is best suited if I want to ask
“what” and “how” questions (Silverman, 2010, p.25). While a quantitative research
approach faithfully follows laid out plans, looking at data that can be measured or
counted and later used for prediction, explanation and generalisation, “a qualitative
research study looks at things in their natural setting, attempting to make sense of,
or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meaning people bring to them” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005, pp.4-5).

3.2.1 Methodological coherence
I chose Grounded Theory as my qualitative approach versus others such as
Phenomenology or Discourse Analysis as it is a methodology designed to explain the
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“how” of the behaviours of participants vis-à-vis their main concerns studied in the
environment in which they take place (Chametzky, 2016; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
I see combining a classical grounded theory approach to coding and data analysis
(Glaser, 1978, 1998) and Charmaz’s (2006) constructivist approach to reflexivity and
interpretation supporting coherence between the research method which is about
‘‘how to’’ and the methodology which is about ‘‘why to’’ collect data a certain way
(Jackson et al, 2007). This approach is best suited to capture and explain the
participants’ patterns of behaviour and their subjective perception of reality such as
the shared aspect of HRPs’ day to day activities working in the INGO world, hence in
line with the ontological and epistemological underpinning of the constructive
grounded theory research (Mills et al., 2006).

Figure 1: Methodological Trajectory (Adapted from Charmaz, 2014)
The goal was to also think through the methodological trajectory of the research
project and choose a methodology that demonstrates methodological coherence
from beginning to end in a similar fashion as Morse’s (1999) “armchair walk-though”
which acts like a road map, removing at least some of the uncertainty from data
collection and allowing for some flexibility along the way (p.436). As explained by
Chametzky (2016, p.164) the data analysis derived solely and exclusively from
qualitative data to take the ultimate form of a theory that explains the behaviours of
the participants. And because the concepts are abstracts of “time, place, and people”,
what might be considered an eclectic approach to grounded theory is therefore
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allowing me to develop a highly conceptualised theory despite being unique to the
HRPs working in the world of international NGOs; it may however not be unique to
the non-profit and NGO world. Figure 1 presents the methodological trajectory of the
research, as adapted from Charmaz (2014).

3.2.2 Population and sampling methods
Sampling was done following a grounded theory approach using a mixed approach
to sampling; yet an overall approach guided by theoretical sampling (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967); theoretical sampling is “the process of data collection for generating
theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes and analyses his data, and decides
what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as it
emerges” (Glaser, 1978, p.36). Final sampling was prompted by the principle of data
saturation (e.g. theoretical saturation) when upon collecting my fourteenth interview,
no new data or no new categories emerged and no new knowledge was being
construed (Charmaz, 2006; Holton, 2010; Morse, 1995). Theoretical saturation as
presented by Bryant and Charmaz (2007) in their glossary chapter of the Sage
Handbook of Grounded Theory refers to “the point at which gathering more data no
longer reveals new properties nor yields any further theoretical insights about the
emerging grounded theory.” (p.611). I will further expand on saturation in the data
analysis section.
A total of fourteen participants were recruited and interviewed over the course of
fifteen months. Initially, a combination of convenience sampling and purposeful
sampling occurred since I selected participants based on accessibility while also
looking for participants with a specific professional profile as listed below (Morse,
2007, p.235).
The following participant profile was used to initially select participants:
❖ HR professional working for an international NGO managing either/or
development programs and humanitarian assistance
❖ HR professionals aligned to an individual contributor role
❖ HR professionals providing international support to overseas offices
Supported by Hood’s (2007, p.157) statement that all qualitative studies use some
form of purposeful sampling, my sampling selection was hence initially purposeful to
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access “knowledgeable people”, i.e. those HR professionals who have in-depth
knowledge of the phenomenon being studies by virtue of their professional role,
power, level of seniority and experience (Morse, 2007, p. 235). I initially reached out
to former HRP colleagues whom I knew had the experience working within the
international NGO sector to either invite them to participate and/or ask them for
referrals creating what is then referred as a snowball or nominated sample (Morse,
2007). I requested introductions from the initial participants to invite colleagues,
current or former and professional acquaintances to participate in the study, which
led to the selection of more participants.
As concepts were emerging the use of theoretical sampling prompted me to expand
my outreach to other sub-group of the HRP population that might bring more
knowledge around the domain of inquiry (Wiener, 2000, p.304); as such I expanded
the sample to include HRPs in managerial positions managing both an individual
contributor and a manager’s role, which happens often in small organisations where
the HR department may only be comprised of an HR Director and an HR coordinator;
this was the case for participant INT#12. The process of theoretical sampling allowed
me to “intentionally and purposely collect more data from sources that help further
develop the previously observed themes for the refinement of the emergent theory”
(Groen et al. 2017, p.8) and this within the context of the international development
and humanitarian NGO world.
Table 1 – “Participants Demographics” provides an overview of the demographics
(anonymous) with participants’ titles, years of experience and organisations’ size
while Appendix 3 shares the full demographic data collected (anonymous);
following Thomas’ (2013) reminders of good principles of data security and
stewardship, the demographics were used for the purpose for which the data was
collected to help me support the qualitative analysis of this research. As shown in
table 1, in the interest of anonymity and for ease of reference, I assigned each
interview and its respective transcript a code name rather than the name of the
participant: INT#1, INT#2, …INT#14. I followed a similar labelling convention for the
organisations who too needed to remain anonymous. Each recording and its
transcript were saved on my personal computer in a password protected folder
labelled interview data; the data was also uploaded into the NVivo software also
downloaded on my personal computer to assist with data analysis and keep track of
key quotations from the transcripts.
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In addition to inviting former colleagues and requesting referral, I used two networking
organisations recognized as having created communities of practice for the INGOs
to help identify additional study participants that met the criteria listed above. The two
networking organisations were: 1) Humentum7, a global membership organisation
focusing on the international development and humanitarian sector and formed by
the merger in 2017 of InsideNGO, LINGOS and Mango to bring together best
practices, provide training and support in the areas of compliance, managing risks,
finance, program design and HR performance management and 2) LinkedIn 8, a
business and employment-oriented service that operates via websites and mobile
apps, which was launched in 2003 and is mainly used for professional networking,
including employers posting jobs and job seekers posting their resumes/curriculum
vitae. LinkedIn allows for industry focused network groups such as the ‘Non-profit
Connection” or ‘International Development” to be created. Both networking
organisations provided me access to professionals who had similar HRP experience
working in the international development field and with whom I could actively engage
and invite to participate, a process for participant selection supported by Morse
(2007).
Humentum as an organisation based in Washington, DC where I am also based gave
me opportunities to physically connect with professionals whether at conferences or
networking events which helped create relationships and position my credibility in the
intent of my research; connecting face to face or by phone to verbally explain the
intent of the qualitative research and the focus on anonymity was key to securing
participants. My perception from the initial discussions I had with interview
participants is that they were positively curious about the concept of a qualitative
research that was capturing data at the level of the individual contributor hence their
level, but qualitative research was something new to them, hence the need to build
trust. Potential participants were also initially worried about having to commit a large
amount of personal time when already dealing with a busy work and personal life
schedule. The professionals I connected with relaxed and accepted to participate
once I reassured them interviews lasted no more than one hour; yet I was honest
about interviews sometimes lasting slightly over sixty minutes depending on the
richness of the conversation and the wealth of experience shared by the participants.

7
8

https://www.humentum.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/
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I also explained that although I preferred face to face, we could conduct meetings
using skype which allowed for better time management.
Fourteen HR professionals from a total of eleven organisations were interviewed over
a period of a fifteen months, with five HR professionals working for the same two
organisations, however each holding slightly different scope of work and each having
different level of international development experience and tenure in their respective
NGO. Tow participants described their role supporting humanitarian assistance
within their NGO. One participant was based in the UK, working for a UK NGO. I
secured the last interview February 2019 coming to a total of fourteen interviews and
the sense I had reached saturation with no longer the need to continue with data
collection (Holton, 2010).

3.2.3 Data gathering
3.2.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews
Considering my constructive grounded theory approach to data gathering which
promotes data gathering, analysis and theory construction proceeding concurrently
with coding starting with the first interview (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007, p.12) it makes
sense for interviews to be at the centre of my research methodology; although not
intentionally done it helped to have the fourteen interviews spread over the course of
fifteen months as it gave me time to start coding as soon as one interview was
completed, while securing another one. Interviews are also positioned as the most
widely used qualitative data collection strategy in management and social sciences
(Briggs, 1986, cited in Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p.3). I hence used semi-structured
interviews aiming to engage and interact with the participants and get them to share
perceptions, feelings, and ideas about their professional role and the activities they
perform, and the how and why behind them, while also aiming at capturing
participants’ behaviours during the interviews. As such the interviews were active
using Holstein and Gubrium’s (1995, 2004) technique which cultivates ‘meaningmaking’ as much as its ‘prospects’ for information (Silverman, 2001, p.95).
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INT#11
INT#12
INT#13
INT#14

# of Employees
overseas**

INT#10

# of Employees at HQ

INT#6
INT#7
INT#8
INT#9

Total # of Employees

INT#5

Total HR Team/ # of HRP*

INT#4

Participant location

INT#2
INT#3

Years Exp in HR/ Exp in
INGO

INT#1

Lead,
International HR
Sr. HR Manager
HR Business
Partner
Sr. International
HR Business
Partner
Sr. Global HR
Officer
HR Partner
HR Partner
HR Partner
Regional HR
Operations
Manager
HR Business
Partner
HR Business
Partner
HR Director
Sr. HR Advisor

13/13

US

15 /2 ½

~920

~750

~170

27/16
19/13

US
US

8 /1
~12 /4

~1200
7000

~1,050
~6,600

12/9

US

~12 /4

~7000

~150
~300 to
400
~300 to
400

6/5

US

~9 /7

~305

~55

~250

20/15
24/1
22/11
7/7

US
US
US
US/
Nigeria

~50 / 7
~50 / 7
~50 / 7
Not
shared/ 3

~4000
~4000
~4000
~1227

~1000
~1000
~1000
~227

~3,000
~3,000
~3,000
~1000

8/2

US

~8 / 1

~615

~446

~169

5/3

US

~8 /3

~1500

~120

~1380

18/10
19/8

US
UK

~75
~10,000

~65
~2,000

~10
~8000

Deputy HR
Director/ Sr. HR
Business Partner

18/ -

US

2/1
Not
shared/ 8
Not
shared/ 2

~3,000

~1,600

~1,400

Job Title

Participant Labelling

Table 1: Participants Demographics

~6,600

* Data estimated/captured as part of the interviews, not the demographic questions

Upon receiving full consent from the participants, I used a digital voice recorder to
capture each interview which allowed me to give my full attention to the participants
with steady eye contact, staying alert to probing opportunities for more details where
needed; it allowed me to make notes of any non-verbal cues such as body language
or facial expression, with the non-verbal data incorporated where appropriate in the
memo-writing exercising, providing details around the context to which the
conversation had been addressed (Holstein & Gubriem, 1995). Details included
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describing the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of the tensions being experienced by HRPs
working in international NGOs.
I used an interview protocol (see Appendix 2 – Interview Protocol and List of Interview
Questions) as a framework with questions aligned to the research questions and to
be followed as much as possible in a sequential order. The intent of the framework
was to make the data collection somewhat systematic across each participant and
increase the comprehensiveness of the data (Cohen et al., 2011); yet it was flexible
enough to be able to further probe into salient topics as they showed, the importance
of doing so I realized almost immediately as themes were emerging (Charmaz, 2006).
How I went about selecting the last few study participants through theoretical
sampling allowed me to better probe those topics in the latter interviews.
The interview questions were created and presented as appropriate to the
international NGO context, while also remaining meaningful and interactive so that
the data collected reflected the question-answer exchange and captured the social
context and the phenomena being studied including any cultural assumptions
(Briggs, 1986). The interview questions were open-ended allowing for possible
follow-up questions, with possible probes to use as relevant issues aroused (Holstein
& Gubriem, 1995; Thomas, 2013). Following Gioia et al.’s (2013) recommendation
the questions although specified, remained general (e.g., can you briefly tell me about
your current role, the history behind it and your main responsibilities and tasks?)
“aiming to get both retrospective and real time account by those people experiencing
the phenomena of theoretical interest” (p.19). The questions remained on target and
appropriate to the discussion and with wording that was sensitive to the unfolding
discourse, however flexible enough to be able to probe the participants (Kvale, 1996,
2007). The interview protocol allowed for an active dialogue between me as the
researcher and the participants while keeping track of the research aims. I also knew
that if interviews became particularly productive and relevant to the study however
lengthy, there may be the need and opportunity to undertake a follow-up interview.
At the end of each session I asked participants their interests and availability to follow
up if needed, to which they acquiesced.
Since this research is about capturing participants’ perceptions and expectations with
regards to the HRP roles and its added-value, I chose questions carefully and asked
them in a way to enable participants’ reflections (Charmaz, 2006) without getting
them to feel that what they said was wrong or incorrect and most importantly without
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me influencing their answer. If I saw them hesitate on an answer or at a loss for a
word, I would use some of Whyte’s (1982, cited in Cohen et al., 2011, p.422) interview
techniques such as 1) making encouraging noises, 2) reflecting on remarks that had
just been made by the informant, or 3) probing on an idea expressed earlier in the
interview which often allowed them to relax and regain their thought process and
remember what they were trying to explain. I also learned to remain silent when
needed allowing participants to think out loud and engage in a topic of conversation
using their own lead and words.
Following the above techniques allowed for rich discussions certainly creating the
sense that the interview sessions were approached as a social encounter (Kvale,
1996, 2007) where the participants and I discussed relevant themes in depth. The
last conducted interview (INT#14) is a good example, where as I was asking the
closing question whether there was anything we had not discussed that the
participant would see as relevant to the research, the participant without any specific
probe genuinely reflected and shared on why his role as an HRP in this particular
NGO was successful in comparison to other NGOs he had worked; what he shared
added to what had been captured through the previous interviews supporting the
emerging themes coming through the coding, and adding no new information. This
participant’s input gave me confidence I had reached saturation with no new
knowledge or “sparks” being added to the overall data hence no new insights
provided (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Saturation “is achieved when the
coding that has already been completed adequately supports and fills out the
emerging theory” (Ezzy, 2002, p.93). Participant INT#14 as the last data collection
activity allowed for this to happen.
With regards to logistics, the intent was to coordinate the scheduling of interviews
(i.e., face to face, using skype, etc.) in a way that did not impose on the participants
and respected their time and privacy (Thomas, 2013). To make it convenient to
participants, I offered to meet them at their workplace. The interviews were scheduled
outside work hours and/or during my different scheduled annual leaves to avoid any
conflict of interest with my own work time commitment.
As reviewed later in the section on ethical procedure, participants were asked to sign
an informed consent form which I e-mailed ahead of time (please refer to Appendix
4 – Consent Form). With their permission I used a digital voice recording device, an
app downloaded to my i-phone which allowed me to save recorded files as Mp3
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documents later uploaded to i-cloud then downloaded and saved to a computer. As
stated earlier the use of a digital voice recorder allowed me to maintain rapport and
actively engage with each interviewee and probe answers to reach a greater depth
of understanding; it also allowed me to capture non-verbal data that might be of use
during the analysis phase. I followed rigorous steps such as using a checklist to
ensure all interviews were properly recorded with files properly saved and then
uploaded online into the transcribing tool.

3.3. Data analysis and coding process
As stated in the introduction to this chapter while aligning the overall research
methodology to constructive grounded theory which positions the researcher as
somewhat imbedded in the research situation and process (Charmaz, 2006), I
purposely engaged with Glaser’s (1978) classical grounded theory coding procedure
to discover an emergent theory through systematic analysis of data (Glaser & Holton,
2004; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Holton, 2010).
Throughout the data analysis and coding process I followed Glaser and Holton’s
(2004) recommendations to continually ask myself: “What is the main concern of the
participant? “What is this data a study of”? and What is actually happening in the
data?” (p. 48). The purpose of these questions as reminded by Holton (2010) is to
keep the researcher theoretically sensitive and to avoid description when collecting,
analysing and coding the data (Glaser, 1998). Yet, because I am aligning the overall
methodology to constructive grounded theory, I also engaged with reflexivity through
field notes, memoing and keeping a journal; it is a process I further explain below and
which I position as an important step toward the full data analysis done via coding;
hence the reason behind including it this analysis section (Birks et al., 2008;
Charmaz, 2006).

3.3.1 Field notes and interview memos – A first step toward data
analysis
While I took field notes during the actual interviews, I remained fully engaged with
the participants. Field notes were a way of keeping track of what went on during the
interviews noting observations such as participants’ behaviour (Stern, 2007). After
each interview I wrote an interview memo going back to the field notes and reflecting
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on what I learned from the interview. The interview memos were a first step toward
data analysis as I started to differentiate between description and analysis and
reflected on topics such the constant need for the participants to sell their role or the
need to embed themselves into the international project teams; this is about “making
conceptual leaps from raw data to those abstractions that explain the research
phenomena in the context in which it is examined” (Birks et al., 2008, p.68).
In each memo, I would note my impression of the participant's experience and as
well as any behaviour, body language, especially facial expressions, that
communicated emotions (e.g., anxiety, frustration, humour). While a descriptive
treatment might focus for instance on how often having to sell the role occurred and
who were the stakeholders involved, the analytical development, in contrast, might
focus on the rhetorical uses and meanings of ‘selling’ or ‘being embedded’ by the
participant, comparing across participants and searching for differing interpretations
(Lempert, 2007, p.250). The memo writing captured my first analytical ideas about
the data and linked them to the ‘stories’ being captured; it helped me make explicit
any initial codes and themes that were emerging. Throughout this memoing process
I kept in mind my interview questions to ensure I was capturing what the research
questions intended to capture.
Thus, data analysis naturally started occurring while conducting each interview and
writing interview memos (Thomas, 2013); I added to this initial analysis phase by
listening to the interview audio recording without any transcript, situating myself back
into the interview scene, taking additional notes and capturing codes and themes
which I then compared, and combined where it made sense, with the initial field notes
and interview memos. Memos were also used as an analytical aid when going
through the open coding process, in which I referred to the interview memos and
compared emerging codes. By doing this, I was able to assess for similarities and
differences in the codes and any emerging categories such as comparing under what
conditions does the need of ‘being embedded’ occurred. Early memos helped begin
the analytical process and provided comparisons for later information; they were
integrated into the overall analytical process ensuring that all categories that were
emerging remained analytical as such they helped me keep track of different
possibilities for emerging categories to be organized as potential theoretical insights
emerged (Lempert, 2007, p.258).

67

3.3.2 Transcription
The analysis became more focused as I transcribed the interviews. Interviewed were
transcribed using Temi 9 , a transcription software which produced the fourteen
transcripts used for data analysis. Concurrently I listened to the recordings
independently from the transcripts, and then edited the transcripts to ensure
accuracy. Due to some participants’ strong accent with English being a second
language, including my own as a French native speaker, transcripts at times required
extensive editing to ensure the interviews’ content was accurately captured.
Checking for accuracy involved active and often numerous listening of the recordings
and detailed, repeated reviews of the transcripts within a time frame going from one
week up to two months, with additional note taking. I did this because previous
research suggests that analysis is very much dependent on the researcher’s frame
of mind at the time of the analysis (Charmaz, 2006). I followed the same process
across all interviews, writing interview memos as described above after each listening
event. I used those notes and memos as comparison against the themes that later
emerged through the formal coding process. I compared notes taken during the
interviews to notes taken during a first then a second listening, with the events at
times happening months apart; this allowed me to either confirm my initial
impressions and coding pattern or capture something else I may have missed earlier.
Any additional notes were added to the interview memos.
As described later, I used word documents, print-out of the transcripts to manage the
initial coding.

3.3.3 Personal research journal
Following Yin’s (2003) suggestion I maintained a detailed journal during the entire
research process. Over several notebooks, dating all my entries very much like a
chronological dairy, I kept track of my personal reflection, thought process,
observations, ideas and concerns as well as to-do lists or next steps to be followed.
I can claim the journal to be the main companion to my research and specifically data
analysis journey, serving multiple purposes (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984); one important
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purpose was being able at any time, but more so during the writing phases, to look
through the journal to get a sense of what I had covered and what I had learned.
I used the journal to capture additional notes during both the interviews and the
listening of the recordings. Some of those notes were either integrated into the
interview memos or were used to track the evolution of my analytical process, often
also a reminder of where I had left off when last working on the thesis. The journal
contains notes around the different topics discussed in each interview as outlined in
the research protocol and how the data aligned to the research questions; it helped
me keep track of specific conversations, making notes of when to potentially follow
up on something a participant shared. Additionally, I utilized the journal keeping track
of my observer’s comments like comments used in observation field notes (Taylor &
Bogdan, 1984).
Considering Maxwell (1996, p.12) suggestion that ‘field notes can convert thought
into a form that allows for further examination and further manipulation’, I hence used
the journal to keep track of the memoing exercise and of emerging themes,
interpretations, hunches, reflections, as well as participants’ reflexive comments and
striking gestures and nonverbal expression essential to understanding the meaning
of a person’s words. The journal helped me keep track of my own reflection and
organize the analytical development to integrate participants’ non-verbal data as
appropriate to move forward in my analysis and further develop concepts (Holton,
2010). However, following Charmaz (2006) constructive approach the emphasis is
for the researcher to stay close to the participants and keep their words intact in the
process of analysis. The journal was used to further capture those words and expand
the creative writing to communicate how participants constructed their worlds (Mills
et al., 2006).
I followed Holstein and Gubrium’s (1995, p. 78) recommendation that the interviewer
act as “an ‘ethnographer of the interview,’ who records for future analysis not only
what is said but the related interactional details of how the interview was
accomplished.” For instance, I captured in the journal one participant’s reflective
approach in presenting the challenges she faced including how she laughed while
commenting on how she had to “jump into the fire” and take accountability for her
own decisions which she claimed helped her gain assertiveness and promoted her
career development; she also stated while laughing that retrospectively what she was
asked to do on her own at that time should never have happened. Writing notes to
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capture such moments helped me during the data analysis such as when comparing
HRPs’ approaches looking for differences and similarities to managing the tensions
that come with their role, in alignment to the overall research questions.
I used the journal to record my observations as well as my own experience as an
HRP entering a dialogue with the different participants (Charmaz, 2006). Many of the
experiences shared by the participants I too experienced, especially considering my
tenure working in the sector and my motivation for doing the research as stated in
the earlier part of the thesis, however I made sure the interviews focused on the
participants’ experience and not mine. The journal allowed me to keep track of my
own voice, my own cultural background including my gender identity which may have
caused me as a woman working in international development to experience things
differently than a male colleague working in similar conditions (Olesen, 2007); all this
and other things to make sure my own voice did not interfere with the interview data
gathering and analysis yet supported my credibility as a researcher. As a result, the
journal allowed me to keep track of how I was engaging with a constructivist grounded
theory approach (Charmaz, 2006) where “The reflexive account also provides a way
for readers to assess the researcher in action and accord trustworthiness and
credibility (Olesen, 2007, p. 428).

3.3.4 Coding process
As a mean to assist with rigor and balance the use of reflexivity in data analysis, I
decided to align to the classical approach to coding (Holton, 2010). Hence, as I went
through the analysis and coding exercise, I followed Glaser and Holton’s (2004)
suggestion to approach data analysis with a series of questions such as “What is the
main concern being faced by the participants?” and “What accounts for the continual
resolving of this concern?” (p. 48). The authors asserted that the researcher wrestles
with these underlying questions through the process of coding which Holton (2010)
cohesively summarized as 1) Substantive Coding (open coding followed by selective
coding) and 2) Theoretical Coding; it is the process I used as my basis for data
analysis as shown in Figure 2, as first introduced by Kenny and Fourie (2015, p.1273)
and further explained below.
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Figure 2: The Coding Procedure of Classic Grounded Theory (Holton, 2010)

3.3.4.1 Phase 1: substantive coding
Open coding
I used extensive open coding, the initial step of substantive coding and the gateway
into comparative analysis (Charmaz, 2006, p.42) with the first five interviews;
extensive means that it was about “coding the data in every way possible ...running
the data open” (Glaser, 1978, p. 56). Open coding as explained later in this section
became more focused and organized as I went through the remaining nine
interviews. I followed the same technique for all interviews, coding first by hand by
making notations on a word document, a print-out of the transcripts. I then transferred
the coding into the transcript documents that had been uploaded into the NVivo
software which I used as a mean to track contents and quotes to be used as reference
material.
Part of the open coding was about capturing words that participants used and that
kept coming up through each interview. These are some of the in vivo terms that
reflect the nature, the richness and the complexity of the participants’ experience;
they reflect the participants’ “notions, behaviours, gestures, perspectives, attitudes
and so forth” (Stern & Porr, 2011, p. 64). Glaser (1978) refers to two types of
substantive codes, in vivo and analytic, with the former type meant to capture exactly
what is happening in the incident (e.g., HR partner being pulled in opposite direction)
and the analytic type meant to explain theoretically what is happening (e.g., the HRP
managing Constant Balancing Act) (Holton & Walsh, 2017). As explained by
Hernandez (2009), In vivo codes “tend to be the behaviours or processes which
explain how the basic problem is resolved or processed” (Glaser, 1978, p. 70) and,
therefore, “can imply theoretical codes; for example, cultivating implies looking into
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consequences since anticipating consequences [a theoretical code] is why people
cultivate” (Glaser, 1978, p. 70).
I immersed myself in the review of the data through line-by-line analysis, coding in
every way possible, writing brief memos for each code I was coming up while
attempting to capture the participants’ experience. I went through the process of
pulling similar quotes into categories, which were then grouped into higher order
themes. Using the NVivo software I ran an initial report to review the list of codes I
had created and then went through a simple but rigorous process of reviewing each
code and comparing the referenced material within and across each of the first five
interview transcripts. I looked for redundancy, confirmed codes as codes but also as
relevant, and combined similar and eliminated double coding; the process aligns to
Glaser’s (1978) analytical approach where the analysis itself “carries with it
verification, correction and saturation…” (p.60). Following this extensive coding
process, I was able to organize my codebook to reflect 93 codes. The 93 codes
allowed me to continue open coding in a more organized manner across all remaining
9 interviews as they were being collected, while still allowing for any new code to be
identified.
To further make sense of my codebook, I assigned each code a number from 1 to
93, printed out the entire codebook and posted it on a flip chart, which allowed me to
step back and further compare, looking for similarities, parities and more
redundancies. This exercise included constantly comparing the coding memos to see
where I could further trim or define the codes (Charmaz, 2006; Holton, 2010). As new
data continued to be gathered up to the fourteenth interview, then compared,
analysed, and categorized, categories become dense and complex and their interrelationships began to become apparent (Holton, 2010). I used another printed copy
of the codebook and cut the codes into single strips which I used to manually sort the
data, moving and posting the strips on separate flip charts for better viewing and open
sorting, allowing for the data to reveal key tensions as experienced and managed by
HRPs, and emerging core categories (Holton, 2010).
As the data was revealing key themes, I focused on remaining sensitive to what it
was telling. Glaser (1978) states an important concept in open coding is the issue of
theoretical sensitivity and the ability of the researcher to work with the data in both
theoretical and sensitive ways. While trying to stay organized in my approach to open
coding I allowed for conceptual thinking to come through, which meant allowing my
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background experiences, education and training to sensitize myself and ask
questions about the data, and forming guidelines and reference points which lead me
to inductive concepts being formulated. This is where keeping a journal was useful
as I tracked my ability to use personal and professional experiences combined with
my knowledge of the methodology “to see the data in new ways and think abstractly
about data in the process of developing theory” (Hallberg, 2006, p.144). In doing so,
the different coding categories around the core concept of embracing tensions started
to emerge as a phenomenon and became a framework as I was continuing with
further data collection and data analysis (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Selective coding
Selective coding is Glaser’s (1978, 1998) second step in the Substantive Phase and
according to Holton (2010) only begins after the researcher has identified a potential
core variable(s) (p. 31). Selective coding was done to delimit the coding to the 93
variables as they related to the core concept; it was managed through all collected
fourteen interview data.
In this second step I continued to immerse myself in the data, going back to the
codes, such as the In vivo codes comparing them across the 93 codes as described
earlier. Additionally, I went back to the referenced material in each interview transcript
to ensure accuracy of the coding while also further memoing each code. Memoing
as an analytical technique is discussed extensively in the literature regarding
grounded theory methodology (Birks et al., 2008). Although I did not intentionally
classify the memos, they were organized in a manner like the one advocated by
Strauss and Corbin (1998), who differentiated between operational memos, coding
memos and theoretical memos. The interview memos, coding memos and later
theoretical memos were initially kept separate, compared with each other, and later
integrated to provide content to the theory building exercise. How I wrote and then
organized the memos mainly shows a level of depth difference between the early
memoing and the more advanced done in the latter part of the selective coding phase
(Charmaz, 2006). Earlier coding memos enabled a deep and detailed exploration of
processes involved in coding and categorisation of data, while advanced memos
being more analytical (hence often referred as analytical memos) provided an avenue
to examine the codes at a greater level of abstraction and “to explore hypotheses,
relationships and explanations contained within the data” (Birks et al., 2008, p.73).
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The process of memoing in general helped keep track of both the story and my
thinking behind each code, and how all codes interacted, interrelated with each other,
looking for redundancies, similarities, impact relationship, whether positive or
negative, including inter-dependency. I used the more analytical memos to track
specific participant HR activities into the codes. I recorded my thinking in the journal
about how and when processes were occurring, how they changed and what any
consequences of the processes were.
Keeping theoretical sensitiveness in mind, I continued with selective coding further
analysing the data to potentially develop a conceptual map of 24 substantive codes
aligned to a core concept of embracing tensions (Glaser, 2001). In the memos I made
comparisons between the transcript data and the created codes in order to find
similarities and differences. I managed memoing across the extended list of 93 codes
and pursued to selectively organize them across 24 substantive codes. Figure 1
reflects the methodological trajectory of the research and it iterative process.
Selective coding through the entire data lead me to saturation of all categories, which
as described earlier was confirmed as I completed the last interview and no new idea
or emerging theme came out of the data (Stern, 2007). The in-depth coding memoing
and the constant comparison across the 93 codes allowed me to keep track that no
new conceptual dimensions were emerging hence supporting the concept of
saturation (Groenr et al., 2017).
In a similar fashion as Sandgren et al., (2007, p.229) it is only after the data revealed
emerging themes and led to a core theoretical concept that I went back to the
literature, an approach also supported by Charmaz (2006). As Glaser and Holton
(2004, p.11) stress, doing intensive literature review before getting to the emergence
of a core category may cloud the researcher’s ability to remain flexible and open to
what the data is truly saying. At this point all that had been done in terms of literature
review was the one conducted to support the development of the research questions
(Charmaz, 2000, 2006).

3.3.4.2 Phase 2: theoretical coding
Substantive coding allowed me to align the 24 substantive codes into a cohesive
structure supported by an emergent theoretical core concept. Appendix 5 – Excerpts
of coded materials across the five theoretical categories and substantive codes
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presents the substantive codes with collected excerpts of coded material. Following
Glaser’s (1978) approach theoretical coding was then the next sophisticated level of
coding of the research data with one major component being the theoretical sorting
of the memos with more memoing happening as a result of the sorting. The memos
are referred as theoretical memos in reference to the theoretical coding phase.
The writing of theoretical memos is the core stage in the process of generating
grounded theory. If the researcher skips this stage by going directly to sorting
or writing up, after coding, she is not doing grounded theory (Glaser, 1978,
p.83).
Theoretical coding allowed me to further establish relationships including
interdependencies between the 24 substantive codes (Kelle, 2007). Theoretical
coding was done through the writing of theoretical memos and the creation of
theoretical codes which ‘conceptualise how the substantive codes may relate to each
other as hypotheses to be integrated into a theory’ (Glaser, 1978, p.72). I am
referencing to theoretical code as the term used to capture possible relations
between substantive codes and thereby help to form theoretical models. For the
purpose of this thesis the term ‘theoretical codes’ is used interchangeably with
‘theoretical categories.’
Theoretical memoing as noted by Holton (2010, p.33) forced me to slow down my
research pace, revisit my coding process and its analysis to allow for different
theoretical categories to emerge. I followed Glaser’s (1978) integrative theoretical
coding to “conceptualize how the substantive codes may relate to each other as
hypotheses to be integrated into a theory” (p.72) while also using Charmaz’s (2006)
constructive approach which promotes reflexivity. I focused on different aspects of
tensions as the phenomenon under study, such as the conditions or situations in
which the phenomenon occurs, the actions or interactions of the participants in
response to what is happening in the situations, and the consequences or results of
the action taken or not taken by the HRPs when facing specific situations. The
‘emerging’ core theme hinted through the open coding started to further take shape
presenting the 24 substantive codes aligning to five theoretical categories of HRPs’
approaches to embracing tensions.
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3.3.5 Coding approach summary
In summary, as Charmaz (2006) suggests, it is important for grounded theorists
throughout their coding process to remain open to exploring whatever theoretical
possibilities that can be discerned in the data; to help with this she lists good
questions to keep in mind during the grounded theory methodology to analysis which
I applied to my coding process:
➢ What is the data a study of? (Glaser, 1978: 57; Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
The data is the study of HRPs working within the international development and
humanitarian project-based organisations, looking at the ‘what of’, ‘for what
purpose’ and the ‘how’ they manage the partnership component of their role,
hence looking at how they develop the knowledge, skills and/or competencies
needed for the role.
➢ What does the data suggest? Pronounce?
There is a need for HRPs to constantly manage tensions, however not always
being asked to eliminate them but more so embrace them as they arise, balancing
pro-activeness, reactiveness and readiness. This is the story of the HRPs
positioned as an engaged focal point of contact, a ‘Jack of all trades’ asked to
solve HR related problems with the ability to switch gears while in a constant need
to self-promote the role; the “focal point” positioning whether it be intentional or
accidental, embraced by the participant or rejected emerges as a value to the
NGO, however a value it appears not always fully accounted for.
➢ From what point of view?
As experienced by the HRPs and expressed during the interviews, also taking
into consideration the role of the researcher’s values, reflexivity and interpretation
(Charmaz, 2006; Groen et al., 2017).
➢ What theoretical category does this specific datum indicate? (Glaser, 1978)
As stated by Hallberg (2006), a fundamental characteristic of grounded theory is
the identification of a core category which becomes central for the integration of
other categories into a conceptual framework grounded in the data; the core
category determines and delimits the theoretical framework. The core category is
about HRPs embracing tensions using five approaches which will be further
presented in Chapter Four.
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Engaging with Glaser’s (1978) coding approach (substantive and theoretical) allowed
me to insert rigor in my constructive approach to analysing the data as I started
engaging with reflexivity and the role of my values as a researcher/practitioner. An
overall constructivist grounded theory approach made more sense because this is
after all about understanding the phenomenon under the study, the social process of
HRPs manoeuvring through the different tensions that are inherent to the complex
world of international development and humanitarian assistance where mission and
values-driven NGOs perform (Akingbola et al., 2019). This approach aligns with my
stance through the research methodology which saw “both data and analysis as
created from shared experiences and relationships with participants and other source
of data” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 130). The choices of research methods are not without
limitations and being a researcher/practitioner may be one of them. The role of
reflexivity and my values, including my position as insider/outside (Asselin, 2003) will
be further addressed in the limitations section in Chapter Six.

3.4 On balancing trustworthiness, authenticity and
credibility – versus - generalisation, validity, and reliability
I stated at the beginning of this chapter my intent to demonstrate how I ensured rigor
in my actions as an investigator which was done using the process of data verification
throughout the course of the study aiming then at establishing validity and reliability;
Morse et al. (2002) present verification as “the process of checking, confirming,
making sure, and being certain. In qualitative research, verification refers to the
mechanisms used during the process of research to incrementally ensure reliability
and validity and, thus, the rigor of a study” (p.17); the authors go on stating that the
mechanisms of verification are part of every steps leading you to develop a solid
theory.
Looking at grounded theory, I am positioning verification of the data and of the
analysis process as coding only for what is in the data and allowing for emergence,
which causes for verification to automatically occur following Glaser’s (1978) view
that “the line by line approach forces the analyst to verify and saturate categories”
(p.58) and this is how one’s theories become grounded.
Glaser and Strauss (1967) in their original work addressed the issue of verification
by stating:
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While verifying is the researcher’s principal goal and vital task for existing
theories, we suggest that his [sic] main goal in developing new theories is
their purposeful systematic generation from the data of social research. . . .
Thus, generation of theory through comparative analysis both subsumes and
assumes verification, and accurate descriptions, but only to the extent that
the latter are in the service of generation. (p. 28)
I will argue that the thoroughness of first deconstructing and resorting and regrouping
all the codes obtained through the extensive open coding exercise into the 93 codes
which in turn went through a similar methodical exercise of being reviewed, sorted
and compared, to then be aligned to 24 categories allowed me to get comfortable
with the idea of verification having been done automatically. The constant
comparison exercise I managed through the entire coding phase gave me confidence
of the accuracy of my work (Walker & Myrick, 2006). Additionally, how I ensured
congruence between the research questions and the semi-structured interview
questions while managing sampling adequacy and saturation (Morse, 2007) as
presented in Figure 1 aligns with activities meant to ensure both validity and reliability
of data.
Going back to Maxwell’s (1992) position on understanding and validity in qualitative
research, I am then strengthening the concept of qualitative validity by adding the
notion of authenticity (Creswell, 2014); echoing Mishler’s (1990, p. 417) that validity
is a social construction of knowledge hence implying understanding being more
suitable than validity in qualitative research I will say that both are needed to
demonstrate rigor. Similarly, I am incorporating into the concept of qualitative
reliability the notions of credibility and trustworthiness of the researcher (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985).
Authenticity is supported by the detailed and extended data captured through the
interview process which successfully remained active, with open-ended questions
always followed by probes to invite the participants to further describe or explain the
experience being shared. The intent was to capture each participant’s experience,
and present how what was being said related to the experiences and lives being
studied (Gephart & Richardson, 2008, p.41). The use of the journal with the notes
taken during and after each interviews helped me keep track of the process I went
through in knowledge construction which support the credibility and quality of my
research (Spencer, et al., 2003); additionally the extensive review of the transcripts’
quality and the use of interview memoing support the data captured through the
interviews as a true representation of the participants’ perspective (Bochner, 2012).
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I was able to collect rich data through fourteen active interviews, data I spent
extensive time analysing to the point of risking conceptual blocking (Glaser, 2011)
and which analysis I further describe in the findings chapter to allow for the audience
to decide whether the data is transferrable or not (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Authenticity is also supported by interviewing HRPs with different focuses and/or
different levels of managerial authority within their roles, all however sharing similar
experiences around the core category of embracing tensions. Theoretical sampling
promotes authenticity. The study also included representatives from both the
international development and the humanitarian sectors whose line of works may
require different HRM operational structures; it expanded to professionals based
outside of the US hence limiting the risk of the study being US centric.
The reiteration process of extensively revisiting the data, listening to the interview
recordings more than twice, ensuring the transcripts were true representation to the
recorded interviews, and constantly comparing notes and codes during the open
coding phase (Chametzky, 2016; Yin, 2003) ensured I focused on the aim of my study
and maintained honesty in what was being reported.
In this chapter, I described my methods in a detailed and personal way that clearly
reflects my research journey and supports my credibility (Silverman, 2001, 2010). All
research is subjective, in that it is personal and cultural, including science
(Hammersley, 1990, 1995). As such I understood the need when reflexive to remain
aware of prior cultural assumptions when they aroused and the need to explore
further from alternative perspectives (Hammersley, 2002). For instance, as a
practitioner learning to be a researcher it was an easy trap to start the open coding
process with pre-conceptualised categories of all activities the HRPs were being
accounted for, such a going by the generic job description (Appendix 1). I soon
realized this was happening which was actually limiting my free-thinking, causing me
to jump too far ahead in the analysis process and risk losing the grounded theory, a
critical point in Glaser’s (1992) classical grounded theory approach; I quickly
eliminated the categories and allowed the data to lead the way with the exercise of
aligning codes to concepts or dimensions later as part of the full coding and
methodological trajectory (Glaser, 2009). I address the contribution of reflexivity and
my own impact as an “insider-outsider” researcher having lived similar experiences
as the participants, and any limitations attached to it in Chapter Six.
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Along managing the concept of qualitative validity and qualitative reliability, the
examination of authenticity, credibility and trustworthiness is crucial - my claim was
to accurately represent the experience of the participants via a transparent and
reflective analysis of the decisions and processes I employed, including my own
impact, to design, collect, code, analyse, construct and report my research.

3.5 Ethical considerations
I followed the School of Education’s expectations concerning ethical practice having
gained research ethics approval through the process of the progression board. 10.
The BERA (British Education Research Association) code of ethics, the Revised
Ethical Guidelines (2004) and the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2011)
gave me the framework to pursue my study in an ethical way. As such I made a point
to “operate within an ethic of respect for any persons involved in the research they
are undertaking. Individuals should be treated fairly, sensitively, with dignity, and
within an ethic of respect and freedom from prejudice regardless of age, gender,
sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, nationality, cultural identity, partnership status, faith,
disability, political belief or any other significant difference” (BERA, 2011, p.6).
I conducted my research keeping in mind my responsibilities to maintain respect,
confidentiality and anonymity of the participants and the organisations they were
working for, including keeping in mind my responsibilities to the Community of
Educational Researchers.
As I gained entry to the research setting and reached out to potential participants,
whether face to face or by e-mail I identified myself as an HR professional and a
Doctor of Education student at the University of Edinburgh in the process of
conducting a qualitative research on the role of the HRP within the international
development and humanitarian project-based NGOs. I maintained full disclosure as
I went through the collection of the data. This meant if needed, obtaining referral
support from any identified gatekeepers such a Humentum, or abiding by any
administrative procedures imposed on the participants to be part of my study such
as the need to get approval from their own managers before accepting to participate,
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which happened once with the participant actually withdrawing before the interview
took place.
Anonymity was maintained and the names of participants as well as their
organisations was protected. I used a labelling system to maintain anonymity of the
data throughout the study.
As I progressed into the research I was determined to “take all steps necessary to
ensure that the participants in the research understood the process in which they
were to be engaged, including why their participation was necessary, how it will be
used and how and to whom it will be reported” (BERA, 2004, p.6). This was done
through the collection of a signed voluntary informed consent form, form I designed
(see Appendix 4 – Consent Form.) Each interview was started with an explanation of
the interview protocol, the approval to record the interview and the review of the
process of managing confidentiality and anonymity including the participants’ right of
withdrawal at any stage.
Care was taken with considering my dual role as HRP, working in a project-based
organisation as a practitioner and researcher. I realized that my dual role may impose
on others or may also put me and the participants in situations where confidentiality
was to be managed sensitively such as when we both knew of the specific of an
organisation, or a situation at some point having been colleagues. I reminded each
participant of this possibility before starting the interview, making sure they always
positioned me as an outsider and a person with no relation to an event being
discussed.

3.6 Summary and overview of the findings
The research was informed by the constructive research paradigm. I used semistructured interviews with HR professionals aligned to an HRP role working with the
international NGO sector to answer my research questions. Interview data were
transcribed verbatim and analysed using a coding analysis drawing on grounded
theory approach (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1978). Issues relating to the
trustworthiness, authenticity and credibility of the study were addressed by the
provision of a comprehensive picture of the intent of the research, the background of
the researcher and the way in which the research was conducted including the
sample selection and the analytical approach used. Ethical issues were also
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considered and approaches for data protection, confidentiality, respect for any
person involved in the research and minimisation of coercion in becoming a
participant were outlined.
Chapter Four presents the findings of the study while their interpretation is considered
in Chapter Five, the discussion chapter. Chapter Four intends to describe the role of
the HRPs through the categories and themes that emerged out of the analysis,
looking at any relationships among the 5 theoretical categories which are: ‘HRP as
the engaged focal point’, ‘HRP’s international project embeddedness’, ‘HRP’s
constant balancing act’, ‘HRP’s agile entrepreneurial mindset’, and ‘the “Networking
HRP and pay it forward’. ‘Chapter Four lays out the background behind the theoretical
framework around embracing tensions presented and discussed in Chapter Five.
Figure 3 provides a schematic representation of the way the findings (the five
categories and their respective number of substantive codes) align with the research
questions. The findings are outlined in the next chapter.

Figure 3: Schematic presentation of the findings as they align to the research
questions
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CHAPTER FOUR - FINDINGS
4.1 Introduction
This chapter provides an analysis of participants’ accounts of what characterised their
role as HRPs working for international NGOs doing international development (ID)
and/or humanitarian assistance (HA) work, including how HRPs utilized their position
within the organisations. Also included in the analysis is the way in which HRPs
developed the knowledge and capabilities necessary to sustain a role that was
described and perceived as highly demanding.
Through grounded theory analysis five interconnected categories emerged
demonstrating how HRPs respond to tensions, actually embracing them in their
everyday roles. These categories were examined through the lens of Smith and
Lewis’ Paradox theory (2011). For the purpose of this study, paradox is defined as
“contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist simultaneously and persist over
time” which definition highlights two components of paradox “(1) underlying
tensions—that is, elements that seem logical individually but inconsistent and even
absurd when juxtaposed—and (2) responses that embrace tensions simultaneously
(Lewis, 2000)” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p.382). These five categories are then the
HRPs’ approaches to embracing tensions when working within the international
NGOs: (1) HRP as the engaged focal point, (2) HRP’s international project
embeddedness, (3) HRP’s constant balancing act, (4) HRP’s agile entrepreneurial
mindset, and (5) The networking HRP and pay it forward.
Under a paradox lens the underlying tensions experienced by the HRPs are mostly
related to the NGOs organisational processes becoming global and more complex
while responding to expectations of multiple and varied stakeholders, internal and
external; this is something addressed in the paradox literature such as with
exploitation and exploration (Smith & Tushman, 2005) and flexibility and efficiency
(Adler et al., 1999). The common tensions embraced by HRPs are then related to
concepts such as the NGOs managing standardisation versus localisation as well as
centralisation versus decentralisation activities, leading HRPs to managing HQ’s
expectations while having to respond to the needs of HCNs at the level of the
international project. This list is not inclusive.
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This chapter is structured around the five categories or approaches for ‘embracing
tension,’ suggested by the lens of paradox as they relate to the HRPs’ role and
activities (Aust et al., 2015; Smith & Lewis, 2011). While all categories interconnect
and address the research questions, (as reflected in Chapter Three, Figure 3) they
each contribute individually and differently to how HRPs embrace tensions,
approaching them from a both/and perspective instead of an either/or perspective.
Each section presents a category with its respective substantive codes. And while
each substantive code is considered an important result of the data analysis some
codes came through stronger than others in the accounts of the participants. The
sections reflect this balance expanding on some codes more than others.
Table 2 – The Five Theoretical Categories and Related Substantive Codes as
Approaches to Embracing Organisational Tensions
Theoretical
Category
1 -HRP as the
engaged focal
point

Substantive Code

HRP role as central focal point – act as triage
Facilitator of change – translate and manage expectation
Active in building and promoting relationships Facilitator role in managing employee relations
2 – HRP’s
HRP and operational support to international project
international
management cycle
project
HRP role in promoting capacity building of the HR function at
embeddedness
the international project and country level
Project management and global employee relations
management
3 – HRP’s constant Connects and manages short-term and long terms plans and
balancing act
activities
Balancing leadership expectations and organisational
structure
Promotes employee engagement within a complex and
ambiguous environment
Balancing HRP advisory and coaching Role
Takes an active role in promoting and positioning HRP role
4 - HR agile
HRP as a global HR generalist, a Jack of all trades
entrepreneurial
Ability to manage HRP role with limited resources
mindset
Influencing without authority
Entrepreneurial approach to HRP role - being agile
Agile in dealing with complex and ambiguous environment
HRP and organisational efficiency role
HRP and alignment to mission and values
5 - Networking
Career path as HR professional
HRP and pay-it
Learning and reflection-in-action
forward
Ability to utilize NGO community of practice
Ability to build resilience
HRP and self-reliance on professional development
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The five theoretical categories and their respective substantive codes are outlined in
Table 2. The discussion chapter will further expand on paradoxes as they relate to
the HRP role and activities.
As all data were anonymised, interview reference numbers are used for all quotes.
Appendix 5 provides additional excerpts of coded material to further illustrate each
category and substantive codes. Transcription is verbatim, with only minor editing to
assist legibility.

4.2 Category 1: HRP as the engaged focal point
4.2.1 Overview of category 1: HRP as the engaged focal point
In this study, whether a result of the HR structure and/or the HRPs’ own actions, the
role of the HRP was clearly positioned at the centre of the employer-employee
relationship expected to be the face of the employee experience. For instance, all
HRPs were actively engaging to ensure required HR activities were properly
coordinated to promote an efficient and productive employment life cycle experience,
providing support to employees both at the HQ’s level (US or UK based) and at the
country level where an NGO might have operations. Hence, the emerging theme of
the HRPs in this engaged focal point position is related to ‘being’ the face of the HR
department, active in building relationships across all employee levels, managerial
and individual contributors while often dealing with contrary elements in need to be
‘translated’ for better comprehension. For instance, HRPs represented their HQ HRM
in implementing standardized changes such as global HR policies and processes to
be transferred at the local country level, which policies and processes often created
conflicts at the local context hence the need for the HRPs to adapt them. They also
found themselves supporting activities at the international project level that did not fit
a standardized process hence needed to be reviewed and approved by HQ to allow
for exceptions. While tasked to implement strategic HR changes, they remained the
point person to managers and employees assisting all with labour relations; they used
their understanding of the global context to manage difficult and/or sensitive
situations. Central to being a focal point is the concept of client or customer
relationship hence HRPs often referring to the recipient of their HR support as their
client.
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4.2.2 HRP role as central focal point – act as triage
In this study a good portion of the HRPs’ time was spent selling their business
contribution to line managers and/or project managers who needed to address what
the HRPs saw as short-term and long-term labour related risks; as a result, they found
themselves being pulled in different directions, sought out as a problem solver for
anything and everything. As participants stated they saw themselves as the “conduit”
or “concierge” managing HR policies and processes on behalf of the main HR
organisation while also responding to individual employee needs. They were the point
of contact for all employee relations matters for the business units they supported.
One participant used the term “central nervous system” to reflect his role as the
central point of contact in employee relations matters:
“You know HR Partner is a critical role like a Central Nervous system. It’s like
it. It's your nerve system…It's everything, It's employee relationship
management, it's investigation it's all of that….”(INT#4).

Or as another participant stated:
“I work day to day with our local HR managers, on our different projects and
serve as a resource and tool for them. so if they have questions, concerns
dealing with complex situations, whether that be, an employee relations case
or a difficult recruitment question or difficult benefits question, I'm their main
point of contact”. (INT#9)

Several HRPs talked about how their role aligned to their overall HR structure and as
a result what expectations had been placed on them as HR practitioners positioned
as the face of the employee experience. While a majority of HRPs stated having been
mainly tasked with the implementation of standardized policies and processes, a few
described their role as also officially positioned and championed to the NGOs as HR
partners to the internal sub-organisational clients they supported. These latter HRPs
stated their role had been presented as one meant to assess clients’ organisational
and human capital needs and collect feedback expected to be taken back to the main
HR department to be addressed. As one HRP appreciated:
“So this is really the role being created, I'm sort of like a concierge if you think
about it. I go out to the client, get the client's list of demands or you know, list
of things they'd like to see happen and… I go back to the larger organisation
and try to get that delivered through it.” (INT#10)
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Yet, all HRPs embraced their focal point position often managing what they described
as contradictory demands. For instance, all HRPs expressed being pulled into
supporting international projects and being held accountable for managing the HR
function, building local HRM capacity at the local country offices with often minimum
support from their HQ HR department, at least not in a constructive or efficient way.
HRPs remained the focal point, the only HR representative close to the local context
hence responsible for implementing standardized global HR policies and processes
while concurrently providing a localized generalist support to international projects
and their local employees; this focal point role was something they described as not
always a straightforward process to manage and one not always easy to articulate
back to their HQ HR.
One participant referred to being sandwiched between what was standardized by HQ
and what could be advised when in needs for adaptation at the local country level:
“And that's how the procedure is in the first place. So it's just that you get in
the middle, you happen to be like sandwiched sometimes” (INT#4).

Being a focal point could backfire with HRPs being perceived as the only problem
solver to all issues and this both by their HR leadership, HR colleagues, and
employees; they stated often feeling over-worked because of this. In addition, when
not immediately responsive to a client’s request for help, often due to a heavy
workload, HRPs felt being perceived as creating bottle necks hence creating
additional stress among the clients they supported.
“I think there is that knowledge sharing that we can provide of the organisation
that is critical to HR and the other departments. Sometimes it comes in really,
really handy. but sometimes I think that cripples the other areas because
we're seen as the only people with that information.” (INT#8)

4.2.3 Facilitator of change – translate and manage expectation
HRPs saw themselves positioned as focal point embracing tensions which they saw
a result of their HR membership to their overall HRM structure, including their
managerial reporting line. They were the focal point asked to translate HQ’s
standardized policies and processes down to the local level. Several participants
discussed the complexity of managing HR expectations across different suborganisational structures including the temporary ones as represented by each
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international project; the complexity of dealing with different cultures added many
levels of tension. As one HRP stated:
“how do you think an HR person in Yemen is able to deal with the current
response? what are you providing them in the way of general capacity
building? And what do you think they need from us from HR humanitarian
capacity building? …” (INT#13)

HRPs were asked to implement new policies while at the same time assist managers
with the daily activities that came with managing employees.
Participants shared how their HR departments, for the majority seemed to apply an
ethnocentric approach to standardisation; their HQ HR departments focused first on
developing and implementing US or UK centric policies and processes, and then
attempted their alignment across the globe, relying on the HRPs’ generalist exposure
to the local context to manage local implementation hence transfer processes. HRPs
described spending time having to adapt policies and processes and ‘translate’ them
to better fit the local context, which often included literally translating them in the local
language.
HRPs expressed frustration in being the main point of contact and the sole connector
to the local context especially as it created dependencies. For instance, as stated
above being so close to the local context led to the HRPs being perceived as the goto person for both HQ leadership and international project managers, and suddenly
being held accountable for problem solving activities related to any employee
relations issues. This is a theme that most HRPs shared, some experiencing the
tension more severely than others:
“Of course I have the international context and the relationship with the office,
but at a certain point my bandwidth and my knowledge of compensation really
doesn't enable me to do it and I don't know that it's in the best interest of
everyone for me to be continually involved in this….however, the way our HR
is structured and the expectations, I believe the leadership expectation is that
I remain heavily involved in it.” (INT#8)

The HRPs managed their leadership expectation to implement standardized policies
and processes at the level of local country offices and projects with for some the goal
to decentralize the HR function. They shared tensions that rose from the contradictory
demand of implementing standards while providing HRM support to international
projects at a country level, where HRM capacity in terms of local HR professionals
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was often scarce. HRPs shared having an HR representative hired at the country
level was often an afterthought despite a position they constantly promoted to be
budgeted as part of a project staffing plan. And if the position was indeed budgeted,
the pool of HR professionals to hire from may have been limited.
In one instance where the role had been properly budgeted, one participant shared
how her NGO specifically set up local HR representatives in each of the five country
offices she supported with the intent to decentralize HR support. She envisioned her
role as promoting the decentralizing of the decision-making process and empowering
HR personnel at the level of the country; she was increasingly able to position her
role as strategic and advisory and also attend to especially critical issues such as
interpreting and manoeuvring an NGO’s policies within local labour laws. Aligning
herself as an advisor to local HR colleagues was however a process she stressed
required building trust, and one she admitted took time yet one with major return on
investment (ROI). It was also a process her leadership allocated time for her to
manage.
“I have meeting calls every other week with each of the HR managers which
is actually one of the biggest tasks,.. so that's really more of even just a
relationship building and have them feel like we're supporting them even
without imposing……the success was having the HR managers feel
comfortable enough to call headquarters and come to me for support. I think
if we don't have that trust and relationship we're not serving our role.” (INT#5)

And as this HRP commented the ROI for her came from witnessing local HR
representatives breaking away their dependency from HQ taking control of their
decision making which she said was the goal of the standardisation process, meaning
to decentralize HRM; this is something she witnessed following an HR retreat where
all country HR representatives were brought together in one country and met for
training around HR standardized process; this was an experience she described as
very rewarding.
Not all HRPs shared the same experience having dedicated HR representatives at
the local level, at least not initially; following constant conversations around the
crucial need for expert HRM support at the project level and how this support might
be linked to the success of the projects HRPs eventually managed to have local HR
representative roles created. Whether the role of the local HR representative was
originally budgeted in a project or not, HRPs described it as key collaborator to their
effort to managing expectations behind the implementation of standardized process,
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helping them diminish risk for push back from local employees; that key collaborating
effort was not always properly planned at the HQ level yet HRPs would constantly
seek to make it happen finding the balance between reactiveness and proactiveness.

4.2.4 Active in building and promoting relationships
As focal point, HRPs supported global staff that were spread across various
geographical areas and various time zones which made building relationships and
positioning their role even more complex; tensions and as a result anxiety occurred
as time zone differences confused and exacerbated anyone’s sense of urgency
which HRPs needed to manage and prioritise. As one HRP shared, a 48-hour
expected response time was perceived differently whether the request came from a
US based employee or an employee based in Afghanistan where the time zone was
ahead by 9 hours.
HRPs acknowledged focusing on building trust and this for many reasons, one being
the need to address HR’s poor reputation and being perceived as a bottle neck.
“many times leaders see HR as a block or a wall for them to deal with when
they want to do or to move to the next step for whatever the reason…it could
be a promotion, it could be a reduction in force, could be many, many things.”
(INT#14)

As a result a good portion of the HRPs’ time and effort in building relationships was
spent proving HR’s worth which they said was initially achieved by being responsive
and consistent in their approach to providing their services; they experienced
instances where the process of implementing new policies could stall if they had not
created trust among different stakeholders. One HRP shared her experience and
how she took the time to develop a connection and present her added value to one
of her leaders known to be difficult with accepting HR processes. She stated it took
a few months for him to naturally seek her out for advices, even if just to discuss
general HR topics.
“I want to be your partner, I don’t want to be the police, I don’t want to tell you
what you do, what you have to do and what you can’t do. I want to have
discussions, you know, this is the kind of HR person I want to be to you. If you
have any previous bad taste with HR, I want you to throw that all out the
window and I want you to give me a chance for me and what I bring to the
table” (INT#7)
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Time however was a resource the HRPs did not always have. HRPs found
themselves in a constant need to explain their role and prove their value which
entailed making themselves visible, embedding themselves and being responsive,
which could result in an over-dependency from the clients who perceived them as
the “go-to” person. Such dependency was expressed by one HRP:
“Because they think that it is the role of the HR partner to be involved in
everything that's going on. I know I have been pulled in many things I should
not because they trust that I may be able to help. They do. I mean, they trust
that you know, your clients trust that you can, you know, articulate their need
and be the go between.” (INT#8)

HRPs used face to face, in person meetings whenever possible or virtual using
technology such as Facetime, Skype or WhatsApp, which programs were free and
commonly used across the developing world. Some HRPs mentioned travelling to
different countries when a project’s budget allowed which experience, they described
as invaluable and incomparably helpful in their effort to build trust with both local
leadership and across all employees. The option to travel to assist with HR related
matters however was often not an option, hence the need to rely on technologies that
facilitated communication.
HRPs expressed the need to create relationships with project managers and directors
whether HQ based, or country-based, that were accountable for HCNs management.
Building relationships was an activity HRPs presented as crucial for the success of
their role, however one that appeared to vary in scope and efficiency depending on
the level of HR leadership championship in positioning the HRP role. Building
relationships was something HRPs shared took time and time was scarce having to
balance different stakeholders’ expectations and varied sense of urgency; yet some
HRPs acknowledged slowly being sought out for HR advice and often in a proactive
manner, something they said was the result of their persistence in selling their role:
“And the way I've really have done that with some of my internal clients is
just,.. by building trust with them. It's taken time. But by showing that I am
knowledgeable about how I can be effective and you know, I can be trusted,
then that has really allowed them to bring me into more situations I normally
wasn't brought into, especially with this role being very new.” (INT#9)
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The approach to building trust varied depending on how the HRP role was positioned
across the NGO. On one end one HRP stressed how building into her schedule the
time to get to know the business and develop trust at the local countries’ level had
helped manage HR strategic implementation, allowing for the local country offices to
get organized and build up strong HR teams at the country level. On the other end
another HRP stressed how rolling out new HR processes too fast without taking the
time to assess local capacity had created bigger issues at the local level. In all cases
the HRPs found themselves caught in the middle.
HRPs explained that in order to become trusted advisors to their clients they needed
to understand their clients' organisational needs and that such understanding was
best gained through direct exposure to project activities, hence the need to embed
themselves; yet not all clients wanted their HRPs too involved due to their advisory
service being perceived as policy enforcers and a bottle-neck hence clients pushing
back on engaging with HRPs. HRPs missed being invited to management meetings.
HRPs as they sought to create relationships were being pulled from all sides to solve
problems which came across as very exhausting. HRPs positioned themselves as
responsive, reliable and resourceful in solving problems, yet they struggled to keep
up; positioned as focal point they became the go-to person, a result of them being
good at creating relationship. A few HRPs acknowledged at time intentionally limiting
their visibility among new HQ’s onboarded employees in order to manage their
workload.

4.2.5 Facilitator role in managing employee relations
As focal point HRPs identified themselves as the lead implementors of strategic HR
activities such as their NGO employee performance management process. This role
led them to experiencing certain tensions associated with learning new ways of
managing employees. For instance, they shared how certain HR activities were now
being passed onto project managers who were being made accountable for
employees’ performance, a status not always well managed, if at all embraced, by
managers. HRPs described managing employee relations issues the result of
managers’ reluctance to take accountability for managing their direct reports’
performance. As INT#1 stated:
“As part of my role, what I see as one big challenge is with the new managers
who were hired to manage a mission and a vision; they are mission driven.
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They don’t want to be managers, they are there to improve the world. So my
role as HRP is about "advising you", about coaching. HR is not about making
the decision for them. I have to give them the pros and the cons. I manage
the manager's ability to make the decision, own it and communicate it.”

HRPs shared how they were constantly selling their role to managers as a support
and liaison person they could go to when dealing with difficult situations at work,
whether employee related or not, especially when new to the role of manager, yet it
was not a support that was always fully appreciated. Presenting herself as a senior
HPR new to the INGO world, one participant described how she had to dedicate quite
an amount of time to coach managers on managing people. She was wondering
whether this was something common across the nonprofit sector. As this HRP stated:
“managers have limited managerial skills, they don't want to manage other
people because they only want to do the technical things. They don't want to
do the people things, they have no interest in it and if they don't have an
interest in it, most of the time they're not great managers because it's not what
they would call important to them.” (INT#7).

Most HRPs referred to managers having joined an international development or
humanitarian assistance NGO to support a mission and vision of doing good for the
world through their technical work, and not to be people managers, hence a
perceived reluctance to take the role. HRPs explained that as international projects
were won, and staffing expanded employees originally hired as technical experts got
promoted into project managers with line management responsibility, which suddenly
made them accountable for managing employees’ performance and career path and
this often across the globe. HRPs were called in to assist individual contributors who
were not always ready to embrace the people decision making processes and
activities which if poorly managed resulted in employee relation issues often leading
to the managed employees being separated.
As another HRP stated, her role was truly about coaching and empowering managers
into taking accountability for their people decisions and using a specific project
management tool called the RACI model11 to manage expectations:
“I think about the RACI model a lot, you know clarifying what my role is about,
like my role is almost always a C, like I am just the consultant. I feel like so
many people come to me like they're coming to me for approval. And I

11

https://www.pmi.org/search#q=RACI&sort=relevancy
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constantly have to redirect them to I'm just giving you my input. But you are
the decision maker.” (INT#1)

The RACI model which stands for responsible, accountable, consulted, and informed
is a responsibility assignment matrix tool used to clarify roles in cross-functional or
departmental projects and processes; while this participant may have been the only
one specifically referring to the tool all HRPs emphasized constantly having to
engage with managers to make them accountable for personnel management
processes.
Whether a result of promoting their role as coaches to managers or not, HRPs
described in many instances being the mediators of conflict resolution process
between managers and their employees; it is a role that took time however brought
instant gratification. One participant shared how one manager sought her advice on
how to manage an employee’s tardiness which difficult conversation with the
employee the HRP helped the manager prepare for by putting her through role play,
with the manager later coming back to thank her:
“I bounce ideas off of them, give them resources, you know, maybe even role
play, …. Oh they hate it, but they've come back after the conversation and
said …thank you, and even though I didn't want to do it, it did make the
conversation go a little bit easier…” (INt#7)

Tensions often rose as a result of HRPs not being given the time by their own
leadership to push back and hold the managers accountable for employee
management. HRPs described situations where managers pressed to eliminate the
employee issues versus managing it, meaning requesting employee termination
often resisting and challenging the HRPs’ consultative role. A few HRPs shared how
certain managers had gone over their head to an HR leadership representative hence
undermining HRPs’ credibility. HRPs described situations like these as common. It
was a challenge that was shared as eroding their level of confidence especially as
they strove to be consistent in their approach to partnering with managers and
employees.
“I think we have a lot of leadership that do get in the weeds, so I think that
people do think that they can approach them. And there is no hands-off
mentality and in this organisation people are not even scared to go to the
CEO.” (NT#6)
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Additionally, as one participant who seemed successful in positioning her role as
more strategic acknowledged, working closely with leadership representatives led
being perceived by the employees as employer centric, a risk she was willing to take:
“I spend too much time with my senior management and for each of my
different areas, um, and they management team and I probably don't spend
a lot of time going down to the lower levels in the organisation, but there's just
not the capacity to do that on a regular basis. So, um, I would say the largest
area that I support is managers.” (INT#6).

This approach was shared by a few HRPs while others clarified intentionally
positioning their role as being neutral on the front of employer versus employee
representation.

4.3 Category 2: HRP’s international project
embeddedness
4.3.1 Overview of category 2: HRP’s international project
embeddedness
In this study HRPs described their NGOs as existing to deliver a service to an external
client, such as a developing country government entity and this through complex
funding mechanisms. They described their NGOs as being structured with suborganisations referred as departments, business units or divisions, each with a
specific focus whether being a functional support such as HRM, finance, contracts
management, information systems, or a technical support such as global health and
nutrition, HIV Aids prevention and policy advocacy, or workforce development. Two
HRPs mentioned their NGOs doing humanitarian assistance with specific divisions
focusing on crisis response and the rapid deployment of resources including
employees to support humanitarian relief efforts. All HRPs described the technical
sub-organisations operating like individual business centres managing their different
international projects specific to their area of expertise however supported by
functional departments such as finance, HRM and IT cross-collaborating for
operational efficiency. As reflected through the study these NGOs were heavily
dependent on HCN hiring and management processes, processes the HRPs
described themselves highly involved in supporting hence the emerging theme of the
HRPs constantly seeking to embed themselves in the PM cycle having to balance
global policies and processes with local project needs and local country regulations.
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4.3.2 HRP and operational support to international project
management cycle
As HRPs were tasked in implementing global policies and processes across the
different countries they supported, HRPs mentioned the proposal development
process as one organisational process they constantly sought out to be more
involved in; they saw it as one important process to standardize from an HRM
standpoint which would help them be more proactive. One participant referred to a
75 million, 5-year capacity building USAID funded project in Ethiopia, a project he
was at the last minute requested to provide local staffing and recruiting support, not
an easy task considering the scarcity of local expertise and skill sets at the time. All
HRPs described their experience being pulled at some point or another into providing
support to an international project and shared their knowledge of the NGO’s
international PM cycle. They described how a project life cycle started with the
anticipation of a new project to be funded by a specific agency; they described how
once a bidding process was officially announced NGOs went into a “call-for tender”
or RFP process referred by the HRPs as the bidding stage where NGOs’ business
development teams prepared and submitted to the funding agency a proposal for
work document, with a fully designed work schedule and staffing plan. HRPs
described how once a project got awarded there was often not much turnaround time
with NGOs expected to manage rapid in-country project start-up schedules with rapid
project implementation and delivery activities. HRPs acknowledged being pulled in
last minute providing support to rapid project start-ups as it implied rapid alignment
of HR policies and processes; with project activities being implemented through
different timelines going from three to five years and managed through expected
project deliveries this meant HRPs also being called in for project-close out activities.
The proposal development process was the stage where project staffing plans were
designed and where HRPs saw themselves valuable providing insights on HRM
across the entire PM cycle from start-up to close-out; this included providing insights
on the need for the standardisation of HR processes and policies while also laying
out all local country labour laws management to help project managers anticipate
and mitigate any human resource scarcity and related legal, financial risks. Yet
despite human capital being an important resource for the project success, HRPs
stated not being invited to participate in those preliminary meetings, at least not in a
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consistent proactive manner; it was a phase where they saw their role as adding
value yet a role they struggled to position.
“This organisation has a challenge and particularly business development
and I am not passing judgment on people. I think it is more just the function
that they don't think about…they don’t think about HR as being necessary or
as something that cross their mind when starting a proposal or starting a
program. …. And if you had all the players on the table talking about how do
we get this started? How do we get this rolling quickly?... You could address
so many problems that inevitably happen, or you can get at them more
efficiently.” (INT#2).

Along the way of building relationships and constantly selling their role HRPs
acknowledged slowly being sought out for HR support earlier on in the PM cycle,
hence starting to be perceived as an advisor and not a roadblock. Yet, as one HRP
(INT#10) commented HRP’s proactive integration into the international PM cycle
should happen organically, however it did not. Instead, to remain proactively engaged
HRPs needed to constantly embed themselves into the PM team, and often forcefully.
As one HRP stated:
“so I have just kind of embedded myself, whether they liked it or not, into the
program teams so that I can really contribute to and support to what their
programmatic efforts are and so that I have a strong understanding of what it
is that they're trying to do from a programmatic standpoint and I can support
that from an HR perspective.” (INT#2)
Being embedded in the projects happened differently across the participants indeed
a result of how the HRP role was positioned across the organisation and/or promoted
by the HR leadership. Two-third of the participants acknowledged a high level of
engagement with project managers due to constantly inserting themselves into PM
meetings. A few HRPs shared their level of embedding with the project operations
was facilitated by their HR leadership for instance by having them officially and
physically sitting within their clients’ office space which allowed them to go through a
rapid learning curve about the needs of the business. These HRPs acknowledged
this provided great advantages in developing business acumen without the
challenges that came from having to force your presence as experienced by the other
participants. This also allowed them to be perceived as a member of the project team
sharing a common purpose as a result they said being perceived as a valuable
contributor to the project’s success and being sought out in a more proactive manner.
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One HRP shared how being physically embedded increased her visibility, helped
position her role as an advisor and helped to create trust beyond adding value which
helped building long term partnership:
“I know that there's a lot of criticism from managers about HR they are not
embedded. And I find that managers wouldn't tell you what they want to do.
They'll just do it and then give it to you on a plate and say, “I've done this,
now can you run around and sort of do what you need to on the policy side?”
that happens less, I think because I'm sat within the business, I sort of know
what's going on. There are obviously some surprises, but in the main, I know
what's going on and people trust you to sort of talk to you and that you're not
going to say no.” (INT#13)

4.3.3 HRP role in promoting capacity building of the HR function
at the international project and country level
While promoting their added value to project managers HRPs aimed to also build the
capacity of the local HR function through a country HR representative, a role as seen
earlier often under-budgeted in the project workplan. A big component of the HRP
role focused on managing the standardisation of policies and processes and aligning
these to the project cycle, hence building local HR capacity for readiness. HRPs
described at time developing their own HR processes depending on what stage of
the operations’ standardizing process an NGO was.
As NGOs have been rolling out standardisation processes, which HRPs stated were
designed with a certain degree of centralized HQ authority, there was an expectation
that certain standardized HR tasks might be decentralized to a local country HR
representative. Standardized processes HRPs admitted helped in supporting
international projects and providing operational consistency. Yet, HRPs found
themselves embracing tensions brought in by the nature of the imposed changes with
what was perceived as centralisation of power when historically most NGOs let things
being managed at the country level; in one case a participant indicated:
“I've come into the role to kind of help continue in this direction which has
been a move from being very decentralized where there was actually not a
lot of support provided from headquarters to our international offices. … we've
kind of swung the pendulum to this very centralized approach where we're
looking at our workforce being one. And so looking at providing a lot more
centralized support coming from the US” (INT#1)

HRPs mentioned how having international NGOs’ line of work aligned to funded
projects with specific start and end dates made developing and implementing global
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standardized HR activities for all local staff difficult considering the nature of local
employment being very cyclical by nature. Additionally, HRPs were often asked to
manage staffing decisions where external stakeholders such as USAID as a funder
got involved which made the promotion of long-term talent development activities
difficult:
“The idea is to more deliberately align our talent with our business strategy
and our strategic goals for the organisation, 3, 5, 10 years out, which is very
difficult. … historically international NGOs are cyclically funded based on
programs which start and stop making financial continuity and job continuity
for many people very difficult. And that's the planning of where you'll move
from one program to another a challenge. In addition, the funders often get
involved in telling you who they like…They get very involved in directing
staffing and programmatic directions. So sometimes even your best laid plans
for the development of your own staff and the movement of your own staff
from program to program is not always possible based on what your desires
are.” (INT#2)

4.3.4. Project management and global employee relations
management
As international projects managed expected project deliveries through completion,
HRPs described the closing of projects and how they were asked to provide
assistance with regards to managing local employees’ separation process within the
local labour law requirements. As no new projects were available to allow for
continuity of employment, local staff had to be let go. This was often done following
reduction in force (RIF) processes laying off groups of employees in phased, or
sometime all at once processes HRPs found themselves being requested to support
more and more; these requests to support often occurred at the last minute when
project managers realized the need to follow local labour requirements. HRPs
presented their role as important in minimizing the risks of lawsuits around employee
malpractice which risks they stated could be high in developing economies;
managing labour management associated risks across the entire PM cycle from startup to close-out was something HRPs were trying to educate managers as soon as
they would hear of projects being designed if not awarded and implemented.
Frustration was something all participants expressed experiencing while managing
their daily activities with one HRP mentioning the website for the International Labor
Organization (ILO)12 being her best friend in terms of a quick access resource for

12

https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
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reviewing local country labour codes and educating managers around labour
management.
The constant need to manage project managers’ expectations for HR related project
support while also minimizing legal labour related risks were often a source of
tensions among the HRPs. One HRP was vocal in sharing his frustration when
recounting being pulled at the last minute to assist with the closing of a project in
South Sudan and realizing there was also another project about to start at the same
time, without the two projects communicating. In his focal point position, he described
what he saw as labour related activities and implied legal risks due to a close-out and
a start-up happening simultaneously, with two project managers working in silos. With
each project being considered like sub-organisations, his role in this instance was to
minimize any legal risks and potential for employee relation issues by connecting the
two managers, imposing a thorough review of the local labour laws and a fair and
transparent recruiting process for the new project to include the staff aligned to the
project close-out. In this instance the HRP recalled managing expectations across
the different project managers and requesting the delay of certain activities to ensure
transparency of the HR processes. As a result of his efforts to minimize legal risk his
actions led to his being perceived as a bottle neck.
HRPs shared how they got pulled in when project managers had not gone through
the necessary legal steps required to be able to recruit and hire local country staff.
HRPs described supporting the process of country registration and assisting with the
start-up of a project while working within the local labour representatives; it was a
process they stated often took more time than anticipated to manage as each country
had its own labour legislation. Yet, the tasks of getting a project legally ready to
recruit and hire became part of the global HRPs’ roles and responsibilities and
coming to them as an afterthought put tremendous pressure on their workload
management. HRPs were being held accountable to remove any labour risks without
much turn-around time. They described being called in to manage employee relations
issues they stated might have been prevented, if not managed differently, with a
proactive integration of the HRP advisory role in the PM cycle. As a result, HRPs
expressed constantly seeking out project managers in a proactive way to sell their
contribution, seeking out information about any potential risks for problems so as not
to be caught off guards:
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“I take it from a sales perspective and as a sale representative you sell to your
customers… so you sell a certain product in such a way that you explain the
product, you know the price, the quality, the competitive advantage and
everything. … It's my responsibility to be proactive and go higher and go
checking, do periodical checking . ..It's up to me to go ahead and sell what I
can bring.” (INT#4)

HRPs expressed a general sense of frustration in having to scramble and get all the
HR pieces together fast to avoid any legal labour risk at the country level while
allowing a project to start. The frustration came from knowing legal HR related risks
might have been best captured at the planning phase of the project, a phase they
struggled to be invited to participate.
In addition to not always being called into the proposal process, HRPs faced the
challenge of project managers’ poor planning with regards to the level of HR support
needed throughout the PM cycle. The level of effort required to accomplish certain
HR activities, the budget and the time it could take to manage certain phases of the
local employee life cycle such as the time (and cost) associated with being legally
allowed to recruit and hire local employees was often not accurately reflected in the
project timeline; this often led HRPs to provide rushed support through a very tight
deadline. As one HRP recalled being asked to provide support to a $50 million-dollar,
five-year cycle project that required heavy staffing:
“They didn’t think about it when they planned the budget of the many things
about the program, but they forgot their HR, their HR support pieces.” (INT#4)
This same HRP shared how in this one instance he resigned on the spot and then
negotiated what he needed in the face of what he saw as a major liability placed on
him in his HRP role; he saw the lack of planning around HRM and not budgeting
properly the cost of managing the HR function as a high risk of failure on the project.
He literally bargained for the creation of a local HR team at the country level.
“So I was blunt and bold enough to offer my resignation. I can't be successful
within that framework. So, I said this is my option A or option B for the kind of
HR establishment if we want to be successful in five years with this big funding
coming in with this big number of staff coming...” (INT#4)

How the HRPs managed their role and added value across the international PM cycle
varied among the study participants and not all HRPs were that bold! Yet, most tried
in their own way to constantly embed themselves in the PM cycle. They all
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demonstrated the same needs of constantly being on a hunt for proactiveness, an
activity they claimed was acknowledged yet not consistently supported by their HR
leadership. HRPs felt constantly having to put out fires at the project level, while still
having to promote their role.

4.4 Category 3: HRP’s constant balancing act
4.4.1 Overview of category 3: HRP’s constant balancing Act
In this study, there are many instances of the HRPs engaged in a constant balancing
act, having to juggle competing priorities, tasks or requests coming to them from
various stakeholders. For instance, all HRPs within the study had expected activities
related to providing international HR support to different countries across the globe
(up to fifteen countries for some), depending on the size of the NGO. Hence, the
emerging theme of the HRPs’ constant need to balance expectations, challenges and
tensions is related to supporting both their NGO HQ’s expectations and each
country’s specific HR related demands for support; at the HQ’s level this might have
been to support the implementation of standardized HR processes across the globe,
and at the country level, the need to adapt to local labour laws and culture which was
crucial to best manage local employee relations.

4.4.2 Connects and manages short-term and long terms plans
and activities
The data showed HRPs juggling a multitude of demands and tensions linked to
various contexts, whether institutional, internal and external. Personnel management
in this multifaceted environment made the HR partnering role even more complex.
As one participant observed:
“my role has a generalist feel where my experience and my field knowledge
are in all areas of HR from compensation to benefits looking at employee
relations issues, being able to see the organisation and work at a strategic
level with senior management. And then also a diverse client group of both
local host country national staff at a country level, since we are global
organisation and then I have to work with domestic US based staff. So also
knowing various labour codes that will apply (INT#8).
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The majority of the HRPs in this study referred to the call for tender process as being
the main source of funding mechanisms for their NGOs, especially as it related to
international development project. It was also presented by the HRPs, as described
in the earlier section, as one main source of tensions leading to their constant need
for balancing short-term activities with long-term planning. The constant need to
connect and balance both long-term and short-term HR activities and expectations
was common across all HRPs. This happened at the macro (strategic) and micro
(functional) level of the organisation; it also happened at the managers’ and individual
employees’ levels as there were employee performance and employee relations
issues for the HRPs to manage.
One HRP was the HR director managing all HR tasks and activities, assisted by one
HR assistant for an NGO of sixty plus employees; she acknowledged the tension
coming from the constant need to balance priorities between managing expectations
at the leadership level and what she saw as issues needing to be addressed at the
employee level. While she was the decision maker behind the development and
implementation of the NGO's long-term HR strategic activities (such as the creation
of job families for classification and compensation management), she was also the
HR generalist, hence representative to all employees and responsible for all shortterms activities such as employee performance management and employee relations
issues. Her constant balancing act was about managing different stakeholders’
expectations for HR support both at the macro and the micro level.
The balancing act of addressing long-term versus short-terms activities and dealing
with different stakeholders’ expectations and needs was experienced by all HRPs
with different degrees of tension. Except for this one HRP in a director role, no other
HRPs in this study held a position on the senior leadership team. These other HRPs
stated not having an active role in HR strategic development activities especially
those having a global and long-term impact; they expressed frustration with being in
constant reactive mode when it came to being asked to implement and roll out HR
strategies such as standardized HR policies and processes they often saw too rigid
to the local country context, and often not incorporating their feedback.
HRPs described feeling a lack of appreciation from their own leadership for the width
of knowledge and information they could bring back to them, knowledge they gained
from their daily personnel management activities. As HRPs reckoned the information
might not have affected a decision to standardize certain policies or processes, but it
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might have helped better plan the logistics behind the implementation of new
strategies. HRPs referred to the lack of logistics planning for the short-term activities
needed within long term strategic goals as being the cause behind their constant
need to balance their own activities and constantly shifting their support back and
forth to put out fires.
As an example of one extreme short turn-around, one participant recounted how she
was asked within less than 72 hours to travel to Kazakhstan to manage an employee
relation issue and conduct investigations around it.
“Within less than four days I had to make really quick decisions with little
guidance, formulate recommendations, conduct interviews for the purposes
of that investigation and drive these to a resolution. I met with local lawyers
and I actually met with a funding donor who was also there and had gotten
involved in the issue. I formulated recommendations and send them to the
CEO directly. […] I really drove these issues to a resolution to a point that was
satisfactory for the organisation. And at the end we closed that case with
minimal risk. There were some other risks that were identified I made
recommendations from an operations standpoint for the Kazakhstan office
and they are working on those recommendations.” (INT#3)

The project manager unexpectedly requested her visit to come and interview local
employees, and work with a local country lawyer to mitigate any legal risks they
foresaw as a result of a local project director’s mismanagement of a staffing plan
which led to employee relations. This HRP described being able to manage this
unexpected request and get on a plane without much notice mainly because of her
ability to switch gears and adjust her focus to the short-term project’s needs, which if
left unattended she further stated might impact the project longevity. Travelling was
not something usually budgeted for HRPs and as this participant explained this was
an exception; she stated this was however a great learning experience.
HRPs also described feeling their leadership’s lack of appreciation and missing
looking at situations where their HRPs provided added value to their NGOs as
lessons learned, whether the added value was done in a proactive way or by properly
putting out fires. As one HRP recalled her own CEO surprised reaction seeing her as
a member of a proposal team receiving an award:
“But when you have a CEO that at an award service where I was part of a
team that got a certificate for great work and I walked up on the stage and
when the CEO of the organisation turns around and says to you, what are you
doing here? Well, that's you not being valued” (INT#6)
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4.4.3 Balancing leadership expectations and organisational
structure
HRPs described the creation of temporary sub-organisations following projects being
awarded, with project managers often matrixed across the organisation meaning
aligned to manage different projects at a time and working closely with different
experts pulled from different divisions. As such the HRPs described projects as
temporary organisational structures that required the support and the cross
collaboration of employees belonging to functional departments/divisions (such as
HR, finance, compliance) and of employees belonging to the different expertise areas
required on the project (such as health, education, economic development, etc.).
HRPs described managing their role and activities in supporting their NGO and these
‘temporary organisations’ based on how their role was positioned and aligned within
the overall HR structure.
All HRPs’ roles showed an alignment to an HR structure that resembled a shared
services model organized around an ESC and different centres of expertise. The ESC
processed administrative activities such as onboarding, employee file management,
human resource information systems (HRIS) and payroll while the different centres
of expertise represented the management of recruiting, benefits and compensation,
talent learning and development and the HR Partnering teams. The size of each
centre of expertise varied depending on the size of the NGO and its stage of growth.
As shown in Appendix 2 which provides demographics behind the NGOs’ settings,
the reporting structure for the HRPs varied depending on the size of the organisation.
A few HRPs reported to a Director of HR Partnering, while others reported directly to
a Chief HR Officer, or Vice President of HR, or even a Director of HR Operations and
Transactions.
While the participants acknowledged an overall evolution of their HR Department
since they started with their organisation, they saw the change more a result of a
structural transformation into a shared HR services delivery model. HRPs described
their HR ESCs still operating with a US or a UK centric model with HQ HR staff
displaying limited global experience, specifically limited appreciation of the
complexity of managing HR in a developing country where more time for multiple
stakeholders’ interactions was often needed in managing employee relations; HRPs
referred to this as ESC displaying limited global mindset or cultural awareness.
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The participants found themselves at a standstill due to what they perceived being a
lack of HR leadership decision-making on how to best organize and delegate HR
activities and tasks across the organisation. The clarification of which tasks to
manage and by whom within the overall HR function was an exercise they saw
dependent on their leadership accountability something they felt was a constant
moving target and a source of many expressed tensions. As a result, in their position
as focal point between the HR department and the rest of the organisation, HRPs
described tension related to how HR activities were delegated.
HRPs described their role filling in a lot of gaps across the HRM function such as
compensation or even recruiting which they were able to do due to their HR generalist
background; yet this background prevented them from managing their daily activities.
This was described by one HRP as:
“I think, it’s unfortunate because I haven’t been able to work as a business
partner, which is usually what the name is called, HR business partnering,
because I work sometimes at filling gaps that other parts of HR can't work in.
And why is that?” (INT#8)

The HRPs expressed in general their role seemed to have been implemented without
much initial thought given behind its implementation and positioning within the HR
structure, one HRP referring to it as an off-the-shelf activity without a long-term vision;
there were missing guidelines around how each HR function interconnected and how
the professionals within the roles were supposed to collaborate. As one participant
stated:
“So I am currently a human resources partner for an international
development organisation and the history was actually the role was a new
role for the organisation when I started here. So that was six years ago and it
was part of just a restructuring. So at the time it was specifically to support
country offices, and expatriates…. there have been changes to the HR
department, very minor. Mainly like eliminating and then adding back
headcount, but for the most part the department has looked the same over
the last six years. the HR partner role has looked quite the same...” (INT#8).

While HRPs described collaboration across the different HR functions, it was often
done ad-hoc or as needed. Only three HRPs could articulate a strategy behind the
creation and alignment of their own role within their HR structure with a clearly
defined leadership championed approach. Originally hired as business partners to
support strategic HR activities which they acknowledged implementing standardized
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processes were part of (please refer to Appendix 1 – Generic HR Partner job
description), HRPs had been expecting their ESCs to retain all standard,
transactional activities such as hiring and onboarding new employees with some of
these support activities also meant to be aligned at the global level. This extension
of the ESC's work to projects across the globe would allow HRPs to take on more
strategic activities such as talent retention, workforce planning and succession
planning. They expressed frustration describing tensed moments when this did not
happen which they saw the results of many things, such as lack of a global mindset
from both their HR colleagues and HR leadership, a lack of understanding and
decision-making of what HR tasks to delegate and to whom, a lack of bandwidth
across the entire HR staff, and/or a lack of HR leadership championing. Bandwidth
was a term commonly referenced among all HRPs referring to:
“not having enough time in the day to manage it all and trying to get out of the
weeds” (INT#3).

HRPs saw the inability to transition into more strategic activities the result of how they
currently aligned within their HR organisations which caused employees coming
directly to them for support and problem solving. HRPs were called upon managing
employee transactions at the country level they felt ought to be delegated to their HQ
ESC or other HR experts. Yet HRPs described the inadequate support for global
transactional tasks across the HR department as the result of both a lack of a global
skill sets and contextual understanding; due to their HR colleagues often neglecting
to perform adequately (or at all) such tasks beyond the boundaries of the country
where HQ resided, HRPs mentioned wanting to avoid the risk of the bottlenecks and
as a result not delegating certain transactional tasks they felt their HR departments
were not ready to handle.
They described their ESCs at times creating confusion and bottle necks when
applying an HQ-based approach to managing an HR transaction to respond to a local
country HR request for assistance. What may have been an easy task to manage at
the HQ level (whether at the US or UK level) did not easily translate at a local country
like Guatemala or Guinea and if not properly managed always had the potential to
have legal ramification due to contradicting labour laws. As one HRP stated, referring
to the roll out of the global compensation scale she perceived US centric and at the
root cause of the tensions she would later need to manage.

107

“In a typical fashion, we did the US centric approach” (INT#1)

HRPs described constantly balancing what activities to retain and what activities to
transition based on their HR department’s structure and level of global readiness,
and as a result often feeling overworked.
While the HRPs valued having been hired due to their international experience they
also valued being aligned to an HR leader that demonstrated a global mindset with a
clear global experience. HRPs often felt having to sell their global perspective and its
added value to their own leadership. As one participant stated knowing that your
leadership had global HR experience was a reassuring factor as it assured her that
her HR leadership was managing the HR strategy from a global picture approach
(and not just in a US or UK centric manner) hence assuring HRP’s global partnering
activities and required level of effort were fully appreciated for their added value. A
few HRPs expressed uncertainty about this level of leadership appreciation which
they also referred as championship. They also expressed concern when their
leadership’s international experience may have only been private sector focused.
Whether the HR leadership had global mindset and/or expertise or not, some HRPs
described being more empowered than others to bring that global optic back to the
leadership and to the rest of their HR team. One HRP shared her role had clearly
been communicated as being about bringing the global expertise back into the HR
department. Not all HRPs felt supported that way though, often feeling they were
being negatively perceived as the constant devil’s advocate by their own HR
leadership and colleagues hence again a bottle neck in the implementation process.

4.4.4 Promotes employee engagement within a complex and
ambiguous environment
All HRPs needed to engage with the local country and/or local project leadership
representatives to explain the concept of standardisation and ensure there were no
roadblocks to manage considering differences in local labour laws and culture. HRPs
then described the need to balance their own HQ HR expectations and timeline with
regards to rolling out new HR strategies across different countries while also
balancing the level of readiness of the different country offices' HR representatives,
including local directors and employees in embracing new processes:
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“OK so here's the direction that the organisation is going, here is you know
how we're looking at talent as an organisation and then it is about having
conversations with the chiefs and the international office heads. And then
asking them, how do we partner together to figure out how we can apply these
concepts or policies and practices within their office?” (INT#1).

The HRPs presented their role as constantly balancing both a domestic HQ’s home
country perspective (such as USA or UK), and a global one such as the diverse
countries’ perspectives. While HRPs had to balance implementing and adapting
standardized processes to meet local needs, they also tried to bring back the local
perspective into their HQ’s HR teams, hence seeing themselves as a constant
translator and/or interpreter of the global strategic HR approach. The HRPs shared
how having been hired for their international experience led them to expect having
to act as global educators to the rest of their HR department, and as a result
expecting their translator role to diminish over time with the understanding that their
HR department’s own learning and sensitisation toward being global HR would take
place and self-sustain; this they acknowledged was not always happening.
The HRPs in this study appeared to be managing global tasks in a very autonomous
way without much defined support from their leadership, at least when dealing with
local HR issues.

4.4.5 Balancing HRP advisory and coaching role
Part of the HRPs’ constant balancing act included the constant selling of their role to
directors and managers. However, HRPs shared often not being included in strategic
conversations due to being perceived by the NGO leadership and line managers as
“bottlenecks” or “road blockers”. One HRP recalled her challenges providing advisory
support in general and dealing with a particularly difficult sub-organisation which she
referred as her client:
“it's one specific client group, where it's like they say... well, so do we have a
choice? do we have to listen to what you say? Well, I guess not because
we're just advisors, right? so if they don't want to take my advice that is fine.
So there have been times where they haven't and it's just been documented
and I just say to them, these are what I foresee as being the issues by not
going this route…” (INT#8)
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This same participant later recounted being intentionally omitted from this same client
group’s meetings,
“So it was me not always knowing about it, not always being asked to
participate in those kind of meetings...I think sometimes they don't think about
it. and sometimes maybe they don't want my input because they want to do
something that is contrary to what they know I might suggest. So they're
intentionally omitting me from that conversation.” (INT#8)

Decisions made without time given for HRPs to provide input (especially with regards
to assessing appropriately the ‘people fall out’ as mentioned by one participant) often
resulted in employee relations problems which HRPs had to spend significant
amounts of time advising managers on how to resolve with a few managers often not
held accountable for addressing what had caused the issue in the first place; HRPs
described in numerous occasions being the go-to person for problem solving and
being held accountable for resolving employee related conflicts.
HRPs expressed this constant need to shift between being proactive versus reactive
within all HR related situations. They described constantly having to sell the strategic
dimension of their role while repeatedly being pulled for last minute support to
manage employee relations issues or resolve a bottle neck; this was a common issue
among all HRPs. Tensions rose from the HRPs constantly having to move back and
forth from being ‘informative’ about a policy, to being a ’facilitator’ of knowledge
sharing and making sense of policies and processes. HRPs were being pulled
between being either policy enforcers or coaches/advisors at both their HQ level and
at level of the different countries they supported.
HRPs described an expectation placed on them to control compliance to HR policies,
yet they also described their role being about coaching managers into accepting and
implementing the standardized policies being rolled out by their HQ; this led the HQ
HR teams being perceived as the experts and controllers of certain policies (i.e.,
annual leave or sick leave) and the HRPs positioned as policy enforcers which made
this coaching and advisor role complex. Concurrently HRPs were requested to
support HR activities related to organisational efficiency at the sub-organisational and
project level such as advising on a project’s needs for an organisational re-structuring
exercise which needed to be done according to local labour laws, hence bringing
their coaching and advising hat.
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HRPs as a result found themselves switching back and forth from being a policy
enforcer or coach and advisor. Coaching was something they spent a lot of time doing
and seemed to be enjoying, along with the advisory support provided to managers,
yet coaching was an activity HRPs stated was not listed in their original job
description.

4.4.6 Takes an active role in promoting and positioning HRP role
HRPs described their approach to being proactive and approaching each stakeholder
based on how his or her role might come into play with different expectations, yet
always most often having to be reactive. As one participant states:
“We all know internally what caused of all these things but to the external eye
it looks like a systematic or systemic problem. Right. And so, sometimes as
business decisions are made, which are completely valid but they just get
made out without literally thinking hard and appropriately through the people
fall out and external perceptions...so what are these optics? I think they miss
the optics... and this is where HRP could help” (INT#2)

Proactiveness was one partnering component of their role HRPs stated they tried to
manage by embedding themselves within the business areas they supported,
specifically the international projects; as seen in the earlier section most participants
pointed to this being a result of their own actions. Most HRPs in the study got
embedded via constantly selling themselves often literally forcing their presence into
their internal clients’ PM meetings seeking to get the attention of project managers.
All HRPs expressed the need and the value behind staying consistent in their
approach to providing support to the directors and managers they worked with, which
also included providing support to country directors, local project managers and their
HR counterparts overseas. In their effort to promote their role, HRPs expressed
constantly having to switch thinking hats, going from an HQ mindset (US or UK
culture centric) to a specific local country culture mindset while also thinking global
standardisation; this constant shift might have involved translating policies down to
the country level and bringing back feedback from the local country level to the HQ.
This required HRPs to constantly balance reactiveness and proactiveness.
In promoting their role HRPs also responded to collaboration requests coming from
different internal business functions within their organisation who were all required to
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ensure international projects’ compliance in areas such as finance, legal counsel,
information systems and security in addition to HR. This much needed crosscollaboration among all functions occurred due to international projects’ urgent needs
to manage deadlines for project deployment, project deliverable and/or expectations
of local beneficiaries, while also responding to HQ’s pressure to align standardized
policies and processes. Despite HRPs constantly selling their role and their addedvalue when putting-out fires, HRPs often felt left out of the planning conversation,
especially those they perceived could address risk management and lessons
learned. International project managers would reach out for single, add-hoc HR input
to assist with certain activities, not appreciating as mentioned by one HRP the interdependency of the HR function across the full project cycle and among all project
stakeholders.
HRPs acknowledged that being able to balance the designing of long-term plans with
the need to respond to urgencies which often took priorities was a fact of life for many
NGOs doing international development and/or humanitarian assistance, a state that
would never go away due to the nature of the work. HRPs considered decisions often
got made and communicated through them, without much time provided to consider
any insights or advices they might have to offer. They also mentioned another source
of headaches: the lack of coherent, efficient HRIS to manage employee data. A good
HRIS would give access to good data analytics and would simplify their ability to be
efficient as business partners helping them balance and prioritise their advisory
services looking at short-term versus long-term activities. HRPs also admitted a good
HRIS was not easily globally standardized due to each local country’s legal
requirements, yet another source of headaches.
The HRPs presented their knowledge of the local context, and more so the
constraints behind managing a local workforce as valuable information to help their
NGOs international project managers prepare ahead for situations that might have a
human impact; yet they always seemed to be balancing long-term HR activities with
short-ones, constantly selling their role while putting out fires. HRPs seemed to
always be in search of proactiveness constantly engaging with a variety of
stakeholders to address HR related factors that might impact the performance of
international projects trying to diminish the amount of times they were being called to
put out fires:
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“things could be done better to manage those challenges if HRPs were
involved earlier. The external risks still exist but it is about preparing the
project managers with different options on how to manage those that have a
human impact.” (INT#2)

4.5 Category 4: HRP’s agile entrepreneurial mindset
4.5.1 Overview of category 4: HRP’s agile entrepreneurial
mindset
Building upon the constant need for balancing act such as the need to address shortterm activities versus long-term human impact, HRPs presented themselves as
global experts who acted based on their insights and experience as global HR
generalist. HRPs described an entrepreneurial approach to managing their role
especially in supporting the start-up of an international projects when being a “jack of
trades”

allowed them to embrace tensions created by the need to push for

standardized process within a complex environment while allowing for a certain
element of flexibility in order to adapt to the local legal and cultural framework of a
foreign country; an agile entrepreneurial mindset allowed the HRPs to balance
reactivity and proactiveness in managing their activities and this with limited
resources, while also managing project managers’ expectations with regards to
setting up HRM support at the local level; the proper set-up of HRM support at the
country level was HRPs’ active contribution to operational efficiency.

4.5.2 HRP as a global HR generalist, a Jack of all trades
Having the global HR generalist experience allowed the HRPs to manage their role
like a ‘Jack of all trades’. This is not just about the role of the HRPs appearing to
manage all HR functions across the international projects but more so the skill sets
required for the HRPs’ success in the NGO field, where the need to be flexible and
adapt to often conflicting requirements was constant. As one HRP commented:
“I don't think there's any way an international NGO can structure or can
function efficiently going forward without people in HRP positions that have,
that are really a Jack of all trades. In other words, I can be effective
domestically in the United States but I can also be effective outside of the
United States. I can't just be one or the other. That I think it's a luxury that is
a bygone luxury….” (INT#2)
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While at times consulting with HR colleagues such as HR specialists in
compensation, benefits or recruiting, HRPs described being made accountable for
supporting various HR activities at a global level specifically at the level of
international projects; this meant activities such as

providing support to

local

recruitment activities, assisting with designing local compensation pay scales,
managing compliance to local labour laws and assisting with local employee relations
issues. They described how they needed to manage these activities while also
considering their HQ standardized process which at time caused conflicting
messages. As one participant mentioned referring to the roll out of a standardized
job classification:
“So how do you know how to apply a US approach again? Even with this HR
redesign how do you apply the same principles that were being applied here
to such a small office within the country? Does it impact them in the same
way? And I think that kind of relationship with a director it's just a lot about
communicating.”(INT#1)

In addition, they mentioned having to support more than one country at a time.

4.5.3 Ability to manage HRP role with limited resources
Most HRPs described providing sporadic global HR support across international
projects often without much notice; this required them to often having to learn on the
spot about local employment laws and make decision without much turn-around time.
While international development and humanitarian assistance programs differed in
terms of purpose and management, all HRPs shared the same required need for their
involvement in the rapid start-up of in country project activities, all often without much
notice. Across all HRPs this meant the need to rapidly deploy short-term technical
assistance and long-term expatriates, and to hire local HCN employees; it required
the HRPs to make timely staffing decisions with often minimal data and minimal
managerial support from HQ. As one participant stated this also meant ‘learning on
the fly’ about certain countries’ labour laws.
“We just did a program in Puerto Rico which was a learning experience for
me. It is neither domestic nor is it international. I don’t know if you ever did. I
certainly I didn’t. I personally did not understand. I just thought they were part
of the United Sates. I had no understanding that they have their own set of
Laws and Tax. They are like a state but they like an Uber state.” (INT#2)
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The concept of start-up was described by all HRPs as a normal phase of the
international PM cycle (Welch et al., 2008); it was a phase certainly experienced by
the HRPs asked to support HR related activities which entailed supporting staffing
plans and the recruiting and hiring of local staff activities. Unless HRPs had been
successful in proactively working with project managers, requests for help in these
matters often happened at the last minute.
HRPs were requested to start working often with minimal local information, within a
tight budget and a tight deadline, supporting a project manager working under
pressure to get project activities started at the country level within a timeline imposed
by the funder. HRPs had to figure out local labour laws, and work with local labour
expert lawyers while at the same time building up a local HR structure, and this from
a distance working from their HQ’s office. The HRPs stated their ultimate goal was
to build the HRM capacity at the local country level with hopefully a local staff member
responsible for personnel management; they however often dealt with an underbudgeted local HR role in the projects they supported which then required them to be
even more involved. They managed this remotely and across different time zones.
Some HRPs referred to their standardisation process getting in the way of the need
for a rapid response; as described earlier this meant making sure local HR processes
were aligned to standardized operational procedures a process that required time
and effort considering the need to also adapt those standardized HR processes to
local labour laws.
They talked about tensions created from having to address HQ’s requests to align
global standards while also having to push back on these requests to make the time
to listen to the local employees’ needs.
HRPs shared the impact of dealing with tight budgets which they acknowledged was
a common theme across their non-profit international development and humanitarian
assistance sector HRPs described tight budgets causing HRM departments to
manage the HR function with a scarcity of resources, limited head counts and often
limited investment in HRIS; all HRPs positioned a good HRIS as key to better support
the leadership in their decision-making process, yet something they acknowledged
was not fully utilized in the NGOs they worked for. One HRP was unsure how the
data analysis she put together on a monthly basis was being utilized by her
leadership, if at all.
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4.5.4 Influencing without authority
HRPs tried to be proactive as much as they could in order to counteract being called
last minute. They explained the importance of building relationship with project
managers to increase awareness of their added value and being proactive in creating
tools and templates to use.
While an important component of the HRPs’ role as focal point was to build
relationship, there is the theme of the HRPs building relationship for the purpose of
influencing across all levels of an organisation, not just up or down, and this without
much authority. For instance, the interview data showed an ability for the participants
to reflect on the needs, wants and aspirations of project managers in the short,
medium and long term, and an ability to identify and assess the project strengths and
weaknesses when it came to personnel management. In their constant balancing act,
trying to be proactively reactive HRPs in some way believed in their ability to influence
project managers’ level of preparedness for different course of events, preparing
them for uncertainties, setbacks and temporary failures.
One HRP described preparing the project managers on how to engage with HRP and
providing them with guiding tools:
“They didn't have any process of what HR Start-up really look like. They
always talked about HR start-up, but they were never able to actually define
it, and set those expectations on, So if someone's going to do start-up and
provide support from the HR side of things, these are the deliverables that
they must walk away with...so I created this whole process of what HR startup is, and then along with this a process guide, and various tools and
templates for a manager to use when working with HR.” (INT#9)

While the findings showed HRPs’ ability to inspire and enthuse relevant stakeholders
especially when in need of coaching to handle difficult employee relations, HRPs also
seems well versed at persuasion; HRPs seemed to demonstrate effective
communication and negotiation skills when faced with complexed situations where
decisions was not theirs to make, yet a decision making process they felt they could
influence. As one HRP whose role was specifically to support the humanitarian
assistance sector stated:
”So my role has really been a bit more of giving people a bit of a reality check
on the humanitarian side and saying,.. okay, you know, we want to tighten our
policies and our processes ….a massive area of risk now for the organisation,
but another area of risk for the organisation is if we’re very slow in
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humanitarian response. So, a lot of my role has been showing, showing the
organisation, okay, if you do this, this is what it means for humanitarian
response, could we, can we adapt it slightly?” (INT#13)

HRPs also talked about the need to promote different thinking at the HQ level and to
push the envelope. As one participant stated, listening was key to her approach to
influencing managers and employees:
“however you want to call it, being able to facilitate or being more of an active
listener like learning to ask probing questions and to be quiet when needed…it
helps provide the space, get people to think from different perspectives than
they normally would...(INT#1)

HRPs described being involved in many employee relations situations hence
managing conflict resolution activities something they said was a major component
of their role and a time commitment they struggled to quantify. They mentioned
struggling with the HR metrics currently used by their NGOs to report on HR level of
customer services which focused on capturing numbers such as time to fill a vacant
position or level of employees’ attendance to learning and development courses;
HRPs felt the metrics failed to capture the HRP added value which they presented
as invisible influence. For instance, one participant stated her concern with NGOs
assessing no employee issue as a proof there was no need for that extra HRP
headcount, dismissing the risk mitigation role of the HRP, one that could be a silent
agile contributor:
“I am happy when there is no issue, because that is when I know I’ve done a
good job”. (INT#6)

4.5.5 Entrepreneurial approach to HRP role - being agile
HRPs valued the ability to be flexible hence agile in managing these international
project start-up activities which agility they stated also depended on how much
experience one had as a generalist working across all HR functions. As stated by
one participant, one did not need to be an expert in each area, but one needed to
understand the full employee cycle from recruiting to separation in order to provide
project support. One HRP actually compared her present role as being like the one
she had when working for an high-technology start-up company.
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“I think that the newer business unit I support focused on private sector and
technology industry, and for some reason they embraced and understood my
role a lot better than the rest of the organisation. They were actively involved
in creating my role, as if I was working for a start-up. they really identified the
need to have a dedicated HR for that purpose” (INT#10)

HRPs described using data as an important communication and influencing tool (i.e.,
excel report, HRIS, metrics, etc.) when engaging with and selling their role to
managers; they described going to extreme lengths in being creative with data
despite limited comprehensive and efficient data management systems availability.
All referred to ancient information system and/or HR database tools often not
connecting with each other. Yet they could pull data in a creative however also very
time-consuming manner.
HRPs stressed that maintaining a consistent level of responsiveness to their clients
was important and something that a good HRIS could contribute toward, especially
with regards to time management and proactiveness.

HRPs strived to build

relationship through consistent, responsive and yet agile activities bringing data as
they saw fit.
While these HRPs appreciated a certain level of flexibility in how they provided
support to international programs, tensions rose when in need to balance overarching
standardized NGO HR policies and processes and the specific needs for flexibility at
the local country and/or international project level especially when knowing that not
all their HR actions would please everyone.
“So there's always a risk especially, sometimes you know, if you can kind of
have an idea that the input you are going to get from the employees is not
going to be in line with what you want to do. So better not to ask at all, but like
in most cases it is usually best to ask and explain, and then say, ‘thank you
for input. We got this. We understand, but that's not what we can offer and
this is why’, so being, being willing to take the risk they are not going to like
everything.” (INT#12)

The tasks managed by HRPs are not always easy nor pleasant, especially when it
comes to manage employee separations or being asked to manage difficult
conversations no one else wants to have. As one HRP also stated
“doing HR is not sexy!” (INT#4).
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The HRP role required often being perceived as the villain having to enforce policies
that were not always pleasant or well received but were meant to minimize labour
related risks, especially those related to the mismanagement of employment
separations. Yet, as HRPs described encountering challenges in positioning their role
as partners and advisors to the NGOs they stated the importance to hold onto their
beliefs while promoting for decision-making accountability among the NGO
leadership and the managers.
HRPs expressed frustration over often having to deal with issues they felt could have
gone to one of their HR colleagues (e.g., compensation specialist); but the perception
was that due to their close exposure to the clients, HRPs had a better sense of any
issue coming from a local office and hence the ability to quickly solve any local office's
problems and tend to any of their needs which the HRPs acknowledged was true. As
a result, HRPs were perceived by the rest of the HRM team as a great resource to
tap into for assistance in problem solving employees’ issues, a perception that had
also spread to employees. And as one HRP stated, if she did not have the answer to
a problem, she knew who would. HRPs however struggled with the issue of not
having been sought out in a proactive manner as a source of business intelligence,
which might have prevented a problem to arise.

4.5.6 Agile in dealing with complex and ambiguous environment
HRPs stated the need to feel comfortable making decisions with a certain amount of
risk involved. As a few participants described there was always risk involved in not
being fully familiar with a foreign country setting, both legally and culturally yet they
still had to manage HR activities. Yet, they felt the pressure of being made
accountable for many unplanned HR tasks.
One participant mentioned the concept of constantly being tested for what she could
bring to the business, having to constantly think creatively and presenting her
vulnerability in order to build her credibility, and this without much turnaround time:
“My boss took a month off. It was really just me (laughing...) so...thinking back
I was…I am not equipped for this at all, I don’t know what to do, I have no
idea. I am not saying i did it perfectly, but it forced me to think differently. It
forced me to rely on myself for thinking things through rather than going to
somebody else to do it for me.”(INT#2).
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She later stated those situations had allowed her to develop her confidence and
present herself as a reliable HR professional able to address problems as they came.
“Showing humility in the knowledge that you don't have every answer... It is
such an important thing for any professional to admit they don't know. They
need to stay sane if they don't know and not make things up and then they
need to have the wherewithal to understand how to get what they need.”
(INT#2)

And as another participant stated it was about learning and acting on the fly
something that helped them balance different priorities at the same time:
“it was definitely being thrown into the fire and being able to keep my cool and
not lose it. But it was a decision that I had to make very quickly... with little
time... little coaching.” (INT#3)

Most HRPs stated the importance of not being afraid to acknowledge not being an
expert at everything especially when it came to understanding local labour laws;
being vulnerable they said was made easy by being surrounded by and working with
professionals who although experts in their own field (i.e., finance, gender and
diversity, etc.) acknowledged also dealing with uncertainty in often unfamiliar
environments, hence too ‘learning on the fly’. HRPs referred to the concept of
‘everyone being in it together.’
HRPs expressed the need to be ready and willing to switch gears, change course
and adapt to new HQ decisions and HR standards with which HRPs might not always
agree knowing that those decisions and standards might clash with the cultural
context of a country; the ability to switch gears they reckoned was almost an
expectation to be able to do their job. Yet they expressed the importance of knowing
how to push back, balance both compliance to HR policies and the need for flexibility
especially when working to diffuse tensed situations. The need to diffuse tensed
situations happened when implementing processes not all country leaders might
understand and agree with as introduced through the balancing act theme.
When dealing with urgencies HRPs described the need to prioritise was difficult when
pressed for time and dealing with various stakeholders’ requests including their own
HR leadership; yet doing so allowed HRPs to analyse evidence and evaluate options
before arriving at a well-reasoned justifiable decision. As some HRPs stated this went
a long way to demonstrating sound business judgement and integrity hence building
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credibility, yet it also caused stakeholders’ anxiety who considered everything urgent
especially when in need to put out fires.
Pushing back to better address situations was something HRPs reckoned was not
always easy to manage often recollecting stressful situations. A few HRPs referred
to a funder’s decision to eliminate certain project activities no longer deemed viable
which then impacted a project organisational structure and staffing plan which then
led to the participants being called for advisory support in anticipation of labourrelated changes and potential lay-offs, and this most often at the last minute. Yet, as
one participant commented, stepping out of her comfort zone and where ever
possible pushing back on certain decisions made by the leadership and managers
while providing advisory support allowed her to build her credibility, which she saw
as crucial as a new comer to the organisation; she stated it allowed her to set the
tone for her client relationships such as being responsive in a reflective and
purposeful manner.
“One of my business unit leaders, the first week I just joined, he came to me
and said, now we have two people on leave, and they were working on
something, but since you're here, we need you to go and help us finish this
organisational design. My first week!! I'm like, wait, I haven't even finished
orientation. So, the first thing I did was to manage expectations... I took on
that task knowing I would have to be really good at getting it done right the
first time and getting it done fairly quickly because if I failed that was sort of
like a test and my credibility would have been compromised.” (INT#10)

4.5.7 HRP and organisational efficiency role
HRPs described changes happening within their NGOs, and not all led by their HR
leadership; some changes activities the HRPs were directly involved in implementing
such as policies and processes standardisation, some activities they were not such
as changes around purchasing or contract management. HRPs addressed concerns
with organisational efficiency especially related to how changes were being managed
and how the human impact was not always accounted for. As a result, they stressed
the importance of staying ahead of the game in order to avert potential problems and
expedite desired outcomes. It was crucial for them to be brought early into a change
management activity, even if not HR related just to provide their own assessment of
the human impact and any associated risks. This was something they struggled with
despite having here and there proved their added value.
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How changes were happening within the NGOs seemed to be experienced differently
among the HRPs. One HRP referred to change management in her organisation as
‘organic’ which she explained as meaning not something you can force upon
employees but a process one just needs to guide sensibly:
“I think change has to be organic. I just don't think it's prescriptive. And it is
not something that can be enforced. I really think it has to be organic, sort of
like the way people are coming to HR now to get advice is organic in my
organisation. It came from friction, but it's happening slowly now and more
and more. You know, we're not 100 percent there, but at least we're seeing
change organically and I think the same thing is going to happen. I just don't
know if we're there yet.” (INT#10)

4.5.8 HRP and alignment to mission and values
HRPs were often requested to provide exceptions to the rules while also act as police
in terms of compliance to the overall HR processes and policies. They described
managing these requests within what was flexibly allowed in order to come to
mutually agreed decisions, and this because of being told not agreeing to a request
might impact the success of an international project.
HRPs expressed increased level of confidence managing their role within the
boundaries of their NGO’s code of ethics and their own HRM profession’s own code,
and shared frustration when asked to manage by exception. HRPs described though
always looking for alternative solutions to solve a problem and this within the
boundaries of the NGO’s standard operational procedures, code of ethics and their
own professional integrity. Instances included managing hiring managers’
expectations wanting to inflate a salary offer to best secure a candidate or wanting to
cut corners in managing an employee’s poor performance. HRPs also described
personal challenges in managing their integrity when bringing back the local
countries’ perspective into their HRM standardized yet very HQ centric department
which at time created friction.
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4.6 Category 5: The networking HRP and pay it forward
4.6.1 Overview of category 5: the networking HRP and pay-it
forward
The final category that emerged from the data is related to the process of learning
HRPs engaged in. In response to a dynamic environment and relentless search for
proactiveness HRPs described a constant need to learn in order to support
international project activities. The interview data suggested this learning need was
supported by a genuine curiosity to learn, with the learning happening through
knowledge sharing, a result of cross-functional collaboration activities with NGO
colleagues and/or information sharing with HR practitioners across different INGO
communities of practices; it is a practice they said promoted the concept of giving
back and paying-it forward hence supporting an NGO overall mission. The interview
data further suggested that HRPs valued networking as a major contribution to their
professional development relying more on informal than formal learning strategies,
often a result of limited resources such as time and related learning budget.

4.6.2 Career path as HR professional
HRPs appreciated the variety of formal and informal learning systems available for
HR professionals however positioned formal learning as being more a necessity at
the entry level into the field of HRM, as well as the entry into the field of international
development and humanitarian assistance; they especially valued those instructor
led courses that introduced professionals to working with funders such as USAID
(Humentum, 2020). All HRPs referred to being certified or being in the process of
seeking certification as an HR professional whether within the US or the UK systems
which certification they claimed confirmed their HR expertise within their career as
HR professionals. It was presented as such by one HRP:
“It was in London where I did my CIPD, which was the equivalent in the UK,
of our SHRM here. So, I did that and I really confirmed my path in HR as a
generalist.” (INT#6)

Another HRP described her career path to becoming an HR generalist and then going
through the certification process as the tipping point that acknowledged and certified
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the expertise she had gained in career; the certification confirmed her career path
decision:
“I moved from a generalist administrative role into an HR administrator role.
And so I've moved around the organisation, in the international division
because it was the program that sort of inspired me. So I started in
emergencies… and then I've worked in two regions (….). so I was in South
Africa and then country level in Zambia and then I stepped up to an HR officer
role, And then (NGO name) said that they’d help support me studying my
CIPD. So I did that over two years, so then I decided that HR was the route
for me and probably as an HR generalist..” (INT#13)

4.6.3 Learning and reflection-in-action
HRPs stated being in a constant learning mode constantly having to respond for
instance to an NGO’s need for rapid project start-up or need to manage an employee
relations issue aligned to a country labour laws they were not familiar with. Learning
happened within what appeared limited time frames, while being pressed for
responsiveness, and increased efficiency and efficacity.
One HRP shared what she thought managers saw as most added value in her role:
“I think it's the mix of things. It's the knowledge, it's all of the HR knowledge,
even if I don't have specifics, it's knowing where to go to get it. It's, I think
being able to provide consultation and even like kind of foresee, you know,
troubleshoot is not the greatest word for this, but troubleshoot future things
even, let’s say if you put that position here, this is what I see might happen.
Are you sure you want that?...”

To which she added the biggest challenge to providing this value-added consultation,
was:
“not always knowing what is coming, and not always being informed about
it.” (INT#8)

HRPs acknowledged 'learning on the fly’, in an ad-hoc manner, and attempting to
manage their own lessons learned however often not given much time to capture any
learning in an organized fashion so that it could be shared; they strived to bring back
feedback to their HQ HR and expressed frustration with their experience not being
captured under the topic of HRM best practices. Yet, they understood the need to be
prepared to provide consultation to their clients hence described the need to be selfreliant tapping into their own resources for knowledge seeking.
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All HRPs shared how they often scrambled for information gathering creating their
own process for knowledge management (KM) and this within a tight time frame and
tight budget. For instance, they all shared similar experience having had to search
for local labour laws, local benefits and/or compensation data to support a call for a
tender exercise they had just found out about for a project to be set in a developing
country new to the organisation; this was often a developing country with not much
information made available to the public and if available it was at a cost the NGO
might not have budgeted hence could not afford. As such INT#8 stated her free and
available resources for knowledge management were google and ILO websites:
“I would say Google!!! I think as bad as it sounds (Laughing!!) I think that's my
biggest resource. Without Google I would be lost and the ILO. ILO as in the
international Labor Organization but Google gets me to the international
labour site.’

One participant shared that she learned to deal with situations by keeping check with
her knowledge and being prepared for the unexpected, which she stated was not
always easy when pressed with time and the need to respond to multiple
stakeholders’ demands, including employees:
“I don't know if there is a key competency, it's just, I think it's more about
keeping a level head in those situations, keeping the emotion in check…. if
you are true to yourself and true to your processes and your systems and
you've done a good job and you've done your preparation and you walk into
a room and you are prepared, you can probably handle 90 percent of the
situations. I don't think I've been in many situations where I've being
unprepared. So I think a partner's role is about that preparedness and
knowing the business and the thoroughness and the limit of your knowledge,
I guess… Which goes back to being proactive with respect to flipping it from
the reactive.” (INT#6)

This HRP further explained that 10% of the situations often required 90% of her
attention and level of effort and could become an energy drainer. Yet this is how she
tried to be ready for any HR related issues she would need to manage, all this she
said while also keeping her emotions in check.
HRPs described having no choice but to manage employee relations issues often
without leadership support hence the expression used by a few of “being thrown in
the fire” as they reflected on their learning path and skill set development:
“I think it would be a combination of many things but I think I would attribute
a lot of the learning to HR training, a little bit of natural personality traits and
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a lot of years of experience being exposed to difficult situations and then
definitely about being thrown into the fire and being able to keep my cool and
not lose it.” (INT#3)

4.6.4 Ability to utilize NGO community of practice
HRPs responded differently to being probed on their approach to learning and any
encountered challenges. In addressing challenge to professional development the
more junior participants focused on the lack of budget in terms of being able to
manage formal learning through certified courses, training or even conferences, while
the more senior professionals focused on the lack of time to read or even network
within the international development community which they saw as a more valuable
contributor to their learning path.
HRPs voiced having no choice but to seek creative ideas to learn and problem solve.
Finding creative ideas to solve problems was however not done in a vacuum,
meaning solo. All HRPs referred to the concept of networking, creating professional
relationships, and cross-collaborating with the rest of a project team when feasible.
They collaborated with a project team or reached out to professionals within their
network whether it be a finance, legal, HR or program support expert in order to find
the best solutions to a problem while acknowledging uncertainty and risk. Yet they
expressed a feeling of being held accountable for learning and acting fast, which
came sometime with feeling overworked.
“It is part of day to day work expectation meaning interactions with experts
and just reviewing a Labor code…other than that I don't have time to do it!
But it's a lot of learning on your own and on the job” (INT#8)

Interacting with other HR professionals within their own NGO was something HRPs
presented as a prerequisite for the entry-level HRP building the generalist foundation.
They explained that as they gained seniority level, they saw those professional HR
networking interactions expanding externally through the international NGOs
communities of practice such as the ones created by Humentum (US based) or CHF
Alliance (UK based); some HRPs appreciated the value of the Society for HRM 13
annual conferences however stated it was something they could not always attend
due to cost and limited educational and training budgets. HRPs appreciated the value

13

www.shrm.org
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of the NGO communities of practice for knowledge sharing and as one participant
stated:
“And maybe it's because in the NGO community we typically have tight
budgets and limited resources, so we're all coming from that same space that
we're just grateful when we get help.” (INT#1)

All HRPs talked about managing learning through free professional webinars.

4.6.5 Ability to build resilience
All HRPs shared this ability to problem-solve in unknown territories always propelled
by a genuine excitement and curiosity to learn while attending to the needed
activities. One participant who had shown a genuine interest in learning about
personnel management and labour laws in Puerto Rico, referring to it as a “great
learning experience!” (INT#2), later in the interview recounted what her thought
process had been as she was going through this specific situation:
“So…What do I do? who should I contact? Who is our legal contact there?
What do I do? What's the best approach? so truly admitting that I did not know
what I was doing was actually the first step in trying to get it moving forward
because I had to call in resources and have no idea what do you in this
situation...” (INT#2)

There was a certain level of humility and gratitude acknowledged by the HRPs as
they reflected to what they brought to a collaboration effort, especially when working
with representatives from functional areas such as legal, finance and program
management and from technical sector areas such as gender and diversity inclusion.
They presented this cross-function and cross-sector multi-disciplinary approach to
collaboration, as being about knowledge-sharing and a major component to their
learning journey; they stated it helped them further develop their HR knowledge more
so than working with HR colleagues. All HRPs presented these types of experience
as high marks of their learning:
“I think quite often as HR people, we might feel a little bit scared to jump out,
step out of our comfort zone and our HR expertise and I think you can gain a
lot by doing that and there is a risk, you know, I am often in a meeting and I
don't know anywhere near as much about feminist principles or gender or
water and sanitation as the person sitting next to me, but I do know something
and I can talk knowledgeably and see how my role can help them.”. (INT#13)
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HRPs expressed a willingness to learn on the job by taking on specific projects and
development opportunities that could expand their skills, even though it might be in
a totally unknown area hence outside of their comfort zone. As one HRP stated:
“I think I've had a lot of opportunities over the past year and half to learn
different skills and learn and experience different situations that have really
excited me and that I dealt with, you know difficult tasks I haven't done
previously”(INT#9).

The HRPs brought further humility and gratitude as an important component to their
learning especially as it related to their knowledge sharing experience. They shared
the value of insights gained from colleagues within their organisation but more so the
knowledge gained from HR professionals sitting outside of their organisation which
they called for support and advice regarding situations they may have dealt with. One
participant shared her appreciation:
“I don't know the labour law of 12 different countries like an expert… just kind
of the basic but I need to know the right questions to be asked and admit that
I don't have all the information. And so, in the NGO community like ours we
typically have tight budgets and limited resources. So, we're all coming from
that same space and we're just grateful we can share across…. I almost have
never gone on any issue where someone's been like no or nonresponsive”.
(INt#1)

As HRPs mentioned having the community of practice as a professional network
allowed them to take more calculated risk stating that at the end you were trying to
find a solution to a problem that all NGOs experienced at some point or another.
Another common theme captured across all the HRPs was how they used humour to
deflect what they were describing as very challenging, and sometime emotionally
stressful situations. All HRPs expressed having dealt with stress and were often
nervously laughing and bringing humour into recounted situations, humouring
themselves on how they went about managing certain issues and solving problems.
HRPs recounted situations they realized they should never have been dealing with
in the first place, learning by fire and managing “on the fly” coming up with creative
solutions that too could have had high risk implications. A few HRPs were laughing
thinking back at the type of situations they were often left alone to manage.
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Participants acknowledged being at time thrown into difficult situations without much
leadership support. There were situations they often felt were a bit over their head,
however situations that needed to be dealt with as there was no other HR
representative willing, able or present to take on the tasks. Most HRPs however
reflected on these situations as being part of their learning experience, their ‘a-ha’
moment which during the interviews they reflected led them to become more
assertive in their global HR generalist partner role.

4.6.6 HRP and self-reliance on professional development
The HRPs acknowledged receiving the support from HR leadership from both a
decision-making support and a mentoring position were important components to
their learning. The ability to engage with senior leadership and having conversations
around HR related topics was important for HRPs.
“this is I guess the way that I've gone about approaching it as like educating
myself you know, thinking so then I can go in and probe and throw different
ideas out there and get reactions and then come together to present my
suggestions…and then I constantly feel like when I'm having conversations
with my Chief HR she kind of constantly brings me back to this idea that you
have to think about what is the principle?” (INT#1).

Yet HRPs often did not have the ultimate power in the decision-making process for
certain situation; managing their leadership decision-making process for certain
activities they needed approval for required patience as stated by one participant:
“when decisions have to be raised to such a level of the organisation it takes
a lot of time because you kind of have to OK let's build the case here at the
department level you know, then build here at the chief level then you know
get to the executive whom you need to wait on, and then it kind of trickle it
back down …all of those layers take time …especially in this new matrix
structure that we're working in.” (INT#1)
They acknowledged informal, organic leadership feedback was often missing yet
available upon request hence the need for them to be assertive in requesting it. They
described the need to balance when to seek out leadership support for decision
making and when to make decisions on their own at the risk of making mistakes.
Organisational and managerial support was identified by the HRPs as a strong
facilitator of learning, yet only a few HRPs acknowledged being recipient of their
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leadership constructive feedback; these HRPs referred to their HR leaders as
mentors. As one HRP recounts:
“I was lucky enough to have a mentor who was very good in all those areas,
and had the international background so I learned everything I know from an
HR perspective supporting international aid workers. I know everything
because of that mentor…he was Director of HR for my first job in an
international NGO. I still very much consider him my mentor really. although
he does not actively practice any longer” (INT#2)

One participant stated, the level of HR leadership championship, support and style in
his current NGO was allowing him to further develop and be successful in his role.
“my boss actually likes to give me a lot of exposure. Okay but in other
organisations I struggled to create exposure for myself. in organisations
where they're very hierarchical. And they only want to talk to the CHRO or the
VP of HR from a C-suite level, CIO, CFO, and so on. They only want to talk
to higher up, so exposure is difficult. Here I am not struggling with that
because my boss is very inclusive” (INT#14).

In addressing their approach to learning two HRPs referenced a PM certificate
available for their NGOs’ project managers and sponsored either through the Project
Management Institute (PMI, 2004, 2010) or PMDPro, which latter program targeted
international development projects (Nelson & Cropper, 2016). They stated an interest
to learn more about the principles of PM reflecting on how the knowledge acquired
might allow them to better understand the full project cycle hence better position their
role as advisor to the project manager. The HRPs mentioned this was not an
employee development activity necessarily promoted by their HR leadership as
benefiting HRM. HRPs expressed positioning their advisory role was a constant battle
to manage, referring to having at times “threatened” project managers with the
financial impact that can come with mismanagement of local labour laws and the
increased risk of lawsuits. They also felt the experience they gained from supporting
international projects was not properly captured by their own leadership hence not
tapped into as lessons learned to improve on strategic HR processes.

4.7 Summary of finding chapter
This chapter has described the findings of a grounded theory analysis of fourteen
interviews conducted with HRPs. Five theoretical categories were identified as the
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HRPs approaches to embrace the myriad tensions that come from managing such
demands as the balance of standardisation versus localisation especially when done
ethnocentrically. HRPs described a dynamic work environment in a perpetual state
of motion where the HR function was constantly responding to NGOs’ need to adapt
to requirements imposed by funders, international clients as in local government
entities, as well as the global community of practice represented by international
NGOs. HRPs saw themselves placed at the fore front of the employee engagement
activities and hence as a viable source of information when it came to assess the
human impact of certain strategic decisions. And yet HRPs were often underutilized
as a strategic resource especially as one that might provide insights on strategic
activities impacting the both/and approach to managing paradox, instead being called
upon last minute only when fires needed putting out.
As focal points HRPs felt often ‘sandwiched’ as the go-to person and described the
tensions experienced from constantly balancing various stakeholders’ demands,
having to switch gears, adapt and learn new HR processes and/or new local country
labour laws, and this often within a limited time frame and a limited budget. Yet, HRPs
embraced the challenges; HRPs found ways to embrace their “sandwiched” state by
proactively identifying potential risks for employee relations, and from their focal point
position sought to communicate those risks to leadership and managers something
they managed through constant client relationship management.
HRPs in this study expressed the need and the value to position their role as advisory
across the entire international project proposal development and then project
implementation phases. They described working with project managers who claimed
having in the past managed projects without HR assistance, at least none from HQ.
Yet, HRPs found themselves pulled into supporting employee relation issues at the
project level, hence the country level, they felt could have been prevented. They saw
their role providing insights and assistance as an HR function across the entire PM
cycle following the full employment cycle of the locally hired employees.
One participant stated tensions in the international development world would never
go away; they were part of the daily activities of doing work in challenging
environments susceptible to many internal and external factors outside of one’s
control such as unexpected funding cuts, flooding, local political turmoil, cultural
differences and so forth. As a result, HRPs acknowledged a great part of the
information seeking exercise relied on the different networks created out of these
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collaboration efforts which saved them a lot of time and money. As one HRP stated,
there is a certain level of demonstrated humility and vulnerability behind requesting
assistance from a community of practice, reaching out and acknowledging you don’t
know everything; this is coupled with what the HRPs refer as gratitude about being
able to ask for help, knowing that at some point in your career you will have the
opportunity to pay it back and assist someone else in need for assistance.
As we look at the HRPs’ approaches to embracing tensions and managing paradox
the role of the HRP is by nature a focal point. As such HRPs in these NGOs seemed
to have actively embraced that focal point especially as it led them to develop
relationships and actively embed their added value into the international PM cycle;
they managed role expectations through a constant balancing act demonstrated
through an agile entrepreneurial mindset and a constant desire to learn with and from
others which learning tied back to the overall of the international NGOs’ missions.
Findings will be further discussed in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FIVE – DISCUSSION OF THE
FINDINGS
The aim of this study was to explore the HRP role and its partnering component, as
originally created in alignment to Ulrich’s (1997) strategic HRP model, within the NGO
work environment, further exploring the role’s positioning within a context where
limited research on HRM in general has been done (Oelberger et al., 2017;
O’Sullivan, 2010; Welch et al., 2008), and where resources are limited, potentially
impacting how HRM is able to function. While it is one area of research that is starting
to draw increasing attention, the focus has been on SHRM and HR professionals’
contributions (Akingbola, 2013; Akingbola et al., 2019), not necessarily on the actual
role and activities of the HRP as one HR practitioner.
We saw in Chapter Four, that embedded in each of the five themes that emerged out
of the analysis is the concept of embracing organisational tensions and managing
paradox. While HR scholars have identified a key role for HR practitioners in
managing tensions (Caldwell, 2008; Keegan & Francis, 2010), and managing
contradicting operational/project management and strategic activities (Marchington,
2015), in this chapter I therefore apply a lens of paradox theory in order to gain deeper
understanding of the HRP role in INGOs. This chapter is structured in three sections.
First, I critically analyse the findings of this research through a paradox theory lens
(Aust et al., 2015; Smith & Lewis, 2011), then I return to the three research questions
before proposing a framework of the HRP positioned as an HR nexus embracing
tensions and manoeuvring paradox.

5.1 A Paradox lens on tensions as experienced by HRPs
working for international NGOs
Following Legge (1978, 1995) characterizing personnel managers as ‘victims of
ambiguity’ caught in ‘vicious cycles’, scholars started to explore different types of
tensions that come from being part of an organisation and their consequences for HR
practitioners (Aust et al., 2015). Several researchers later confirmed HR
professionals’ role ambiguity, further identifying several paradoxical tensions in the
overall HRM field (Caldwell, 2003; 2008; Keegan & Francis, 2010; Sheehan, et al.,
2014; Van Buren et al., 2011). The terms duality, paradox, ambiguity, dilemma and/or
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tension have become part of both the HRM research and practitioner vocabulary, and
the underlying concepts and theoretical assumptions are now slowly being
researched systematically to comprehend how to best address these tensions
(Boselie et al., 2009; Ehnert, 2009; Keegan & Boselie, 2006).
Responding to the fit perspective and outside-in approach to strategy management,
the development of the HR shared services concept (Bondarouk, 2011) which
promoted the business partner model (Ulrich, 1997) led to the emergence of an HRM
scholarship which framed organisational tensions as problematic with solutions being
sought to avoid them (Aust et al., 2015, p. 198); the focus of HRM research has been
on identifying the best HRM structure and alignment that reduce organisational
tensions, assuming these ‘fit’ strategies are what is conducive to top performance.
Paradox theory (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 381) presents an alternative approach to
addressing tensions by “exploring how organisations can attend to competing
demands simultaneously.” Within this theory, organisational tensions are framed by
four categories of paradox that “represent core activities and elements of
organisations: learning (knowledge), belonging (identity/interpersonal relationships),
organizing (processes), and performing (goals)” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 383). Within
the field of HRM Aust et al (2015) observed that tensions are an integral and
continuous aspect of HRM. These different organisational tensions as experienced
by HRM provided a basis to those encountered in this study (i.e. centralisation versus
decentralisation of decision-making).
In a later study Keegan et al. (2019) go further by addressing tensions-focused HRM
research under a paradox theory lens aiming to then provide guidance for how HR
practitioners can handle tensions that may never go away. Despite providing valuable
insights the authors acknowledged one limitation to their research as having not
studied how HR practitioners really approach and respond to tensions. This is what
this study has done as it explored the HRP role within the international NGO world
and highlights the contradictory elements HRPs faced, part of their NGOs’
organisational settings and their inherent tensions (Keegan el al., 2019); under the
paradox lens the study highlights these HR practitioners’ activities as approaches to
embrace tensions and manage paradox. One important paradox however
encountered by the HRPs may be related to a role originally created under the
concept of the contingency fit theory hence one expected to drive the concept of
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‘making choices’ when faced with contradictory elements (Lewis & Smith, 2014;
Smith & Lewis, 2011).
Considering that embracing tensions is a common theme among the HRPs’ daily
activities, approaching the discussion of the findings from a paradox theory
perspective provides a good systematic lens and language for exploring the HRPs’
partnering role as currently aligned across different NGOs set to perform in a world
where tensions and paradoxes are the norms (Akingbola et al., 2019). This study
discussion follows Smith and Lewis’ (2011) paradox framework one of the most welldeveloped and cited frameworks for exploring tensions especially in the field of HRM
(Aust et Al., 2015), including the role of the HRP (Gerpott, 2015). Gerpott’ s (2015)
conceptual paper presents the role of HR managers aligned to the business partner
model from a paradoxical perspective, identifies short-comings and makes
suggestions for how HRM tensions might be better managed. Like Keegan et al.’s
(2019) study, one limitation to Gerpott’s (2015) study is that it is conceptual hence
did not study real life HRPs’ approach to managing daily activities and inherent
tensions.
The discussion of this research findings supports what researchers have long noted,
that compared to other managerial functions, organisations’ HRM departments are
“particularly prone to contradictory assessments” which is being passed down at the
level of the HR practitioners (Legge & Exley, 1975, p.51). The findings represent
approaches to embracing tensions and using a paradox lens allows organising them
under specific organisational roles taken on by the HRPs.
The next section of this chapter discuss the finding categories as they transpire
across the 4 categories of paradox: 1) Performing paradox – integrated translator; 2)
Organising paradox – embedded ambidextrous; 3) Learning paradox – tacit
influencer; 4) Belonging paradox – trust moderator (Smith & Lewis, 2011).

5.2. The Human resource partner in international NGOs
embracing tensions and paradoxes
5.2.1 Performing paradox – integrated translator
As introduced by Smith and Lewis’ work (2011, p.384) performing paradoxes stem
from dealing with a plurality of stakeholders and tensions surfacing between
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“differing, and often conflicting demands of varied internal and external stakeholders”
(Donaldson & Preston, 1995).
HRPs in this study experienced performing paradoxes when dealing with
contradictory organisational and performance goals set by the various stakeholder
groups they worked with, a struggle captured in the HR literature (Caldwell, 2003);
some of these stakeholders were members of their own HR organisation, while other
were representatives of the client groups they supported. An example of a struggle
was the difficulty for the HRPs to transition into a strategic role managing workforce
and succession planning activities while still processing HR transactional activities
not just at the HQ level but also at the country level; these latter activities were related
to providing support to the management of international projects which seemed to be
fully embraced by most of the HRPs especially when assisting with local HRM
capacity building, a concept that aligns with HRD principles and theories (Ruona &
Gibson, 2004; Werner, 2014) including societal development (Mclean et al., 2012).
Yet the balancing act of these activities which included managing different
stakeholders’ expectations created tensions among the HRPs.
While HRPs were asked to assist with the roll out of HQs led practices they were also
called in to provide local HR capacity building getting involved with activities such as
workforce staffing and local employee relations issues around performance
management. Described by the participants as such but also supported by the
international project literature (Landoni & Corti, 2011) international projects could be
viewed as temporary sub-organisations to an NGO, each with a 4 to 5-year timeline
and each following a similar project life cycle which included project design, project
start-up, project implementation, project monitoring and evaluation and then project
close-out with each phase tied to human capital performance (PMD Pro 1, 2010;
Welch et al., 2008). The life span of a humanitarian assistance program may vary
depending on the humanitarian crisis being managed and other factors (Hilhorst,
2002).
HRPs portrayed rolling out HQs led policies and processes while at the same time
having to respond to the operational needs of international projects at a country level,
often without much advance notice and turnaround time. This led HRPs having to
respond quickly in order to manage the human impacts of such activities as they felt
the ‘how’ of managing the HR function within the project cycle was often not thought
of until later. Local employees hired to support international project had performance
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goals tied to the duration (usually 3 to 5 years) and the success of the project, hence
with a focus that was more short-term than its NGO’s long-term strategic workforce
planning. Yet each project’s goals however long in duration added up to an NGO’s
overall long-term goal of accomplishing its non-profit mission (Akingbola et al., 2019).
HRPs were dealing with tensions related to adapting HQ led performance
management policies and processes to the local needs of a project in a developing
country.
HRPs’ level of effort was high and difficult to predict especially as it related to
managing employee relations across several continents at a time with some HRPs
managing up to ten projects spread across different countries; HRPs constantly
sought to position their role in order to better forecast and define their level of effort
as business partner a role positioned as strategic in the literature (Brockbank, 1999).
The findings support the notion that as NGOs were operationalizing to increase
efficiency and performance (Jackson, 2009) the level of effort and support of HRPs
across international projects was getting higher hence becoming an important
component of the HRPs’ overall roles and responsibilities, an area of research
acknowledged in need for more attention (Welch & Welch, 2012); indeed HRPs found
themselves dealing with diverging requests to address, such as balancing the
implementation of HQ’s strategic long-term goals and standardized policies and
processes with the necessity to respond to the short-term goals and needs of a local
project, the latter often being very time consuming. International projects often
required the management of short-term deadlines for project deliverable and a more
localized approach to manage HR processes.
A paradox lens highlights paradoxes of performance caused by different performance
goals both internal and external to the NGOs. Internally HRPs needed to align to their
NGOs’ standardized operational procedures and respective goals which included the
standardisation of HR policies and processes such as global job family and employee
mobility or employee performance management processes. HRPs indirectly aligned
to external stakeholders’ performance goals as they related to the evaluation of
project activities the NGOs were held accountable for delivering in a local country
(Kusak & Rist, 2001). NGOs needed to respond to funders’ decisions related to the
technical expertise required for the success of a project which impacted personnel
selection, personnel dismissal and performance management activities, activities
HRPs were getting highly involved especially due to their often untimeliness and the
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need to control any associated legal risk. Last minute request to reposition project
activities created employee relations situations HRPs needed to address within the
local country legal and employment market framework. HRPs managed the human
impact of external stakeholders’ decisions.
Although international development and humanitarian assistance programs have
different hiring and staffing needs (Oelberger et al, 2017), the findings showed that
the need to be proactively reactive to better forecast their level of effort was the same
across all HRPs; they found themselves challenged by diverging performance criteria
around long-term versus short-term goals especially as it related to employee life
cycle management.
As we have seen so far in this study HRPs strived to balance both proactiveness and
reactiveness; the literature states that HR professionals ought to take a more
proactive role as part of the reconceptualization of the HR partner role which is a
concept supported by Ulrich’s (1997) HR partner model created to deliver competitive
advantage (Farndale et al., 2009; Keegan & Francis, 2010), yet it is a concept that
also led to downgrade ‘reactive’ as not adding any business values (Brockbank,
1999). The findings of this study support the role of the HRPs as originally intended
by (Ulrich,1997) being constantly ‘proactively reactive’ in order to address pluralist
stakeholders’ expectations which under a paradox lens is considered as adding
business values. Where HRPs assisted with the standardisation of policies and
processes they were seeking to improve HR systems and could be regarded as
operationally proactive; and where they dealt with the adapting of these standardized
processes to the legal and cultural framework of the local context HRPs were
focusing on short-term activities that could be viewed as strategically reactive.
The constant search for pro-activeness comes across as high on the HRPs’ daily
activities as they tried to manage what they also perceived as their own HR
leadership’s lack of integration of both the short-term and the long-term perspectives
when rolling out strategic directives, specifically those aligned to standardisation of
policies and processes. HRPs perceived their NGO leadership thinking about the line
of the business, designing and moving toward implementing policies and processes
without looking at how the HR activities were to be organized and delivered to best
support the international projects, hence not fully addressing the HRP operational
mode a theme captured through the strategic HRM literature (Caldwell, 2008). Longterm plans such as standardized HR processes (e.g. global job classification and
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employee mobility) were developed without taking into consideration the ‘how to’ of
managing the associates short-term activities, which activities fell under the HRPs’
responsibilities and which activities had a human impact. HRPs shared the feeling
they were often not included in strategic conversations due to being perceived by
both leadership and line managers as “bottlenecks” or “road blockers” always raising
concerns or issues. The paradox then is that when left out of initial conversations,
HRPs came into the conversations later and slowed down activities to address
employee relations issues they felt could have been prevented if their feedback
around the human impact had been addressed earlier on.
HRPs faced challenging expectations placed upon them by project managers who in
response to funders’ pressure to move fast with project activities needed in return to
move fast on each front of the employee life cycle, not fully appreciating the
complexity and ramification of not following local labour laws and required legal HR
processes (O’Sullivan, 2010). HRPs managed the legal review process which took
time, a process that project managers often had not built into the project timeline.
Once called in for advice it was not uncommon for HRPs to delay certain HR related
activities until any associated legal risk had been addressed, hence the perception
of the HRPs seen as a bottleneck.
HRPs experienced tensions when long-term strategies had been developed without
integrating their feedback or perspective. HRPs constantly balanced staying fully
engaged as focal point, proactively selling their role and further embedding
themselves into project management meetings in an agile manner to increase their
visibility and proactively address any HR related oversights that might later cause
labour relations issues. To address the human impact and prevent the risk of ‘people
fall-out’ as referred by one participant, HRPs tried to position their role as proactive
advisor which role they constantly sold to managers by embedding themselves in
their schedule. For some participants this activity had the potential of becoming a
vicious cycle, constantly selling their support role and putting out fires while also
attempting to catch up with their own leadership to translate the knowledge acquired
from their daily exposures to tensions. The constant need to translate local needs
back to HQs whether integrated or not could become a vicious cycle which as shown
in the literature might lead HRPs to use coping defensive mechanisms such as
engaging into an activity that involves suppressing the local need, prioritizing
standardization and allowing the process to dominate localization, among others
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(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013, p.255). HRPs in this study decided that their best
approach was to be proactively reactive hence trying to adapt as needed. HRPs
naturally acted as “devil’s advocate” intending to bring in different perspectives into
the HR strategic design process however often there too perceived as bottle necks
by their HR colleagues; this supports the notion of playing devil’s advocate portrayed
in the paradox literature as a component of being agile (Lewis et al., 2014).
Additionally, unless there was a clear leadership championship of the role, which
happened in some occasions, HRPs were constantly promoting their advisory role
often dealing with managers bypassing it due to being perceived as a bottleneck.
How managers perceived HR professionals and were reluctant to engage with them
is a problem not uncommon across both the HR and the paradox literature (Bader,
2016; Heizmann & Fox, 2019; Keegan & Francis, 2010). It was a problem further
accentuated in the international NGO world where HRPs dealt with multiple
stakeholders hence supporting the acknowledged need among researchers for more
empirical attention (Akingbola, 2013).
The use of a paradox lens highlights tensions experienced by HRPs as they felt the
pressure to respond to the NGOs’ performance goals, which due to the nature of their
work were aligned to both internal and external stakeholders (Jackson, 2009). NGOs
must respond to funders’ performance expectations often within a short-time frame.
Being at the mercy of funding shifts within and between international projects was a
constant struggle for NGOs, which then impacted HRM and HRPs’ support role in
workforce planning for project-based activities (Welch et al., 2008). Performing
paradoxes occurred as HRPs got caught between the need to manage both longterm activities imposed by HQs’ leadership and short-term activities linked to local
project needs, while also managing being perceived as a bottle neck. Addressing this
perception from a paradox perspective may help position the HRP not so much as a
bottle neck but as someone manoeuvring paradox, a much-needed devil advocate
whose role is actually to translate various stakeholders’ insights into constructive
feedback to be integrated into strategic HR planning to manage employee relations
with minimum legal risks; this means promoting HRPs’ role as integrated translator.
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5.2.2 Organising paradox – the embedded ambidextrous
Organising paradoxes as presented by Lewis and Smith’s (2011) are linked to the
question on how tasks should be divided between different organisational actors.
HRPs were confronted with tensions and paradoxes of organising when dealing with
contradictory demands for designing processes and structure (e.g. headquarters vs
temporary project-based HR organisations) and deciding whether to retain versus
delegate HRM activities, and this across different actors (e.g. strategic HR tasks vs
transactional tasks). Some of these activities included the delegation of decision
making.
While the data collected provided information on each NGO’s HR structure
functionality, the focus of the study discussion is on the partnering activities managed
by the HRPs, and how these activities may be influenced by the HR architecture
(Ridder & McCandless, 2010). The findings revealed the HRPs’ role was often
aligned to an HR structure resembling a shared services model with what was
described by the participants as an ESC responsible for managing employee data
and processing transactional activities with other HR functions such as recruiting,
compensation and benefits expertise aligned as satellite expertise. No specific
reference was made by the participants of Ulrich’s (1997) three-legged model and
only four participants raised concerns and shared frustration about the slow transition
of their role into what they expected to be a strategic business partner managing
activities such as change management, workforce development and succession
planning (Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005). Instead, the implementation of the HR partner
role across the NGOs emphasized HRPs balancing contradictory demands such as
acting as a strategic implementors of their HQ led HR standardized policies and
processes while managing HR operational activities and transactional tasks at the
level of the international project.
HRPs in this study acknowledged an overall evolution of their HR department since
they started working for their organisation, a change as stated by Keegan and Francis
(2010, p.878) that followed a “structural transformation in an HR service delivery to
reduce costs, increase firm competitiveness and achieve a tighter alignment between
HR practices and business strategy” (Ulrich & Brockbank 2005). They described their
HQ HRM team as intending to align itself to be more strategic at the global level, and
simultaneously thinking about addressing both US, or UK, and the country level
needs. HRPs expected this global alignment of the HRM team including their own
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role to resolve organising tensions as it would clearly assign operational
responsibilities to their HR shared service centres on the one hand and strategic
demands to centres of expertise such as benefits, compensation and recruiting and
the HRPs on the other hand. Yet tensions still existed.
The participants described organisational confusion behind the purpose of the HRP
role and its alignment within their NGO, meaning which tasks to delegate or not, a
confusion that is well captured in the HR literature (Reilly et al., 2007; Francis &
Keegan, 2006; Rynes, 2004) including the non-profit literature (Akingbola, 2013).
Similar to what Pritchard (2010) addresses in her article on the transition of
practitioners into the HRP role, participants were confused about which tasks to
retain, and which to delegate to other areas of the HR function, especially which tasks
to delegate when it came to provide global HR support to local country offices where
tasks could be both very transactional and/or advisory.
The HRM structure and the delegation of tasks appeared to have an impact on this
constant need to balance activities associated with managing short-term and longterm expectations. HRPs acknowledged tensions resulting from an HQ HR remaining
domestically or ethnocentric (i.e. US or UK based) in terms of skills sets required to
manage employee transactions, payroll, benefits and compensation, while the nature
of the HRP role required providing global HR services to international projects, a
challenge captured in the project-based organisation literature (Keegan & Turner,
2003). NGOs initially organized and operationalized for efficiency at HQs level,
delaying how to best operationalize at a project level. While HRPs appreciated the
need for their respective HR departments to focus on first creating stronger and
compliant HR systems within their home country labour framework (US or UK), HRPs
felt left in charge to address and manage all global labour requirements related to
supporting the implementation of projects in various developing countries. As a result,
HRPs embedded themselves into the international projects’ daily activities to address
and support local country employee management.
HRPs collaborated with their HQs’ HRM department to support international projects’
full employee life cycle from recruiting to separation of employment processes of both
expatriates and local national project-based employees hired specifically for the
duration of the projects; while they overlooked the management of expatriates’
assignment the findings highlight their role supporting the management of the local
workforce. The HRP’s role as described by the participants encompassed all HR
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functions like a true global generalist (Pritchard, 2010); how the role aligned to a nonprofit HRM structure often built with a US or UK centric approach made it very
complex to manage (Ridder & McCandless, 2010). While the change management
exercise such as the standardisation versus localisation of HR policies and processes
was perceived as strategic and valuable by the HRPs, a change also experienced as
strategic by most global organisations (Akingbola et al., 2019; Stahl & Björkman,
2006), it was an exercise described by the HRPs as creating tensions and paradoxes.
Tensions were exacerbated by the complexity of managing HR as a function across
project-based organisational structures, where each project behaved as a temporary
organisation and where the concept of standardisation often clashed with the need
for localisation due to local labour laws as well as different cultural frameworks. HRPs
often expressed concerns more about the how of standardisation implementation
versus the why.
What came across through the study findings was that the process of standardisation
created the perception at the local country level of centralized power at HQs when in
fact the long-term impact might have been to some extent allow for the
decentralisation of the decision making to the local country offices and project
management level. The challenge came with the lack of clear communication behind
the intent with the HRPs as focal point often finding themselves sandwiched in the
middle, having on one hand to manage their HQ leadership expectations, and on the
other hand manage requests for needed HR support and activities at the project level.
The standardisation process created a perception of dependency on approvals on
HR processes and decisions from NGOs’ HQs which was not always well received
at the country level.
HRPs referred to dealing with project managers who historically had been
responsible for managing the projects’ HR related tasks on their own without much
support from HRM as a function (Welch et al., 2008). As NGOs operationalized to
improve performance and efficiency (Jackson, 2009) the HRM’s role has gotten wider
in scope with more global accountability placed on HR as a function to manage
(Welch & Welch, 2012). Although wishing it was done in a more proactive manner
and not the result of their constant selling, HRPs acknowledged changes happening
over the years they had been with their organisations and finding themselves working
more closely with project management teams and/or country office representatives
supporting local recruiting and the management of countries’ terms and conditions of
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employment and benefits. It was still a process they described as ad hoc and the
result of their constant embeddedness in the project managers’ schedule. This
positive change however created additional tensions as HRPs were looking to
operationalize the support they provided to projects which required global support
from their own HR department and colleagues which support they described as not
ready. This led HRPs often dealing with what might be perceived as vicious cycles,
feeling sandwiched in that focal point role trying to figure which tasks to delegate to
whom and when.
HRPs found themselves dealing with tasks they saw could have been delegated to
HR colleagues, yet kept managing based on many factors such as a perceived lack
of readiness from HR colleagues or their HR leadership’s request for HRPs to retain
the tasks considering their ability to best deal with them from their focal point position.
Additional tensions occurred related to the delegation of certain employee
management tasks onto project managers, which called for HRPs to adapt activities
based on the levels of managers’ readiness to be ‘people’ managers something they
felt their NGOs were not properly assessing (Link & Müller, 2015).
Changes in the overall HR function as shown in the literature has happened which
has contributed to a redesign of HR work which has then impacted the HR
professional expertise and the definition of legitimate HR work activities hence
changing the relationships with employees and line managers (Keegan & Francis,
2010; Wright, 2008; Wright et al., 2005). One focus of the HR literature and
experienced in this study is the HRP role expected to support cost efficient HR
services and provide strategic advice to leadership and managers, a role according
to the literature still “something of a moving target, rather loosely deﬁned and
precariously positioned with respect to changing relationships both internal and
external to the HR function” (Pritchard, 2010, p.176). The shared services model
including Ulrich’s (1997) model created a shift in the HR practitioners and business
managers relationship with HRM placing more accountability on the line managers
for managing not just organisational but also individual performance through effective
management of the employment relationship (Francis & Keegan, 2006; Pritchard,
2010).
HRPs within this study were working with project managers being asked to take over
certain HRM responsibilities and being evaluated for how well they carried them
especially as it related to managing the employee performance cycle; this often
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added employee relations conflicts due to project managers missing managerial
competencies, including often a lack of motivation to take on the role (Cunningham
& Hyman, 1999; Hall & Torrington, 1998; Keegan et al., 2012; McConville, 2006;
Renwick, 2003b). Supported by the literature (Watson, 2001; Guest & King, 2004;
Hope-Hailey et al., 2005) the delineation of which tasks to be managed by whom,
whether by the HRPs, another HR function or the line manager, was not often
straightforward. Working within a project-based environment and what was perceived
as very matrixed NGOs made the retention versus delegation of HR tasks exercise
even more difficult: employees were often aligned to work on more than one project
hence often working with more than one project manager. The dilemma became who
was best positioned to become an official line manager, being held accountable for
those employees’ performance and career path. This was a dilemma HRPs were
often asked to manage. The request by HQ leadership to standardize employee
performance management process at the global level hence the need for HRPs to
address its feasibility and applicability within the local context in terms of legal,
cultural and level of employee readiness created even more tensions and paradoxes
(Roberts et al., 2005). The lack of clarity around ownership of HRM problems is
certainly a theme captured among HRM researchers (Cooke, 2006; Gerpott, 2015)
and one present in this study.
This role transition has happened within a managerialist framing of HRM that has
progressively edged out pluralist perspectives on the management of human
resources something highly experienced by the HRPs in this study as they work with
various stakeholders (Aust et al., 2015; Keegan & Francis, 2010). Positioned as focal
points, HRPs engaged actively with project managers. This allowed them to develop
business acumen of the challenges faced by international projects especially as it
came to managing a global workforce across short timelines hence managing
different needs and expectations (Keegan & Turner, 2003; Welch et Welch, 2012);
tensions rose when having to implement standardized processes that had long-term
implications and were contradictory to a project’s time line. This focal positioning
which the HRPs intensified by embedding themselves into the projects’ life cycle put
to test what can be referred as contextual ambidexterity a key theme within the
organisational literature since March (1991) introduced the concept of exploration
and exploitation as two possibly competing modes of organisational learning needed
to happen for firms to stay competitive; exploitation involves ‘refinement, choice,
production, efficiency, selection, implementation, execution’ (March, 1991, p. 71),
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and exploration is characterised by ‘search, variation, risk taking, experimentation,
play, flexibility, discovery, innovation’ (March, 1991, p. 71). As noted by Swart et al.
(2019) research on ambidexterity has been dominated by theoretical approaches
focusing on the organisational level, with little known about how ambidexterity is
enacted by employees and even less so by HR practitioners (Hansen et al., 2019).
The finding of this study aligns to Hansen et al.’s (2019) research on HR architectures
in dynamic environment, which fits the NGOs’ environment: the authors distinguish
between exploration, exploitation, and ambidexterity according to the need for
flexibility such as alignment versus adaptability (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004), and the
need for innovation such as incremental versus radical (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009).
Discussing the findings under this lens, exploitation hence refers to a low level of
flexibility imposed by standardized HR policies and processes which are needed as
part of NGOs’ search for incremental efficiency and incremental innovation (e.g.
through the use of efficient HRIS); exploration is characterised by a high level of
flexibility needed to adapt to local legal and cultural framework with the attempt to
facilitate radical innovation (e.g. the need to respond to unforeseen funding cuts
which impact workforce planning). Ambidexterity is aimed at finding an appropriate
balance between exploration and exploitation, which based on the findings I position
as contextual or embedded ambidexterity, defined as “the behavioural capacity to
simultaneously demonstrate alignment [exploitation – meeting defined goals] and
adaptability [exploration – reconfiguration as required at that moment in time] across
an entire business unit” (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004, p. 209). While the current
literature suggests additional approaches to achieve ambidexterity (Turner et al.,
2013), such as ‘structural ambidexterity’ wherein exploitation and exploration take
place in different departments or business units (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004) and
temporal ambidexterity where exploitation and exploration vary across time
(Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996), the findings support the notion of HRPs’ embedded
ambidexterity due to their engaged focal point positioning.
Being embedded in project management support activities has allowed the HRPs to
comprehend the context and the issues an international project may be dealing with
at a local country, which issues HRPs constantly brought back to their HR colleagues
at HQ for the feedback to be translated into best practices and integrated in revised
policies and processes making them more global (Sandoff & Widell, 2015). The
HRP’s embedded ambidexterity should be acknowledged as an important skill set
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and added value to help support a strong yet flexible HRM structure within (Hansen
et al., 2019; Swart et al., 2019).

5.2.3 Learning paradox – tacit influencer
Learning paradoxes as defined by Smith and Lewis (2011) surface as organisations
go about making changes within their internal systems and processes looking at
“efforts to adjust, renew, change and innovate” which then “foster tensions between
building upon and destroying the past to create the future” (p. 383).
Between rolling our standardized processes and responding to local country needs,
HRPs described their constant need to adapt and switch gears to learn new
processes, often within a limited time frame and a limited budget (Aust et al., 2015).
They described tensions in their HRM organisation as the overall function inability to
create lessons learned and catch up on knowledge management for its own sake
(Edvardsson, 2007).
HRPs described a dynamic work environment in a perpetual state of motion with the
constant need to respond to various stakeholders’ requests for personnel
management support, a dynamic environment further challenged by developing and
emerging economies strengthening their own trade and labour laws which made the
business of foreign entities like NGOs even more complex, hence bringing more
challenges for international HRM (Fox, 2016). As HRPs engaged to support
international projects their need to become knowledgeable in local labour laws to
minimize an NGO’s legal risk became more pronounced, yet it was a knowledge they
often had to capture creatively often through google search and/or networking.
Under a paradox lens, being a Jack of all trades allowed HRPs to be contextually
ambidextrous, a capacity highly valued in an environment where change was a daily
reality (Akingbola et al., 2019). This study suggests that HRPs were doing more than
just managing change as in supporting the roll out of standardized processes; they
were constantly seeking out knowledge being on the lookout for multiple,
simultaneous and often antagonistic changes happening in the internal but also
external environment (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). As shared by the participants
these changes included but were not limited to the need to respond to cuts in
government funds, a local country political or environmental crisis, the global “MeToo”
or “AidToo” movements (Cornaz, 2019; Regulska, 2018); any changes such as those
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had an impact on workforce management with the need to counter any employee
relations risk associated with it hence the need for HRPs to adjust and adapt quickly
to their NGOs’ request for support.
As ‘Jack of all trades’ HRPs managed ambidexterity which allowed them to find an
appropriate balance between exploration and exploitation (March, 1991); it is a
capability they described as being agile and resourceful (Miles, 2013) and which
allowed them to not just manage change activities but also create a sense of stability
while doing so, an important concept for an environment where instability is the norm
(Akingbola et al., 2019). Under a paradox lens HRPs positioned themselves as
balancing what it referred in the organisation development (OD) literature as
managing ‘dynamic equilibrium’ which promotes moving away from ‘episodic’
changes to what needs to be experienced as ‘continuous changes’ (Weick & Quinn,
1999); Weick and Quinn (1999, p.361) referring to cycle of changes define episodic
changes as those that tend to be infrequent, slower because of the changes’ wide
scope, more strategic in their content, more deliberate and formal than emergent
change, more disruptive because programs are replaced rather than altered, and
initiated at higher levels in the organisation (Mintzberg & Westley, 1992). Episodic
changes within the NGOs are represented by the standardisation efforts meant to
strengthen an NGO operational capability by developing and implementing policies
and processes that for most were inexistent, at least not in a standardized global way.
Weick and Quinn (1999) further describe “continuous change” as change that tends
to be ongoing, evolving, and cumulative leading to organisational transformation that
is happening through “the realization of a new pattern of organizing in the absence
of explicit a priori intentions” which are further described as “accommodations to and
experiments

with

the

everyday

contingencies,

breakdowns,

exceptions,

opportunities, and unintended consequences” (Orlikowski, 1996, p.65).
The findings suggest that HRPs were managing continuous change that was built
around their constant interaction with project managers and the recurring needs to
adapt standardized processes demonstrating their global HR generalist knowledge
and ambidextrous ability to manage the tasks required. Positioned as focal point,
engaging an agile entrepreneurial mindset they appeared to take accountability for
both transactional and strategic HR related tasks that were needed for a project’s
successful workforce management while continually developing the aptitude that
allowed them to be proactively reactive (Weick & Quinn, 1999). As described by one
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of the participants it is as if they were creating response repertoires and personal
systems to be prepared for the unexpected. Under a paradox lens HRPs became
organisational actors influencing continuous change out of their ability to be
proactively reactive.
Depending on the demands placed on them HRPs needed to be reactive as a
response to external stimuli, or proactive at bringing change pre-emptively which
meant positioning themselves ahead of other forces’ demand, and this often with
minimum turn-around time (Miles, 2013); bringing the organisational development
(OD) perspective (Mathis & Jackson, 2006) on change management helps further
appreciate the value of the feedback HRPs sought to bring back to their HQ’s HR
colleagues, feedback they sometimes struggled to have integrated into revamped
processes. HRPs due to their focal point or nexus positioning were indeed constantly
embedded in continuous change and eager to share their learning, something they
saw benefiting organisational process change and innovation (Ellis, 2007; Van de
Ven & Poole, 1995). HRPs envisioned their role being about pushing the envelope
and helping NGOs being more innovative in their approach to international
development something they tried to achieve by sharing their big picture view of the
organisation and the learning experienced supporting international projects.
Learning for the HRPs was mainly tied to informal strategies that for most evolved
around the practice of their job (Cheetham & Chivers, 2001; Eraut, 2004). This
happened within what appeared limited time frames responding to projects’ specific
needs while also responding to NGOs’ push for standardisation and increased
efficiency and efficacity. As shared through the findings the HRPs’ generalist
background gave them the foundation to address ninety percent of the situations they
dealt with, a capability emphasized in the study happening mostly at an HRP’s senior
level; this allowed them to be ready for the ten percent of the situations that came
from dealing with the complex international projects’ scene which ten percent might
bring more risks to deal with. These ten percent situations had more to do with the
continuous change cycle just described above (Weick & Quinn, 1999) where the
HRPs used their HR generalist expertise (explicit knowledge) and what they
described as a combination of reflection in action and intuition, with a certain level of
‘critical creative’ thinking and risk taking (Eraut, 2004; Schön, 1983). The latter I will
argue is the tacit knowledge of the HRPs which allowed them to create their own
response systems, stand out as Jack of all trades and as the go-to-person able to fix
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any problem, a capability that in the literature is linked to ambidexterity (Swart et al.,
2019). Under a paradox lens the ‘go-to person’ role appears like a crucial role in need
for better promotion.
HRP’s ‘tacitness’ of knowledge, a term presented by Haldin-Herrgard (2000, p.358)
in her work on tacit knowledge in organisations, can be described as the knowledge
that at one end of a spectrum sits as tacit and unconscious knowledge (Polanyi,
1966) which is demonstrated by the HRPs’ ability to listen, adapt and respond to
individual employee relations issues and this within complex legal and cultural
parameters, often without much guidance; at the other end of the spectrum sits the
explicit, structured and coded knowledge as captured in the HRPs’ generalist
knowledge which knowledge allowed them to make sense of HR standardized
policies as they were implemented globally (Haldin-Herrgard, 2000). Explicit
knowledge is validated through standardized professional certification (Cohen,
2015).
While prepared to manage ninety percent of the situations HRPs handled on a regular
basis which might tap more into the explicit knowledge, the tacit knowledge separated
the ‘masters from the common’ and helped HRPs manage the remaining ten percent
of the situations (Lawson & Lorenzi, 1999). The statement separating the masters
from the common is meant to support the idea that HRPs working in international
NGOs required a certain core competency or “know-how” that allowed them to put
“know-what” into practice (Brown & Duguid, 1998). Under the paradox lens that tacit
knowledge may be explained as the ability to manage explicit knowledge under
complex situations and how to best channel it in an agile and creative manner in
order to support requests coming from pluralist stakeholders and manoeuvre related
tensions; this goes back to Halding-Herrgard’s (2000) notion of tacit and explicit
knowledge co-existing in a synergetic relationship.
While it is difficult to define tacit knowledge, the findings suggest a few parameters
promoting its creation as well as its utilisation such as the ability for the HRPs to
balance critical and creative thinking especially in the approach to enforcing global
policies while also creating coaching and advisory relationships with managers and
employees (Krueger, 2007). Krueger (2007) positions creative thinking as a way of
looking at problems or situations from a fresh perspective to conceive a solution that
might be original and doable yet grounded around critical thinking. HRPs applied
critical thinking when rationalizing, analysing, evaluating, and interpreting information
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from international projects’ local context against their standardized HR policies and
practices, so they could align those creatively to the local labour laws and make
informed judgments and/or decisions to problem solve. The creative thinking allowed
the HRPs to work well within the fast and moving complex world of international and
humanitarian assistance. Combining creative thinking and critical thinking aligns to
SHRM’s (2016) competency which is referred as the ‘ability to consult and provide
critical analysis’ a competency much appreciated to support the complex work of
international NGOs. Further, Argyris’ (1982, 1991) single- and double-loop learning
as presented by Cunliffe (2004, p.407), helps appreciate the combined critical and
creative thinking as skills allowing to transition from being “reflective (problem solving
and identifying, and correcting errors)” to beginning “to think about double-loop
learning (thinking more critically about behaviour; questioning assumptions, values,
and espoused theories), allowing the positioning of the responses to tension
approaches as a way for the HRPS to manage in a critically reflective manner a
both/and approach associated with virtuous cycles instead of an either/or approach
associated with vicious cycles (Smith & Lewis, 2011).
Tensions however rose when dealing with not so flexible standardized process and
the need to adapt to local country labour laws which took time and effort. Approaching
these tensions under the learning paradox lens helps support the notion that HRPs
were constantly managing within unknown territory and constructively adapting to it
through critically creative thinking and constant knowledge seeking (Aust et al.,
2015).
While HRPs described learning happening on their own through reading and free
instructor led courses (e.g. webinars) they acknowledged a big component of their
learning journey happening via knowledge sharing whether through internal crosscollaboration and networking with experts of different functions within their NGO,
such as finance, contracts management and legal counsel; although a process that
was not always easy to manage due to organisational tensions such as time
constraint it was a process presented as a big component of the NGOs’ approach to
problem solving and knowledge management. It was a process where existed a
sense of mutual obligation to knowledge sharing and collaborating that was also tied
to a sense of gratitude, with everyone working for the same mission and giving back
to the community under the concept of pay-it forward (Chang & Chuang, 2011; Chang
et al., 2012).
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Knowledge sharing and the concept of pay-it forward was further facilitated external
to the NGOs by the international communities of practice for the non-profit sectors
introduced in Chapter Two, such as the non-profit organisations Humentum and CHF
Alliance; these organisations created a community of practices and a learning
environment with information readily accessible and affordable, (often free), two
important criteria in the budget and time constrained world of the non-profit
international NGOs (Wenger, 1998). HRPs new to the international NGO
environment acknowledged going through a learning curve before becoming
confident about asking for help around specific HR related issues, and often through
a public forum. While the HRPs stated having learned a lot through the connections
they made, the paradox was for some of them feeling they had outgrown the
community of practice as it related to HR knowledge hence their ability to tap into that
resource for their own HR related professional and career path development (Cohen,
2015).
The literature supports the concept of professionals relying more on informal learning
as one gains seniority and matures in their profession something experienced by
these HR professionals and expressed as part of self-reflecting during the interview
process (Cheetham & Chivers, 2001); yet HRPs also acknowledged they were in a
constant problem-solving mode always looking for creative ways to deal with different
situations hence often struggling to find personal time for self-managed learning
activities like online-webinar, reading professional books not even able to find time
for networking (Miron-Spektor & Erez, 2017; Slawinski & Bansal, 2017). While HRPs
stated enjoying the learning, what came across the findings was also a sense of
fatigue and tension in having to constantly be in need to capture knowledge while not
always given the opportunity to reflect on it; they appeared to do the latter though in
action (Schön, 1983), an activity that seemed to go unnoticed as part of their tacit
knowledge. Yet, as HRPs recounted their career path they were self-reflecting on
how much they had actually learned (Eraut, 2004), emphasizing the value of
conversations as part of a mentorship activity, whether formal or informal (Nathan,
2010). Conversations which HRPs recalled also happened via networking activities
triggered learning and reflection, a technique the HRPs recognized they too had used
to promote attitudinal changes among the managers they had coached (Tillema et
al., 2015).
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Those HRPs who acknowledged being the recipients of a mentorship relationship,
an informal mentorship role often taken on by their direct managers (Cheetham &
Chivers, 2001) and one often sustained despite them no longer working together,
also emphasized the mentoring conversations as a valuable contributor to their
professional learning journey (Tillema et al., 2015). The reflective exercise HRPs
were going through while describing their mentor relationship allowed them to look at
the exchange of knowledge experience and assess its impact on their learning
journey also pointing out to how it allowed them to become their own expert.
Finally in being ambidextrous HRPs applied an entrepreneurial thinking approach to
the different situations they faced, making use of being a ‘Jack of all trade’ and
actually balancing causal and effectual reasoning, which allowed them to connect
short-terms activities with long-term goals displaying that specific trait that is the
ability to be visionary in their actions, a capacity they strived to promote by constantly
selling their role (Sarasvathy, 2001). The entrepreneurial thinking approach captured
across all participants helped promote the HRP role as a problem solver, a diffuser
of tensions and as a result a change agent hence a tacit influencer in continuous
change. Under a paradox lens the entrepreneurial approach came from the clear
sense that the HRPs were looking at all options and taking risks in terms of managing
complex situations without major prior related experience, making decisions based
on a combination of critical and creative thinking, intuition and tacit knowledge
(Sarasvathy, 2001).
The theme entrepreneurial thinking which is described in the literature as one of the
most relevant skills for the 21st-century workforce (Bacigalupo et al., 2016b) is not to
be confused with entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurial thinking is described as having
an entrepreneurial expert mindset with entrepreneurship being about actions and
intentions and entrepreneurial thinking being about attitude and beliefs (Krueger,
2007). Bacigalupo et al. (2016b) present it as an essential skill for ‘strengthening
human capital, employability and competitiveness’ hence a skill that makes sense for
the HRPs to have as they manoeuvred the complexity of international projects and
the tensions that came from managing their human capital dimension. In embracing
tensions and manoeuvring paradoxes I argue HRPs were actually expanding their
tacit knowledge in a manner similar to what is referred as entrepreneurial learning by
Bacigalupo et al. (2016a) a concept made up of “two aspects: 1. Developing
increasing autonomy and responsibility in acting upon ideas and opportunities to
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create value; 2. Developing the capacity to generate value from simple and
predictable contexts up to complex, constantly changing environments” (p. 14).
Under a paradox lens HRPs were positioning their role as entrepreneurial thinkers in
need to be agile and thinking creatively in their problem-solving approach; as such
they were balancing exploiting and exploring while always manoeuvring risks within
the legal and cultural parameters of the country where a project was being managed
while along the way influencing pluralist stakeholders (Good & Michel, 2013;
O’Sullivan, 2010). Under the paradox lens HRPs faced complex situations and
relationships with various stakeholders whose expectations they seemed to manage
as tacit influencer; a capability that too needs be positioned as an added value to the
business.

5.2.4 Belonging paradox – trust moderator
Belonging paradoxes, or tensions of identity as also referred by Smith and Lewis
(2011) are often the results of individuals and groups being pulled between managing
both homogeneity and distinction: “complexity and plurality drive belonging
paradoxes” (p. 383).
HRPs in this study found themselves having to act both on behalf of their NGO as a
member of the HR organisation pushing to implement standardized policies and
processes while also having to embed themselves, often simultaneously in multiple
project implementation cycles hence having to create relationships with various
managers and numerous local employees. The paradoxes of belonging refer to
contradictory demands for forming relationships such as being part of HR or being a
project member, or being employer centric versus employee centric (Marchington,
2015). The findings as discussed so far support the concept of the international NGO
working environment being one where complexity and plurality thrive, certainly
leading the HRPs to deal with belonging paradoxes, managing their added value and
identity as professionals; Smith and Lewis (2011) assert that “identity fosters tensions
between the individual and the collective and between competing values, roles and
memberships” (p. 383).
The standardisation process required HRPs to constantly shift their approach to
employee engagement and employee relations due to the need to edit and adapt
standards to different local cultures and labour laws. Yet, all HRPs expressed the
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need and the value behind staying consistent in their approach to providing support
to the different stakeholders they worked with and this across all levels of employees,
not just directors and managers. Staying consistent helped HRPs build credibility and
trust among all stakeholders. While for many HRM researchers tensions are
fundamental to employment management (Aust et al., 2017; Legge, 1978; Watson,
2001), the international NGO context in which these HRPs operated made their
partnering role and how they went about creating professional relationships very
complex and at time very stressful. Under a paradox lens, HRPs became trust
moderators (Innocenti et al., 2011).
HRPs positioned as focal point managed tensions that came from being caught in
the middle of having to balance the soft (human) and hard (resource) sides of HRM
(Marchington, 2015; Renwick, 2003a; Storey, 1992) across various stakeholders
within various countries’ cultural and legal frameworks. The need to balance the soft
HRM and the hard HRM was experienced differently across the HRPs. On one end
HRPs expected for their role to be more strategic than it was, which they stated would
have allowed them to work more closely with leadership representative; this meant
managing more of the ‘hard’ side of their role supporting leadership and managers
with data driven decisions (e.g. using HRIS) and looking at workforce planning and
assisting with succession planning, a role they acknowledged was not easy to create
and then sustain as they constantly got pulled into transactional problem-solving
activities which led to tensions and frustration. On the other end HRPs also
deliberately engaged across the entire employee spectrum, emphasizing the need to
support the global employee population and address employee relations from the
perspective of the individual’s needs and the local legal and culture background. All
HRPs however emphasized the need to adapt and be flexible as a major component
of their partner role. The side of their role leaning toward managing the ‘soft’ skills
could be the source of many tensions as HRPs had to also respond to their HQ’s
efforts toward standardisation; despite the tensions HRPs expressed the intrinsic
rewards of working with local employees and help problem solve issues something
that often came across as gratitude a concept certainly captured in the non-profit
literature, which also ties to pay-it forward (Akingbola, et al., 2019; Chang et al.,
2012).
Under a paradox lens, the finding supports the notion that the ability to balance both
‘hard’ and ‘soft’ is a strategic component of the HRPs’ role working for international
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NGOs and one notion that supports balancing fit strategy and flexibility a topic being
addressed in the non-profit literature (Akingbola, 2013).
As focal point HRPs are called in to assist with performance issues, often brought in
late in the process of managing an employee’s performance and at a point in time
when a manager’s expectation is that eliminating a poor performer will eliminate the
employee relation issue. This is an area where HRPs tried to push back, seeking to
build in the time for coaching managers in addressing a performance issue; more
importantly HRPs pushed back in order to be perceived as neutral to both the
manager and the employee, balancing the employer versus employee advocate role.
HRPs experienced tensions the result of a shift in the NGOs in pushing employee
management responsibility onto managers hence dealing with the perception as
described in the literature of moving from serving as advocates of employees’ rights
to being wards of managers with the goal of maximizing effectiveness (Francis &
Keegan, 2006); a paradox was that HRPs in this study seemed to also push back on
that very shift using their position as translator of local employees’ needs, including
local managers.
Tensions were experienced by HRPs as they found themselves ‘sandwiched,’ having
to embrace the roll out of HQ-led processes that did not always fit the readiness of
the countries and the local national employees (Akingbola et al., 2019; Aust et al.,
2015). The paradox lens emphasizes the need for HRPs to address both demands,
realizing for instance that they could not manage the expectations and deadlines
imposed by their HQ's HR (e.g., rolling out a new job classification program at the
global level) without initially building trust at the local country level and taking the time
to provide local HR representatives with the resources needed to take ownership of
the new processes. Building trust took time and involved many back-and-forth
conversations with a home office organisation, which meant for an HRP the risk of
being perceived as a bottleneck.
Being perceived as a bottleneck was a source of conflict for the HRPs which impacted
their sense of belonging to the overall HR structure, often not feeling appreciated for
the knowledge they brought back to HQ and feeling their role, and its added value
especially as trust moderation not fully integrated into their HR structure. Most
participants struggled with feeling a lack of inclusion particularly as it related to not
being included into the strategic design of global HR initiatives when they believed
their global awareness and the insights gained from their experience managing HR
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within the local country context could bring value in the long-term. This certainly
created a belonging paradox in addition to making them question the nature of their
roles, something also captured in the literature (Gerpott, 2015; Pritchard, 2010).
The concept of embeddedness was important for the HRPs to manage as it allowed
them to develop business acumen, to create relationships, and to build visibility and
trust at the level of both the project managers and the employees they worked with
(Holtom et al., 2006). Embeddedness was managed differently across the different
participants with some having their role physically embedded within the clients’ group,
for example sitting within the same office space outside of the HR sitting area, while
others had to force their presence into meetings and constantly look for opportunities
to connect with managers in order to avoid being caught off guards. Regardless of
the situation, HRPs experienced a tension of identity with regards to which group they
belonged to, whether it was the HR team or the client’s department, often learning to
manage both memberships. This tension is captured in the project management
literature as the recurring dilemma between the “autonomy requirements of project
participants and their embeddedness within organisational and interorganisational
settings” (Sydow et al., 2004, p.1476), a dilemma that requires good coordination and
integration of project activities within an organisation including the knowledge gained.
Yet, this was a tension they stated they learned to manage as in managing the pros
and cons of both. For the purpose of this study HRPs saw their role being embedded,
meaning being fully integrated within the clients’ teams they supported, which truly
meant being viewed as trusted key team member with an HR advisory role to be
tapped into for much added value (Holtom et al., 2006).
Under a paradox lens the constant balancing act of selling their role and being
responsive became an important component of the HRPs’ ability to create long-term
relationships within the organisation and to partner with managers to support HRM
within projects, which in essence helped them construct their identity as trusted
advisor and trusted coach, and hence build their credibility (Aldrich et al., 2015; Aust
et al., 2015). The findings support Kouzes and Posner (2011) definition of “credibility
as a consistency in word and deed and following through on commitments, further
stating “trust is the base on which credibility is built’ (p.41).
All HRPs described building their credibility by constantly selling their added value,
by demonstrating consistent responsiveness to urgent requests, and by bringing an
entrepreneurial mindset. They were comfortable taking risks in positioning
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themselves as trusted, reliable advisors working through the complexity of the
environment. HRPs built credibility by learning to push back, taking the time to
address the situation at hand and asking the right questions; this however also came
with risk when dealing with governance and leadership’s sense of urgency and sets
of expectations not an uncommon situation in the non-profit world (Akingbola et al.
2019). HRPs built credibility by acknowledging they did not have all the answers but
would seek out and follow up with the best options within the boundaries of their
NGOs’ HR policies and procedures and the boundaries of the local labour laws. They
brought that entrepreneurial thinking approach mentioned earlier, while also applying
a component of honesty and integrity that aligned to the mission and values of an
NPO (Akingbola et al, 2019). The findings support the concept of the HRPs learning
to influence without authority as trusted advisor which is a topic that has been
researched at the HR leadership level since the HR partner model was first designed
by Ulrich (1997); it is however a topic with limited empirical studies done at the level
of the HRPs as practitioners (Gerpott, 2015; Pritchard, 2010).
Being placed in this focal point could however backfire, with HRPs feeling overstretched as the go-to problem solvers for most organisational and employee
relations issues; this also led to HRPs being perceived as holding a position of power
hence either creating dependencies or certain managers circumventing their role
(Lang & Rego, 2015; Legge, 1978). While HRPs were expected as generalists to be
well versed in NGOs’ HR policies and their respective procedures, an expectation
captured both across the interviews and in the literature (Pritchard, 2010), HRPs were
also perceived as the sole connectors to the local context, having local knowledge
captured through their tacit knowledge. They were positioned as the go-to persons
for problem solving due to that tacit knowledge which assisted them in finding creative
solutions, making decisions, and being responsive to employees in general
(Brockmann & Anthony, 1998). From a paradox perspective, this constant positioning
of their role created power, especially as tacit knowledge is power (Haldin-Herrgard,
2000).
Creating relationships and building trust is hence presented as a crucial part of HRPs'
effectiveness, a theme that is captured across the HRM literature (Kochan, 2004)
and that is now being addressed across the nonprofit literature focused on people
management (Akingbola, 2012b; Akingbola et al., 2019). The need to work with
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multiple stakeholders and manage their different expectations, and this often within
limited time and budget, created tensions that were important for HRPs to manage.
Relying on their network and communities of practice, HRPs gained the tacit
knowledge that allowed them to be responsive and seek creative solutions to address
project managers’ needs, hence over time building trusted relationships which led
managers to come back for more support when needed (Bacigalupo et al., 2016b).
Under a paradox lens it also helps to look at the HRPs' entrepreneurial thinking
approach to dealing with complex situation as one that focused on client relationship
management and that included taking the time to build trusted relationships and
become trust moderator (Sarasvathy, 2001).

5.3 An HRP model for international NGO – the human
resource partner and its nexus positioning, manoeuvring
paradoxes
5.3.1 Review of the research questions
Before I position the theoretical model in the next sub-section, I revisit the three
original research questions to address whether the findings analysis and the
proposed theoretical framework align with the overall intent of the study which was
to explore the work of the HRPs working with international NGOs:
RQ1: How is the HR Partner (HRP) role created and positioned to support the
international NGO?
RQ2: What characterises the work of the HR Practitioner aligned to the role
of HR Partner (HRP) within an international NGO?
RQ3: How are the HR Partners (HRPs) working for international NGOs
learning and developing the skills and competencies needed to perform and
grow as HR practitioners?

The finding discussion addresses four roles taken on by HRPs and the concept that
identification of paradoxes also depends on what actors perceive as contradictory,
yet interrelated elements (Putnam et al., 2016). Hence, whether intentionally created
or not, under a paradox lens the HRP role led the participants to become
organisational actors actively managing their activities and embracing tensions to
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address competing organisational demands; they took on four different roles, either
separately but more often simultaneously which allowed them to manage paradoxes
as they were being encountered (Smith & Lewis, 2011).
Among the different activities that came with the HRP role, participants described
managing activities related to change management such as the implementation of
standardized HR processes. Change was experienced differently across the NGOs,
yet it seemed to be happening in what is described in the literature as an ongoing
inertia-dynamic process that while guided cannot be rushed (Akingbola et al., 2019).
While asked to implement standardized processes HRPs often needed to take a step
back in order to fully embrace the complexity of the environment they were dealing
with, hence fully embrace the tensions; this step back was often viewed as a bottle
neck. As HRPs felt caught in the middle of what they perceived a lack of role clarity
and delegation of tasks, they remained consistent yet somewhat flexible in balancing
HR activities to meet different stakeholders’ needs hence balancing fit and flexibility
as a strategy (Akingbola, 2013). While often having to be quick thinkers and problem
solvers HRPs took the time to understand the context when brought into a global
employee relations issue where the need to build trusted relationships was important.
HRPs were held accountable for getting change activities underway hence had a role
into ‘stimulating’ that inertia-dynamic change process, acting as integrated translators
and facilitators of crucial conversations among various stakeholders and managing
paradoxes with a focus on both/and solutions (Sandoff & Widell, 2015).
In their review of tensions focused HRM research, Keegan et al. (2019) address how
experiencing tensions associated with paradox can prompt different kinds of
responses which are usually clustered as proactive or defensive in nature (Lê &
Jarzabkowski, 2015). Somehow HRPs appreciated that tensions were a normal part
of the international development and humanitarian assistance field of work hence
were orienting to use proactive coping strategies that led toward managing a
“both/and” response, using techniques such as humour to deflect tensions
(Jarzabkowski & Lê, 2017). A paradox perspective brings a broader perspective that
aims to use tensions, including the experienced emotions resulting from dealing with
tensions, for creativity and innovative development (Keegan & al., 2017; Smith,
2014). A paradox theory offers insights into how HRPs handled organisational vicious
and virtuous cycles based on their own decisions to embrace tensions from a
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both/and approach associated with virtuous cycles instead of an either/or approach
associated with vicious cycles (Smith & Lewis, 2011).
HRPs’ ability to recognize and accept the interrelated relationship of underlying
tensions experienced through their job responsibilities can be referred as cognitive
complexity, a capability that Smith and Tushman (2005) present as enabling actors
to host paradoxical cognitions, the cognitive frames that accept contradictions. Using
a paradox lens, HRPs’ activities were not about eliminating tensions but about
proactively acting and engaging with them and manoeuvring paradoxes in order to
find a solution that would meet all involved parties, such as when balancing the need
for standardisation for increased operational efficiency and the need for localisation
for local acceptance and capacity building.
Finally, putting on a paradox lens allows us to look at the HRPs’ learning journey in
light of the expectations placed on them in their partnering role (Aust et., 2015;
Keegan et al., 2017). Workplace learning is an important aspect of the HRPs’
organisational life and one that comes from the interaction between their own
individual mind and their socially constructed community of practice (Cairns &
Malloch, 2010). While organisations have a role in setting up learning infrastructures
that leverage both formal and informal learning (Ellinger, 2004; Marsick & Watkins,
2001), HRPs were challenged to be fast learners, continuously learning and taking
ownership of their own learning and development opportunities (Candy, 1991;
Ellinger, 2004). Networking and pay-it forward were important components of the
HRPs self-learning journey, tied to the HRPs’ constant need to manage their
knowledge foundation and their learning based on the constant pressure to respond
to an NGO’s urgent need for HRP support.

5.3.2 Overview of the model – the HRP and its nexus positioning,
manoeuvring paradoxes
In the previous section, I used Smith and Lewis’ (2011) paradox framework to discuss
HRPs’ five approaches to embracing organisational tensions hence positioning four
roles taken on by the HRPs as they face managing paradox, four roles they often
take simultaneously. The roles are: (1) ‘Integrated Translator’ (performing
paradoxes), (2) ‘Embedded Ambidextrous’ (organising paradoxes) (3) ‘Tacit
Influencer (learning paradoxes) and (4) ‘Trust Moderator’ (belonging paradoxes), as
presented in Figure 4.

161

While researchers provide alternative lenses to look at the management of
organisational tensions by applying paradox and dialectical perspectives, the
discussion of the findings under the paradox lens focuses on the coexistence and
ongoing management of tensions between opposite elements which is different than
the dialectical perspective which views these same tensions as transformed through
conflict (Hargrave & Van de Ven, 2017, p.321); the contingency fit theory approach
to SHRM support the dialectical perspective (Lewis & Smith, 2014). This study
discussion uses a paradox lens to look at the tensions experienced by the HRPs and
presents them as “persistent contradictions between interdependent elements”
(Schad et al., 2016, p.6) which HRPs actively engaged with; the discussion positions
HRPs approach to embracing organisational tensions as a competitive advantage
and this regardless of how the rest of the HR function is structured, a competitive
advantage however emphasized by the HRP focal point, or nexus positioning. Figure
4 introduces a theoretical framework of the HRP role in the international NGO
positioned to manoeuvrer paradoxes, a role HRPs can manage due to their focal
positioning. The model Manoeuvring Paradoxes within International NGOs – The
Human Resource Partner and its Nexus Positioning is presented below.
The frequency with which participants discussed their role using such terms as
"conduit," "concierge," "translator," "go-between," “relationship,” and even "nervous
system" led to wonder about whether there might not be a term which captures and
helps illumine the understanding of the situation HRPs seem to share in common.
While both terms ‘focal point’ (as one of the embracing tension approaches) and
‘nexus’ (as an overarching activity) suggest a central, vital location, where focal point
emphasizes sight, nexus is more explicitly linked to action hence strategically
positioning HRPs as active participants embracing tensions and manoeuvring
paradoxes. Etymologically, nexus comes from the Latin, nexus “that which ties or
binds together,” past participle of nectere “to bind,” from PIE root*ned-“to bind, tie”
(Online Etymological Dictionary, OED14); in English, nexus is used to denote a "bond"
or a "link" that engenders "interdependence between members of a series or group;"
also, nexus is understood to be a "means of communication" (OED). The word
manoeuvre as a noun comes from French manoeuvre ”manipulation, manoeuvre”
from Old French manovre which means ”manual labour.” Etymologically

15

manoeuvre comes from the Latin manu operari, from manu, ablative of manus
14
15

https://www.etymonline.com/word/nexus
https://www.etymonline.com/word/maneuver
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“hands” from PIE root *man-“hand” and operati to “work, operate” from PIE root *op“‘to work, produce in abundance.” A manoeuvrer represents the individual
manoeuvring, operating, hence doing the work. The model is about the HRP being
positioned as ’Nexus’ of HRM’, ‘Manoeuvring Paradoxes.’
As stated in the conclusion of Chapter Four the role of the HRP is by nature a focal
point, a position also acknowledged in the job description (please refer to Appendix
1); whether the position was structurally aligned as a focal point or not however
varied. Yet, all HRPs in these NGOs seemed to actively embraced that focal point
positioning especially as it led them to actively embed their added value into the
international project management cycle; they managed role expectations through a
constant balancing act demonstrated through an agile entrepreneurial mindset and a
constant desire to learn with and from others which learning tied back to the
international NGOs’ overall missions. HRPs as HR practitioners within NGOs were
constantly balancing and manoeuvring opposing and interwoven elements, including
pluralist stakeholders’ requests that required their constant engagement (Schad et
al., 2019). The role of the HRP within the international NGOs is then positioned as
the Nexus of HR Manoeuvring Paradoxes; the theoretical model represents the
strategic positioning of the HRP role to embrace full front the different tensions
inherent to the role aligned to INGO, hence manoeuvring paradox as they appear.
Paradox theory allows to centrally position HRPs as organisational actors
manoeuvring paradoxes. Being positioned as the nexus of HR was in itself a source
of tensions, yet it is a position the HRPs actively engaged with in order to manage
paradox. The study supports the notion that to the best of their ability HRPs were
approaching their role from a both/and perspective (Smith & Lewis, 2011); embracing
the four organisational roles HRPs were proactively reactive, learning as they went
while developing tacit knowledge about how to best manoeuvre paradoxes (Swart et
al., 2019).
As shown in Figure 4, I propose a model of the HRP role in INGO. The model builds
on the general paradox framework developed by Smith and Lewis (2011) then later
applied by Aust et al. (2015) for the HRM field, and draws on existing categories of
paradoxes: performing, organising, belonging and learning, and the intersections
between them. Through a paradox lens it becomes possible to identity the five
themes of this study (HRP as Engaged Focal Point, HRP’s International Project
Embeddedness, HRP’s Constant Balancing Act, HRP’s Agile Entrepreneurial
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Mindset, Networking HRP and Pay-it Forward) as HRPs’ approaches to embracing
tensions and manage paradoxes, which the nexus positioning promotes. The
positioning as nexus of HR in turn enable the HRPs to take on certain roles in order
to manoeuvre paradoxes. The roles are: ‘Integrated Translator’ (performing paradox),
‘Embedded Ambidextrous’ (organising paradox), ‘Tacit Influencer’ (learning
paradox), ‘Trust Moderator’ (belonging paradox), which roles the HRPs often play
simultaneously.
Figure 4: Manoeuvring Paradoxes within International NGOs – The Human
Resource Partner and its Nexus Positioning

Moving between HQ and local offices, HRPs appeared to be a connection or link that
was positioned at a crucial juncture within their organisation. Using a term by Collings
et al. (2009, p.13), HRPs are the ‘connectors’ in that they simply know lots of people,
which means they have strong networks. One might also say they connect the head
and the body. One participant described the HRP role as being a kind of "nervous
system" within the organisational body. He described gathering and communicating
information across different parts of the organisation, regularly relaying the state of
local projects (including emergent needs) to HQ while also working in the opposite
direction, taking HQ policies and processes down to local country offices where those
policies and processes had to be explained coherently in terms of the local language
and implemented congruently with local custom, culture and also law. Participants
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very often spoke of this particular go-to or go-between role, describing it as fostering
the relationship between headquarters and local offices. Positioned as Nexus is as
much about doing a constant balancing act and being a focal point while fully
embedding oneself into supporting a project; it is also about building trust as one
demonstrates ambidexterity. Studied through a paradox lens the nexus positioning is
central to the HRPs’ ability to manage paradox which is itself an essential dimension
of HRPs' work within the NGO environment; key to the success of this nexus
positioning however are the approaches which are interconnected and integrated
through the four HRP roles identified through the paradox lens.
The model addresses the ability of the HRPs to achieve ambidexterity a key theme
of the organisational literature since introduced by March (1991). As HRPs were
balancing activities such as those related to standardisation versus localisation of HR
policies and processes to assist NGOs become more efficient at managing their
workforce within the local context, they engaged in activities of ‘exploitation’ and
‘exploration’ (March, 1991). HRPs were balancing activities both related to
exploitation which involves ‘refinement, choice, production, efficiency, selection,
implementation, execution’, and exploration which is characterised by ‘search,
variation, risk taking, experimentation, play, flexibility, discovery, innovation’ (March,
1991, p. 71). Exploration and exploitation have become ‘umbrella’ terms to address
the concept of antagonistic forces within organisations (Gupta et al., 2006). The NGO
is an environment where exploration and exploitation as concepts are in constant
battle as seen through the findings, something that may never change due to the
nature of international development and humanitarian work (Akingbola et al., 2019).
The concepts fit the role of the HRPs strategically positioned as Nexus to HR
manoeuvring paradoxes.

The following chapter presents study limitations, contributions and suggestions for
future research before concluding with a final thought.
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CHAPTER SIX – FUTURE RESEARCH AND
PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
This chapter outlines limitations of the study, both personal and technical and
presents suggestions for how the findings can be utilized to both support the current
literature and provide guidance to HRPs and their leadership on topics addressed in
the discussion chapter. Suggestions for possible future research followed by a
conclusion and final thoughts close the presentation of the study.

6.1 On the contribution of reflexivity, the role of values
and personal limitations
As stated in the introduction, one of my original intentions when engaging in this
doctoral study program early 2012 was to learn to be critical as an HR practitioner
working within the field of international NGO. As an HRP I had an interest in extending
on Legge’s (1995) work on the problem-solving approach to personnel management;
I also had an interest in exploring what direct contribution HRPs could make to HRM
within the international development field. What made this research unique was my
position as an HRP working within the HRP phenomena being studied hence allowing
me to engage fully with the participants and further probe on questions that I sensed
were going to give me richer data. This raised the need for me to manage reflexivity
and present how I made use of it to address any limitations (Charmaz, 2006).
Positioned as a member of the phenomena under study I believe allowed for the
research participants to experience with me a level of trust and openness that a
researcher conferred with outsider status may not be able to enjoy (Griffiths, 1998).
As Merriam, et al., (2001) suggest, “the status of insider gave me easy access to
participants, the ability to ask more meaningful questions and read non-verbal cues,
and most importantly project a more truthful, authentic understanding of the culture
under study” (p. 411). However I had to carefully manage the status of insider versus
outsider and was cautious about following interview techniques for the data collection
and its analysis to avoid forcing the data but also avoid pitfalls of insider research
and power relationships (Asselin, 2003; Merriam et al., 2001); this meant also
managing the fact that I came in the research with my own experience of the
phenomena being studied. I could not remain separate and distant from the research
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participants and their reality (Charmaz, 2006) because I was too living the same
experience daily and spoke the same international development language. In
addition, being a female and a French native speaker, also fluent in Spanish and
English had allowed me to experience many rich, challenging, culturally different
situations, engaging with employees across all levels within an organisation and this
across the globe. This experience might be perceived as both a pro and a con,
however it is something that I see facilitated my ability for ambidexterity when placed
in difficult situations; it facilitated the interview process.
One limitation of this study is that I am an HRP working within the environmental
context being studied and that I may have had biased views due to my own cultural
and professional background including my own personal emotions and perspectives
of the phenomena being studied, causing me to draw intuitively on my own tacit
knowing (Haldin-Herrgard, 2000; Polanyi, 1966); my background might have
impacted the data analysis and the findings which might affect the study’s legitimacy.
However the journal keeping promoted by Charmaz’ (2006) constructive grounded
theory approach helped me develop a critically reflexive practice that has encouraged
me to think critically about how HRPs constructed their role; it helped me manage
the realities and identities of HRPs as they went about embracing organisational
tensions and managing paradoxes, without letting my own experience interfere, yet
allowing it to support the findings in a critically reflective manner similar to Schön’s
(1983) idea of “reflective practitioner”.
The methodology chapter shows how and why I strived to stay close to classical
grounded theory with regards to the process of sorting and coding the data, and going
back to the literature review only later during the analysis phase: it allowed me to
begin my study with minimal commitment to any priori assumptions and theory
(Kenny & Fourie, 2015, p.1284). However while following Glaser’s (1978) approach
to coding I embraced Charmaz’s (2006) overall approach to analysis due to its
emphasis on reflecting, analysing and interpreting social processes at work,
especially as shaped by the interview process; while collecting the data and during
its analysis I focused on maintaining a neutral perspective using the journal to keep
track as suggested by Groen et al., (2017, p.6) of any “non-neutral” perspective
acknowledging personal priorities, positions, and values. Charmaz’s (2014)
constructive perspective “loosens grounded theory from its objective foundations and
brings the grounded theorist into the research situation and process of inquiry” (p.
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321) and considers the researcher’s values an important point of the phenomena
under study which is the world of the mission-driven value-oriented NGOs.
Additionally, I only went back to the literature review after the emerging theme of
embracing tensions had been sufficiently developed to “challenge emergent theory
and locate the emergent theory within the current body of knowledge.” (Heath, 2006,
p.527) which led the analysis to paradox theory. This combined approach of using
Glaser’s (1987) coding technique and Charmaz’ (2006) recommendation of delaying
going back to the literature gave me confidence I was staying true to the data, an
approach promoted by Evans (2013) in his article “A novice researcher’s first walk
through the maze of grounded theory.” I positioned the discussion chapter to reflect
this approach.
This section 6.1 is also a reflection of my own self learning as a practitioner becoming
a critical researcher within her own organisational environment and aiming to become
a critically reflexive practitioner (Cunliffe, 2004; Valentin, 2006). Reflecting on Argyris’
(1982, 1991) single- and double-loop learning, the self-learning process is about
reflecting on problem solving approaches and solutions to organisational tensions I
confront on a daily basis and transitioning into a critically reflective mode that makes
me questions such things as assumptions and espoused positions about certain
theories; as a critically reflective practitioner I am now conscious about the possibility
beyond embracing tensions under a paradox lens and managing them from a
‘both/and’ approach associated with virtuous cycles instead of an ‘either/or’ approach
associated with vicious cycles (Smith & Lewis, 2011).
To summarize this section, I position reflexivity as an honest and ethical stance which
requires the researcher to make the situated nature of position explicit (Shacklock &
Smyth, 1998). Reflexivity was an important component of the constructive grounded
data analysis; it was channelled through the journaling to promote an analysis that
remained true to the purpose of the study without my own experience becoming a
distraction away from the data (Neill, 2006), and causing a loss of focus (Glaser,
2001). My research methodology reflects this.
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6.2 Sample size and geographical reach - technical
limitations of the study
While technical limitations of a qualitative study were addressed in the methodology
chapter under the topic of truthfulness, authenticity and credibility, generalizability
remains a limitation of this study. One technical limitation of this study remains that
the data collected from participants may not represent all HRPs within the
international development and humanitarian assistance field of work. Most
participants in this study other than the one participant working for a UK based NGO,
reported to an NGO based within the same geographical area in the US. In addition
to adding more participants within the UK region, researchers may also expand the
study to other regions within the US to help confirm or disconfirm generalizing the
study’s findings. Other potential factors bringing limitations were participants’
responses, opinions, knowledge, experiences, and worldviews which like my own
were very rich and quite varied. Individual interpretations of the activities as managed
by HRPs could vary drastically from one participant to another, depending on the
individual’s educational and professional background, mission, verbal acumen,
understanding of concepts, goals, and emotions; all of which can influence the
conclusions of a study.
However, the active interview process (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995) and the interview
questions were developed to inquire about the what of the HRPs’ activities, and to
gather rich of data behind how they managed their role; the interview questions and
the probing techniques captured rich data around any specific status of the HRPs’
role within the NGOs and how for instance it was championed which might have
influenced the conversations. All participants had in common a role that was newly
created within their NGO with the aim at standardizing HRM support to overseas
offices and international operations such as their international development projects
or humanitarian assistance programs; specificity how such a role’s aligned within the
HR structure and received HR leadership championship was captured and helped
enrich the data analysis. All participants were managing a global HRP role with a
strong generalist component that supported the entire employee life cycle, and all
were dealing with tensions inherent to the HR function and more specifically to
managing human resources within the complex world of INGOs.
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6.3 Contributions and applications of research findings
There are several ways in which the study findings bring contributions and
applications, including Corley and Gioia’s (2011) “practical utility’s role in theoretical
contribution” (p.18). The findings’ contributions presented in this section are
conceptual aiming to enrich the tensions-focused body of literature such as the
paradox theory from the perspective of the HR practitioners to also enrich the
different HRM, organisational and project management bodies of research, each
approached through a paradox lens theory perspective. This study bridges together
different bodies of literature such as paradox management, organisational
development, nonprofit, HRM and project management. Findings’ applications aim to
provide guidance for how HR leadership can position and promote the HRP role and
guidance for the HRPs how to best embrace tensions that are inherent to
organisational dynamics:

6.3.1 Findings’ contributions
•

First, the study supports the SHRM literature on the added value of HR as a
strategic partner as promoted by Ulrich’s (1997). HR adds greater value when
holding itself to the standards of being more strategic (as opposed to
transactional) and more proactive (as opposed to reactive) (Brockbank,
1999). This study supports the notion that while reactivity may still happen it
can be managed in a proactive manner, which is what the HRPs within the
INGO context attempt to do by constantly selling their role and embedding
themselves, such as attempting to be proactively reactive. The value of the
HRP as a strategic member of the HR department is emphasized by the
‘nexus’ positioning of the role which allows for full embracing of the tensions
and paradox management; it is a position that needs to be not only
championed by the leadership, but also embraced and proactively supported
and utilized.

•

Secondly, the study enriches the paradox literature by exploring how HRPs
experience the learning tensions between exploration and exploitation within
the INGO context (March, 1991). HRPs are positioned as entrepreneurial
thinkers who need to be agile and to think creatively in their problem-solving
approach. HRPs in managing change are called to balance exploitation and
exploration while manoeuvring risks within various third world legal and
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cultural contexts and while negotiating the needs and interests of multiple
stakeholders (Good & Michel, 2013; Lewis & Smith, 2014; O’Sullivan, 2010).
The study furthers the paradox research on the notion of time and paradox.
This study underscores the importance of managing temporal tensions to
achieve peak performance in both the short and long term while promoting
continuous change (Lewis & Smith, 2014; Slawinski & Bansal, 2017; Smith &
Lewis, 2011).
The study further enriches the paradox literature on the interconnection of HR
architectures, ambidexterity, and environmental dynamics; it supports the role
of exploratory, exploitative, and ambidextrous HR architectures in configuring
specific HRM systems and practices to find a strategically appropriate
balance between exploration and exploitation (Hansen et al., 2019; O’Reilly
& Tushman, 2004). The study enriches the concept of an ambidextrous HR
structure balancing fit and flexibility as it supports the dynamic environment
of the non-profit organisations in general (Akingbola, 2013); the study
however goes further and supports the role of the HRP as key contributor in
managing ambidexterity on behalf of an HR department.
•

Thirdly, looking at the body of literature that addresses HRM within NGOs
(O’Sullivan, 2010) this study makes clear the value of the HR leadership
proactively engaging with HRPs. The HRPs have knowledge to offer
leadership

about

tensions,

paradoxes

and

multiple

stakeholders’

relationships within the project-based INGO environment. HRPs’ best add
value to their HR leadership strategic efforts when their knowledge is sought
out and integrated within the NGO's strategic conversations and strategy
design processes, bringing in their experience embracing tensions and
managing tensions. The study explains the value of the HR leadership
utilizing and positioning the HRP role as their own strategic partner, a
leadership practice emphasized by one participant as the reason for the
success of his role. Integrating HRPs' knowledge benefits the organisational
learning process of both the NGO and the HRM department (Akingbola, et al.
2019), ultimately supporting organisational transformation (Aust et al., 2017).
Additionally, the study illustrates the value of positioning the HRP role’s
entrepreneurial thinking approach to partnering as a valuable added value to
the organisation (Sarasvathy, 2001); making use of HRPs' discernible
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entrepreneurial agility and knowledge expands HR's added value (Ulrich &
Brockbank, 2005). When reflecting on the HRPs’ added value as HR
practitioners, the study also shifts the conceptualisation of the HRP’s role by
presenting the HRP professional not just as a change agent, but as a change
influencer. The concept of change influencer suggests that the HRP promotes
organisational change in a manner that is sensitive to balance, for example
helping the organisation balance the needs of various stakeholders or
balance long-term and short-term goals. Their entrepreneurial agility and their
position as focal point allow HRPs to have this special mindfulness of balance
looking at the both/and approach within the process of organisational change
(Sarasvathy, 2001).
•

Fourthly, the study probes into Bacigalupo et al.’s (2016a, p.2) concept of the
agile entrepreneurial mindset and presentation of entrepreneurial agility as an
essential skill which strengthens human capital, employability and
competitiveness. It is a skill that HRPs display as they manoeuvre the
complexity of international projects. Tensions naturally arise for HRPs who
(as focal point) work to connect with different levels within NGOs. The study
deepens the current literature on the HRP competency model (Caldwell,
2008) by expanding on the concept of critical evaluation as a competency
cluster (SRHM, 2012) and positioning entrepreneurial agility as a competency
that supports managing the HRP role within the INGOs.

•

Fifthly, the study enriches the literature addressing the HR profession lack of
legitimacy in the eyes of its major stakeholders (Farndale & Brewster, 2005;
Keegan et al., 2012), especially as the study relates to the lack of trust in HR’s
relationship with managers and employees (Kochan, 2004); the study
highlights the key role of the HRP in building trust as a key precondition to
change management and the successful implementation of HR strategies
such as the global standardisation of policies and processes (Akingbola et al.,
2019; Gerpott, 2015). In addition, under a paradox lens and the both/and
perspective, the HRP role stands out promoting a balance in managing a ‘soft’
focus approach on employee-issues and a data driven ‘hard’ analysis of
HRM’s economic value contributions (Caldwell, 2003; Francis & Keegan,
2006; Renwick, 2003a).

•

And finally, the study also enriches the international project literature by
exploring the role of HRM as an organisational function
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supporting the

international PM cycle from start to finish promoting the role of the HRP as
one key actor engaged in building the HRM capacity at the country level
(Welch & Welch, 2012).
Given the range of views around the success criteria for international
development projects managed by NGOs (Belout & Gauvreau, 2004; Golini
et al., 2015) the study also supports research exploring the relationship
between trust and communication and its influence upon project success and
success criteria (Diallo & Thuillier, 2005); the role of the HRP might be added
as a potential contributor to a project success which might be a topic for future
research.

6.3.2 Suggested managerial implications
One managerial implication is to promote contextual ambidexterity and creating
organisational systems that support and promote cross collaboration, including the
‘nexus’ positioning of the HRPs specifically intensified by the need to be embedded
into the international projects’ life cycle which further intensifies the need for
contextual ambidexterity.
Guidance initially goes to the HR leadership in promoting entrepreneurial thinking
across their entire HRM team via an agile structure (Nijssen & Paauwe, 2012) and
then to the HRP in further developing what Bacigalupo et al. (2016a) position as the
ability to: “1. Develop increasing autonomy and responsibility in acting upon ideas
and opportunities to create value; 2. Develop the capacity to generate value from
simple and predictable contexts up to complex, constantly changing environments”
(p. 14).
HR leadership might want to capitalise on the HRP ‘nexus’ positioning by addressing
the HR structural context and giving the HRP the tools to succeed which may be
about helping them further develop certain competencies and skills sets such as
project management or coaching either on the job or via certification programs
(Cohen, 2015; Nelson & Cropper, 2016). HR leaders might want to promote
managerial accountability across the organisation and champion the HRP role as
advisory to the international project manager, positioned to coach both the manager
and the employee. Additionally, as the HRPs engage to support a better balance
between employers’ and employees’ interests at work, their activities might need to
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be recognised as aligning to and adhering to the values of a mission driven INGO
and contributing to its organisational performance which promotes HRPs
professional identity (Akingbola, et al., 2019).

6.4 Suggestions for future research
Reflecting on the study design, data collection and findings, further research can build
on this study in a variety of ways and a list of suggestions is presented in the following
bullet points.
1. Further research can look at the intrinsic motivational factors (such as
humour, gratitude, knowledge sharing and pay-it forward) that are tied to the
HRPs' learning journey. It would be illuminating to see what kind of impact
such motivational factors have on HRPs’ resilience and sustained
organisational engagement, an important area of study considering the
current body of literature on HR legitimacy (Farndale & Brewster, 2005;
Keegan & Francis, 2010; Keegan et al., 2012) and the perceived ‘bottle neck”
position as experienced by the study participants. For instance, humour
seemed to be a deflector of stress and fatigue as HRPs recounted the
different challenges with which they dealt daily (Jarzabkowski & Lê, 2017).
Specifically, the concept of employee emotions such as gratitude
(Fredrickson, 2004) as a potential force for organisational performance
seems important, especially when it comes to learning and change
management. Literature on organisational behaviour is increasingly exploring
the role and impact of emotions. Emotions are increasingly being recognized
as an important component of the non-profit world (Akingbola et al., 2019;
Putnam & Mumby, 1993). There are no studies that explicitly focus on the
impact that emotions have on HRPs as they transition in new roles (Pritchard,
2010). Future research could look at the impact of both emotions and intrinsic
motivators (Fredrickson, 2004), such as adherence to an NGO’s mission and
values, on HRPs’ resilience and on the long-term sustainability of a role that
the findings present as very demanding (e.g. the constant search for proactive
reactivity while dealing with negative perception of being a bottleneck); it
would be interesting to look at turnover reasons and rates of HRPs within
INGOs.
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2. Another area of research is to look at how the concepts of HRD and OD and
their related body of literature interconnect with the field of HRM to best
promote the role of HRP as an ambidextrous, critical practitioner working at
the country level. HRPs seemed to fully embrace HRD and OD principles
when building local HRM capacity. While HRM focuses on the effective
utilisation of employees' core competences through the management of HR
systems and procedures, HRD focuses on the development of personal skills
and ensures knowledge management occurs through an agile, reflective
workforce and workplace (Ruona & Gibson, 2004; Werner, 2014); OD then
facilitates

behaviour

changes

and

enhances

the

effectiveness

of

organisational interventions (Ellis, 2007; Mathis & Jackson, 2006).
Although distinct in the nature of their original focus, skills and activities, OD,
HRD and HRM as professional fields share a similar aspiration which is to
manage human capital through an organisation's business strategy and
change management; HRPs in the study promoted an employee-centred
approach that embraced both the employee and the manager, with an
emphasis on capacity building of the HR function at the local country level. It
might be useful to 1) look at how HRPs get involved at a deeper level of the
employee engagement and what skills and activities with regards to OD, HRD
and HRM principles are being utilised, and 2) align those OD, HRD and HRM
activities as focused learning and professional development of HRPs
supporting INGOs. Further looking at how HRM, HRD and OD skills sets are
integrated within the HRP role would be useful in understanding any of their
influence on the development of a critical practitioner (Francis & Cowan,
2008). For instance, addressing the HRP role from a critical HRD research
can provide new frameworks with which to analyse how HR professionals
manage organisational tensions and paradoxes (Elliott & Turnbull, 2004).
Additionally, in an attempt to bridge HRM, HRD and OD perspectives, future
research might address the concept of the embedded ambidextrous HRP and
align HRP models to the entrepreneurial competence framework as
presented to the European commission (Bacigalupo et al. 2016a) which might
bring insights on how to develop curriculum guides around managing HR
within the INGO sector.
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3. While the study enriches the literature on building ambidextrous HR
architectures to support the needs of organisations, there are gaps in general
looking at what HR structure best support the role of the ambidextrous HRP
(Nijssen & Paauwe, 2012); there are gaps also on what best structure
supports cross collaboration not just across an entire HR function but also
across all organisational functions (Hansen et al., 2019; Ridder &
McCandless; 2010); this is especially so within the INGOs as HR as a function
is increasingly being called to support the temporary organisations created by
international projects with cross-functional collaboration and knowledge
sharing as shown in the findings as key to good performance (Keegan et al.,
2012; Miterev et al., 2017). There is also a need to look at the relationship
dynamics and the nature of the engagement between HR leadership and
HRPs and any short-term and long-term impact on organisational and
operational efficiency.
4. A review of the recent literature shows research on organisational tensions
has both intensified (Brandl & Kozica, 2015; Caldwell, 2003; Keegan &
Francis, 2010; Sheehan et al., 2014) and extended to include tensions related
to HR relationship with line managers; managing that relationship is a strong
component of the HRP role especially as it grows to support international
projects (Brandl et al., 2012; Renwick, 2003b; Whittaker & Marchington,
2003). HRPs referred to dealing with project managers who historically had
been responsible for managing the projects’ HR related tasks on their own
without much support from HRM as a function. HRPs acknowledged at times
working closely with PM teams and/or country office representatives
supporting local recruiting and the management of countries’ terms and
conditions of employment and benefits. It is a process however they
described as ad hoc, as a constant battle for proactiveness and largely
advanced by their own constant embeddedness in the project managers’
schedule. Research could focus on the HRPs as the main actors of HR
change, exploring the impact of the HRPs on organisational transformation
for operational efficiency from HR leadership policies to project management
practices. For instance, using ‘action research’ a concept first introduced by
Kurt Lewin (1946), a researcher and writer in change management, might
further address the value of embeddedness for the HR role within the
international projects especially as it relates to managing change (Anderson,
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2009) and building trust both at the level of the project manager and the local
national employees (Akingbola, 2012b); such as study might bring insights on
how to best promote and align the HRP role at the level of the project
operations.
5. As an inquiry into the HRP activities within the INGOs, the findings revealed
a high level of effort supporting the international PM cycle from conception to
closure. The budget for the HRP role is impacted by an NGO’s funding
mechanisms which may only cover direct international development program
costs, and not the cost of support services or other overhead costs which
includes HRM. And while the international PM literature addresses
international programs and the technical expertise delivery process at the
level of developing countries (Khang & Moe, 2008; Nelson & Cropper, 2016)
there is still limited research done on the complexity of managing HR as a
function. The HR literature on international development and humanitarian
assistance programs has focused on the range of global assignment types
such as traditional expatriate, short term, rotational and business visits
(O’Sullivan, 2010; Oelberger et al., 2017). There is limited research done on
the processes of recruiting, managing and building the capacity of a local
workforce hired to support such programs as managed through HRM as an
NGO’s functional department (Antwi & Analoui, 2008; Ika & Donnelly, 2017).
It is one area that deserves more attention considering the cost of managing
local employees through their full employment life cycle. A study focused on
this area could yield results that might help position the role of the HRP as a
value added and an integrated role to be budgeted within the full project life
cycle hence potentially covered by funding mechanisms.
6. In addition, a number of interesting comments were made during the interview
process that expressed the HRPs’ personal view managing a balance
between their HQ HR’s and the local country HR practitioners’ expectations.
NGOs are spending time and money operationalizing their processes and
pushing for capacity building at the country level, but are we addressing it the
right way respecting the experience of local country HR representatives? Are
we building from the bottom-up taking into considering their knowledge of the
local legal and cultural context and truly decentralizing HR power at the field
level? A study that would include local HR representatives’ perspective may
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provide further insights into how to help INGO design their overall HR
structure, and best align the HRP role and presence both at an HQ sit and at
a country office’s; the level of support will vary based on the country’s
workforce development and skill sets scarcity as it relates to HRM as a global
profession.
7. Although not central to this study, the more senior HRPs raised the topic of
HRP professional and leadership development opportunities. They expressed
wanting to jump to the next level in their career. They mentioned gaps in what
the NGOs communities of practice offer with regards to leadership
development; they explained that a lack of funding prevents them attending
more HR focused conferences such as the ones organized by the Society for
HRM. There might be a value in studying the career path of mid to senior HRP
professional level up to leadership roles as an inquiry into the added value of
the ability of manoeuvring paradoxes and networking in promoting leadership
readiness and effectiveness; there might also be a difference between the
for-profit and not-for-profit sectors. Insights gained from a study like this might
help better position a career path for entry-level HR practitioners as they enter
the INGO world and need to engage in action-reflection (Francis & Cowan,
2008).

6.5 Conclusions and final thoughts
Whether working for NGOs where the HRM department is aligned to a three-legged
model in process of transition or already fully implemented the study findings support
what is already captured in the literature in terms of the tensions experienced by the
HRPs (Gerpott, 2015; Pritchard, 2010); the study findings further highlight the
specifics of the tensions experienced by the HRPs working in the project-based INGO
context;(Welch & Welch, 2012).
How the role was created and positioned is open to different interpretations such as
how it was originally created and aligned within the HRM architecture, and then
further defined by the HR partners themselves. Yet, all HRPs responded to the
business environment through a constant balancing act, showing agility in their ability
to manoeuvre performing and learning paradoxes such as combining critical and
creative thinking in order to support the implementation of international projects, while
still meeting standardized procedural compliances; concurrently HRPs’ ability to
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develop trusted relationships across pluralist stakeholders across the globe while
positioned as focal point collaborating with HR departments often still very
ethnocentric demonstrated an agility in manoeuvring organising and belonging
paradoxes. Overall HRPs appeared to have a certain level of autonomy behind how
they managed their activities and dealt with tensions to manage paradoxes; yet how
HRPs manoeuvred paradoxes seemed to be impacted by how their role, in their
nexus positioning was championed by the HR leadership and aligned to the HR
structure (Ridder & McCandless, 2010).
The paradox is that HRPs were dealing with tensions created by a lack of clarity
around the purpose of their role, hence expecting a change around its positioning as
HR strategic partner asked to focus on strategic activities such as workforce planning
and succession planning (Pritchard, 2010). As stated by a few HRPs managing
change took time especially as it related to the transitioning of HR roles always
working within tight deadlines, trying to be proactive while putting out fires; under
pressure they ran the risk of falling back to old ways or most comfortable ways to
manage certain things which brings change to a stall, a concept captured in the HR
literature (Pritchard, 2010). One example was HRPs holding on to certain HR tasks
for fear they would not get done if delegated. The delegation of HR tasks was an
exercise HRPs saw dependent on their leadership’s decision-making which they
described as a constant moving target and a source of many tensions: which HR
activities made sense to delegate, to whom and how, and which to retain depended
on both the HR leadership and its HR department readiness for global processes.
Something this study highlights is how the implementation of the HRP role, if indeed
originally based on Ulrich’s (1997) three-legged model may emphasize poles of
contradictory demands between different organisational sub-units (e.g., assigning
operational goals to shared service centres and strategic goals to strategic business
partners). Although this approach can reduce the level of tensions managed by HRPs
in the short-term, it neglects the multifaceted nature of their work and its long-term
impact especially as it relates to the NGO world (Ehnert, 2009; Smith & Lewis, 2011).
Thus, the widespread adoption of the business partner model across the non-profit
sector without fully addressing expectations and how it is to be applied within this
specific environment may result in biased HR practitioners activities as perceived by
an NGO’s stakeholders that may jeopardize the acceptance and impact of HRM
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departments in the long-term, such as the HRP continuing to be perceived as a
bottleneck (Hird et al., 2010; Redman et al., 2007; Marchington, 2015).
The study enriches an HRM literature that is showing increased attention to
identifying what being ambidextrous looks like for the HRP and what HR architectures
best support the long-term sustainability of the role (Swart et al., 2019).The nature of
the work done by NGOs has brought the need for HRM to deal with ambiguity and
complexity, which means addressing HR architectures to best support what is
referred as the balance of exploitation and exploration an activity that is directly and
routinely experienced by the HRPs in this study (Hansen et al., 2019).This study
positions the HRP role, a role originally created in line with the contingency fit theory,
the HR shared services concept (Bondarouk, 2011) and ultimately Ulrich’s (1997) HR
partner model, as a ‘manoeuvrer of paradox” contingent upon a ‘nexus’ positioning a
role much needed within the international NGO environment (Wright & Snell, 1998).
Through the paradox lens, the HRP’s ‘nexus’ positioning becomes a strategic position
which allows the HRPs to take on four roles individually or simultaneously to embrace
tensions, manage paradox and ultimately influence change with a both/and
approach. Regardless of the original intent behind the creation of the HRP role, a
paradox lens emphasizes the added value of the HRP role in helping NGOs find the
balance between organisational fit and flexibility (Akingbola, 2013); it also promotes
HRPs working within INGOs as professionals to be seen as valued human capital
with a uniqueness that cannot be imitated (Wright et al., 1994).

“Organizational ambidexterity (OA) refers to the ability of an organization to efficiently
take advantage of existing market opportunities while creating and innovating to meet
the challenges of future markets” (Patel et al., 2013, p. 1420). Going back to the
literature on SHRM, this means for an NGO addressing the need for fit and flexibility
which according to Wright and Snell (1998) can coexist with the need to be
ambidextrous and balance exploitation and exploration.
Through the process of manoeuvring HRPs self-organize, self-manage, self-promote
and self-develop almost becoming self-sufficient at managing activities to overcome
organisational challenges such as structure, leadership and culture while along the
way creating an identity, becoming experts as agile HRPs. Further, the HRPs in this
study envisioned their role in the future being about their ability to push the envelope
helping NGOs being more innovative in their approach to human resource partnering
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management within the international development and humanitarian assistance
sector. The findings reflect a desire from the HRPs to become facilitators of creative
thinking among leadership and managers; in a bottom-up approach to management
HRPs seek to engage in conversations with their leadership to get them to appreciate
the big picture view they have of the organisation including the experience they bring
from supporting local international projects at the level of country offices. The HRPs’
approach mirrors paradox studies that have looked at actions taken by employees at
specific levels of seniority when exploring and exploiting in pursuit of ambidexterity
(Swart et al., 2019, p. 509). It is however a desire they felt came clashing with
leadership top down senior management approach and what they perceived as strict
alignment to an ethnocentric approach to developing and implementing policies and
processes.
Under a paradox lens the HRP role is ‘nexus’ positioned, embracing tensions and
promoting continuous change through acting as a tacit influencer, integrated
translator, embedded ambidextrous and trust moderator. Weick & Quinn (1999)
further describe “continuous change” as change that tends to be ongoing, evolving,
and cumulative leading to organisational transformation (Weick & Quinn, 1999). With
Clegg et al., (2002) noting that “most management practices create their own
nemesis” (p. 491), the sustainability of the role relies on organisational leaders,
specifically the HR leadership as they work on building an architecture that fits the
needs of their NGOs. As HR leaders construct organisations, they cannot escape
causing paradoxical tensions to surface (Smith & Lewis, 2011):
“In creating organisations, leaders must decide what they are going to do,
how they are going to do it, who is going to do it, and in what time horizon. By
defining what they are trying to do, the leaders define what they are not trying
to do, highlighting goals and strategies and creating performing tensions,
such as global versus local and socially focused versus financially focused.
By defining how they are going to operate, they define how they are not going
to operate. Doing so creates organizing tensions, such as loosely coupled
versus tightly coupled, centralized versus decentralized, and flexible versus
controlling. Responding to questions about who is going to do what highlights
conflicting identities, roles, and values, creating belonging tensions. Finally,
as leaders consider the time horizon for their actions, they face learning
tensions between today and tomorrow or between looking forward and
looking backward.” (p388).

Tensions as inherent to organisations and HR leaders starting with their own
department need to assess how individual actions intertwine across various levels of
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an organisation and, most importantly assess whom to partner with among their HR
teams (Swart et al., 2019); using Lewis and Smith’s (2011) statement on leaders’ role
on creating tensions, one final thought is for HR leadership to proactively engage
their HRPs as key ambidextrous partners and contributors to organisational
transformation hence a role to be proactively integrated into the strategic planning of
policies and processes to assess for any impact, hence design tactics and activities
to best embrace tensions and manoeuvre paradoxes and meet international NGOs’
business needs; this keeping in mind the balance of fit and flexibility and the both/and
approach to managing paradox.
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Appendices
Appendix 1 – Human Resource Partner Job Description Sample
Description:
•

Consults and advises managers, staff, and HR teams in assigned in
assigned client group, country and/or region regarding relevant HR
strategies, programs, initiatives, policies and practices in the areas of
staffing, performance management and development, employee relations,
work environment and compensation to meet the organisation objectives,
attract and retain top talent and to maximize employee engagement in
ORGANISATION X.
• HR Partner supports country offices by providing specific focus on building
capacity with country HR staff and ensuring systems are in place to
properly support country specific HR needs. The role of the Regional HR
Partner occurs at the regional and country level
Roles and responsibilities:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Provides advice and consultation to management on HR matters.
Works with management and local country HR staff to ensure employment
and sourcing systems are implemented that meet the demands of the
company's current and future skill needs.
Collaborates with Corporate HR, staff and management in a team-oriented
environment.
Supports the development and alignment of Corporate and country office HR
team goals.
Investigates and resolves complex employee relations issues and provides
consult to local country management and HR staff if appropriate.
Conducts HR internal and external trend analysis and reporting including exit
interviews, activities to identify opportunities and recommend solutions at a
regional level.
Conducts exit interviews for regional staff, ensures exit interviews are
occurring at country office and data is provided into ORGANISATION X
systems, reviews turnover data and makes recommendations for
improvement.
Educates and supports management and staff in implementation of HR
programs and practices
Facilitates the performance assessment and on-going performance
management process to ensure alignment of individual performance with
ORGANISATION X goals
Trains staff and management on use of HR communication and analytical
tools such as ESS and MSS.
Participate in ongoing strategic organisation design as new business is
acquired and proposed.
Responsible for accuracy and timeliness of data in Human Capital
Management System for client group
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Enhances organisation learning and development by facilitating HR-related
training programs and group discussions on various topics for staff and
management
Facilitates the development of action plans and monitors progress in
response to employee engagement surveys
Provides compensation support including assisting in the education and
interpretation of programs for managers and staff.
Supports the annual salary adjustment process, promotion and equity
reviews for assigned client group.
Responsible for all areas of HR Generalist administration, policy
interpretation, employee complaints, corrective action procedures,
hiring/terminations support and compensation.
Ability to travel domestically 10 – 15% and internationally less than 5%.

Minimum Requirements:
•

Education/Experience: BS/BA in Business Administration, Human
Resource Management or related field and 7 – 10 years’ experience in HR
with 3-5 years in consultative role or equivalent combination of education
and experience.
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Appendix 2 – Interview Protocol and Interview Questions
Instruction:
Good morning (afternoon). My name is Dominique. Thank you for coming Name of
Participant. This interview is about getting you to discuss in more details your role and
experience as a Human Resource Professional aligned to an HR partner role working for an
international NGO. I would like you to feel comfortable with saying what you really think
and how you really feel, knowing the data will be analysed with the intent to keep
everything anonymous with no reference to names and organisations.
Interview Questions

Possible Follow-up questions

Possible
Probes

1. Can you briefly
tell me more
about your
current role, the
history behind it
and your main
responsibilities
and tasks?

•

Can you tell me of any changes that may
have happened across the overall
organisation which might have affected
how your HRM department functions, and
then specifically your role (budget, HRIS,
realignment, etc)?

How did the
change make
you feel? How
did the change
impact your
role?

•

Has there been any recent revision of your
position description and its responsibilities,
and how it is aligned within the
organisation for you and any of your peers
in a similar role of HRP?

•

Can you tell me more about the different
roles, types of expertise being asked from
you and by whom?

2. Can you
describe how
the HRM
department is
organized in
terms of the
different HR
functions and
what HR
activities you
collaborate on
with the rest of
the HR
functions?

•

How and for what purpose does your role
interacts with the rest of the HRM
department?

•

Which group do you collaborate the most
with and how?

3. Reflecting on
your title and
job description,
what does
partnership
means for you?

•

Can you describe briefly the context of
your involvement and type of engagement
with any leadership representative and line
managers?
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•

4. Can you tell me
more about the
organisation’s
expectations
placed on your
role working
with line
managers to
best support
their work?

5. Can you think
back of working
through a
difficult or
challenging
situation with a
manager (or a
director)?

Can you think of a specific example when
you had to create a business partnership
with a manager?
o

Can you tell me more about it and
how you went about it?

o

What does it look like? What
happened then? Any challenges?
What could make this easier?

•

What do you think are managers biggest
HR challenges?

•

What do you think managers see as most
valued in your role?
o

Why is that?

•

What do you think is your biggest
challenge in providing that support?

•

What could be done better for your role to
be more efficient, whether it comes from
you, another role within HR, and/or from
the overall organisation?

•

o

What do you think is a constraint,
that could be improved or
eliminated?

o

Can you tell me more? Why is
that?

Can you tell me more about the situation?
What type of challenge and whose
challenge or problem, was it? What caused
it?
o

If the issue was not resolved, what
do think could have been done
differently?

o

If you see your role as a valuable
contributor to solving this issue,
what do you think was a key
competency(ies) in managing
resolution and why?

o

How do you think you developed
this competency?

Can you think of a difficult situation where you
and a manager were not in agreement about
an approach or decision to take but where you
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Do you have a
specific
example?
Tell me more.
Can you
explain more
why it is so?
Really?
Who else
might think
the same way?
Tell me more…

Can you tell
me more?
What is it you
think that
made it a WinWin? Anything
specific in your
approach?
Tell me more
about it: Was
there a
possible
solution and
how was the
challenge
resolved? Who
was involved
and what was
your role in
resolving it?

had a role in getting you both to a win-win
outcome? How did you go about getting to the
win-win? What competency was the outcome?
6. And more
general, what
do you think are
the current key
activities in your
role that bring
success to the
organisation?

•

•

What do you think are the key skills or
competency(ies) that allow you to be
successful?

7. Can you briefly
tell me about
your career path
and the specific
events that led
you into HR and
your current
role?

•

How did you get into the world of
international development NGO?

Can you tell
me more
about it?

8. How do you go
about
developing your
knowledge and
expertise to
support your
work within the
International
development
environment?

•

What are some of the resources available
to you, whether internal and external, to
develop as an HRP focusing on
International Development?

Can you tell
me more
about it?

9. Can you think of
one or two main
points in your
career as an HR
practitioner
working for an
international
NGO where you
experienced an
AHA moment

What does success mean for you in your
role?
o

o

And why is that? tell me more.

How so?
Can you tell
me more
about it?

Can you tell me more about these
resources and how accessible they
are to you?

•

What other skills set, and development
opportunities would you see valuable in
making you successful in your role?

•

What challenges do you see in accessing
these development opportunities?

•

What would you recommend to a junior HR
professional trying to break into the ID
world, in terms of learning and
professional development opportunities?

•

If need clarification: What specific personal
experience, whether on the job or outside,
suddenly made you more confident or
effective in your role?

•

Can you tell me more about it, how it
happened and why?
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Can you tell
me more
about it?
If it is about a
specific
competency,
how did you
develop it?

which allowed
you to better
define and
position your
role as HR
Partner, and
grow within it?
10. Looking back to
your career as
HRP in the INGO
world, what was
one of your
proudest
moment as an
HRP?

If it is about a
cultural
exposure, a
trip overseas
how did it
happen and
why?
•

And why is that?

Wrap up questions
-

Is there anything else that we might not have discussed that you see as important?
o In helping position your role as HR Partner?
o In eliminating or improving to make your role more effective?

-

Request possibility to reach for any follow up questions?
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Total HR Team/ # of
HRP*

Total # of Employees

# of Employees at HQ

# of Employees
overseas**

Interview Duration
(approx. mins.)

US

F

NGO
#A

ID

15
/2½

~920

~75
0

~17
0

74m
ns

INT#
2

Sr. HR
Manager

27/1
6

US

F

NGO
#B

ID

8 /1

~120
0

~15
0

~1,0
50

69m
ns

INT#
3

HRBP
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3

US

F

NGO
#C

ID

~12
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7000

~30
0 to
400
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00

71m
ns

INT#
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Internationa
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US

M

NGO
#C

ID

~12
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~700
0
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00
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n

INT#
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Sr. Global
HR Officer

6/5

US

F
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#D

ID
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~55

~25
0

62m
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INT#
6

HRP

20/1
5

US

F

NGO
#E

ID
&
H
A

~50/
7

~400
0

~10
00

~3,0
00

56m
ns

INT#
7

HRP

24/1

US

F

NGO
#E

ID
&
H
A

~50/
7

~400
0

~10
00

~3,0
00
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ns

INT#
8

HRP

22/1
1

US

F

NGO
#E

ID
&
H
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7

~400
0
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00
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00

72m
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INT#
9

Regional
HR
Operations
Manager
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M
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#F

ID

NA/
3

~122
7

~22
7

~10
00

67m
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INT#
10

HRBP
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US

F

NGO
#G

ID

~8 /
1
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~44
6

~16
9
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INT#
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HRBP

5/3

US

F

NGO
#H

ID

~8 /3

~150
0

~12
0

~13
80

73m
ns

INT#
12

HR Director

18/1
0

US

F

NGO
#I

ID

2/1

~75

~65

~10

40m
ns
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NGO Focus

13/1
3

NGO labelling

Gender (Female/ Male)

Lead,
Internationa
l HR

Job Title

INT#
1

Participant Labelling

Participant location

Exp in HR/Exp in INGO

Appendix 3 – Expanded Demographics and
Demographic Questions

INT#
13

Sr. HR
Advisor

19/8

UK

F

NGO
#J

ID
&
H
A.

NA/
8

~10,
000

~2,0
00

~80
00

78m
ns

INT#
14

Deputy HR
Director/ Sr.
HRBP

18/
-

US

M

NGO
#K

ID

NA/
2

~3,0
00

~1,6
00

~1,4
00

75m
ns

* Data estimated/captured as part of the interviews, not the demographic questions
**Number of Employees located outside of the country of headquarter
***NA – Not available

Demographic Questions Sent to Participants:
•

What is the name of your organisation?
o

•

How long have you been working for your current organisation?

What is your current business title?
o

Have you always been in this role or have you progressed from a
different role, whether in HR or somewhere else within the
organisation? Yes/No

o

If not, please clarify the role(s) prior to this role:

•

How many years of overall experience do you have working in a similar role
as the one you currently hold?

•

What organisation were you with prior to your current employers and for
how long?
o

•

What is the highest education degree obtained (BS, MS, MBA, etc)?
o

•

and what field of study?

Do you hold any HR certification and which ones (i.e., SPHR, GPHR, CIPD,
etc)?
o

•

Was it also an NGO doing international development work? Yes or
No _

Do you hold any other professional certification (i.e. finance, PMI,
PMDPro, MBTI, coaching, etc.)?

Are you a member of any HRM associations and/or International
Development networking organisations? (Y/N)
o

What are the names of those organisations?

•

How many years of overall professional experience do you have?

•

How long have you been working in the field of Human resource
management? (in years…)

•

How long have you been working in the field of international development?
(years, months…)

•

How big is your organisation in terms of total number of employees
(approximate)?

222

▪

How many in the US (approximate)?

▪

How many overseas (approximate)?

•

Does your organisation have country offices? If yes, how many?

•

Who does the Head of HR and the full HR department report to within the
overall organisation structure?

•

What is the size of the HR function/department?

•

How is the HR department organized: Please list the main HR functions
within the department (i.e., Benefits and Comp., Recruiting, HR partners,
etc.)?

•

How many of your HR colleagues are also Human Resource partners/ hold
a similar role as yours?

•

How many client groups (i.e., department, functional area, sector, etc.) do
you support?
o

What department, functional area and/or sector are they?

o

How large is the size of your client groups in terms of number of
employees?

•

Does your role require providing support at global level (i.e. Country or
project office, expatriates, HCN, etc.)? (Yes/No)

•

Does your current position require travel? (Yes/No)
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Appendix 4 – Consent Form

The Moray House School of Education
Ethical approval: consent form cover sheet
Title of project:
Level of application (0, 1, 2, 3):

Capturing the Human Resource Partner Voice within the
international development community
2

Student or staff application:

Student

Age group of participants:

Adults

Any relevant contextual issues:
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Capturing the Human Resource
Partner (HRP) voice, exploring their
role within the international nongovernmental organisation (INGO)
Participant Information and Consent Form

The focus of this qualitative study is to gain an understanding of the strategic work of
Human Resource practitioners asked to operate at the micro level as business partners in
alignment to an organisational strategy and this within the international NGO environment.
This study primarily aims to support the strategic alignment of HRP within the INGOs,
what it means and entails adding not only to the strategic HRM literature, but also adding
to the professional development of HR professionals’ literature, specifically exploring
HRPs view of their professional learning and development experience leading them to
work within the international project based environment, add value and continue to be
successful as strategic HRPs supporting their INGOs.
The following questions aim to ensure that you are aware of my role as interviewer, and
how the information you share with me during our interview will be used in the research
project:
Please tick the boxes beside the statements you agree with, and sign and date the bottom of
the page. I will leave you with your own copy of this information and consent form.

I understand that I am being interviewed as part of the ‘Capturing the Human Resource Partners
(HRP) voice’ research project at the University of Edinburgh
I understand the purpose of this research, and that I am able to ask questions about it at any time.
I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw my consent for
involvement with this research project at any time, without giving any reasons.
I am willing for this interview to be digitally recorded and transcribed for use as part of the
research project.
I am willing for anonymized extracts from this interview to be used as part of the research.
I understand that anonymized extracts from this interview may appear in publications
relevant to this area of research.

Name of Participant

Date

Signature

Date

Signature

Dominique Carlier
Name of Interviewer/Person
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taking consent
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Contact address: Dominique Carlier, Capturing the Human Resource Partner(HRP) voice,
4000 Massachusetts Ave. NW, Apt. 1615, Washington, DC 20016, or
Moray House School of Education, The University of Edinburgh, Old Moray House, Holyrood
Road, Edinburgh EH8 8AQ
If you have any queries or concerns, please get in touch with Dominique Carlier at:
dominiquecarlier@yahoo.com and s1163617 @ed.ac.uk
The University of Edinburgh is a charitable body, registered in Scotland, with registration
number SC005336.
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Appendix 5 – Excerpts of coded materials across the five
theoretical categories and substantive codes
Theoretical category 1 - HRP as the engaged focal point
Substantive
Code

Open Codes

Excerpts of coded material

Active in
building and
promoting
relationships

18 Appreciation
of adding
value to
leadership
and
organisation

“with of all the things I passed through a lot of frustrating
restructuring processes, but at the end of the day you are
really proud of what you have done in terms of advising and
counselling the leaders and you know, all leading the
restructuring game, change management” (INT#4)

“I look at success in a way where I am adding value to the
position. I'm adding value to my department, adding value to
the organisation. I am able to make a positive impact of
working with a project, it could be as small as facilitating an
issue whether it be again an employee relations issue or
whatever that situation may be, if I'm able to effectively solve
and avoid, something that could have been worse if
happening” (INT#6)
19 - Balancing “because of the nature of the organisation, a lot of individuals
the Value of
are remote. ….[..] A lot of people don't feel comfortable
Face to Face
sharing a lot of information while you are in having a
Interaction
conversation through the phone or in a video conference, eh,
versus
but when you are onsite, I can tell you this for experience, it
Remote
happens all the time. You are there. Can I have five minutes
Connection
with you? do you have five minutes? Can I come in and we
have some coffee? Can we talk? And then you start listening
to all of their concerns or issues that are in the office and you
see it first-hand” (INT#14)
“I think the biggest or the best outcome from that was just the
relationships that were created. Because talking to them on
the phone was great, but I'd only met two of them in person
before and the other three I hadn't. So immediately meeting
face to face and building relationships was really great.”
(INT#5).
20 - Build
“And so the next time we met, we met like maybe two times,
Relationship
once with other people once again alone to make sure that
through
we're on the same page. But then later he was up on the fifth
consistent
floor where my office is and he sat down and he's like, Hey, do
demonstrated you have a minute? And I'm like, oh my gosh, he ends up on
Behaviour
this floor and he is taking the time to come in and sit down
and he wanted to know, know how I was doing and how I was
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enjoying things and we talked a little bit about the business
but I just felt like he came in and said, hey, I accept you and
I'm glad you're our HR person” (INT#7)
21 - Build
“And they see HR always as a block, as a wall. And one of the
Trusted
things that I personally like to do is I like to talk to them in a
Partnership
way that shows them that I'm here to help them out, to
provide them, less risk, less liability, easier work so they can
focus on what is actually important for the company, which is,
you know bring revenue, get more business and so on, and
we're here to partner with them.” (INT#14)
22 - Engaging “Part of HR role is to build their HR capacity across their whole
with Global
region as well as provide sort of strategic HR guidance for the
Local HRM
regional platform team and the region as a whole. So we
colleagues
would ask a bit of their advice of how do you think you'll
and promote manage to see if this person in Yemen is able to deal with the
capacity
current response, assess what are you providing them in the
building
way of general capacity building and what […] we will be
coaching them and sharing tools and resources.” (INT#13)
23 - Engaging “we were trying to educate the HR managers to educate the
with local
country director so we weren't just skipping that line and
country
educating them on how important paying a good salary,
leadership
you're going to get a more qualified candidate and paying the
representative lowest possible salary is not necessarily the best strategic
and educating approach. And now again, we've had much more success in
recruitments, I think for that reason too. They understand how
the compensation is tied to actually the quality of candidate
you're getting.” (INT#5)
24 - Facilitate “I mean for my role to be more efficient it's amazing how
change
much you can, how much how quickly you can advance a
through
conversation when you have them all in the same room versus
informal and, the time that it takes to advance a conversation when far
or group
away” (INT#1)
conversation
“you have to spend a lot of time explaining, well for instance
this is the reason why we can't maybe quicker or we think
we've overcome a hurdle. And then somebody will suddenly
say, oh, do you realize in America if you say this person's
redundant, then they can bump somebody else out of a job. So
you think that you're just talking about your global
humanitarian team who are in Boston, but you're going to
affect the whole of the organisation in America because they
could bump somebody else. The bumping keeps going and
say, oh, you've got to the lowest point in the food chain, […]
and then you realize, okay, we will have to get back to the
drawing board and adapt our policy to reflect all” (INT#13)
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25 - HRP as a
mediator of
Employee Supervisor
relationship
management

“The director would not show up or would cancel and I kept
consistently providing customer service and we going to a
point of really tackling these employee relations issues, and
part of that recommendation was for me to interview other
members of the team and mediate conversations between her
and the employee who was bringing up the claim. And after
first mediation I finalized the meeting, went back to my desk
and about five minutes later she showed up at my desk and
she asked to talk to me and first thing she said after we went
to a more private place was I had no idea it was your role and
you could do this “ (INT#3)
17 - Ability to “if I heard him talk about a meeting I will say I'd like to
Work with
participate… I think it would be good because this is going to
and Challenge be about, you'll be adding more staff and I'd like to know what
line or Project the recruitment is going to look like or the org chart is going
managers on to look like and I can add hopefully I can talk it through and
HR Related
maybe add some perspective to it or whatever the case may
Issues
be.” (INT#8)
“You have to be resilient and you have to look at things from
the other person's perspective, and you have to realize they
are technical people and that really helps that they're not
people-people. There's a lot of them that are technical people,
so they see the details, they see the facts, but they're not
putting that people element necessarily in it. So you help
them. You partner as their HR partner! You're the peopleperson. (Int#7)
Facilitator of 36 - Adding
“I have meeting calls every other week with each of the HR
Change –
Value one
managers which is actually one of the biggest tasks because
translate
step at a time like I said, there's no set agenda, so that's really more of even
and manage while creating just a relationship building time to make small talk and have
expectation ROI
them feel like we're supporting them even without
imposing…[…] I think the biggest thing, especially in the last
year from those calls, the success was having the HR
managers feel comfortable enough to call headquarters and
come to me for support. Um, because I think if we don't have
that trust and relationship that, you know, we're not being,
we're not serving our role.” (INT#5)
“So this is really the first one, the first role being created,
where my role is to go and understand what the business
needs, what the business is trying to achieve, give advice and
have the rest of the HR department really helped me filter that
through or help me get, get it done. I'm sort of like a concierge
if you think about it. I go out to the client, get the client's list
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37 - Advocate
for Lower
Management

Facilitator
Role in
Managing
Employee
Relations

of demands or you know, list of things they'd like to happen
and I sort of feel to that and understand that in HR speak, go
back to the big, the larger organisation and try and get that
delivered through the larger organisation” (INT#10)
“So bringing that feedback back to the organisation, they
understood that just because these small savings reduction
costs wasn't going to be a good morale impact on our
employees there, but as a matter of fact we would continue
assessing and addressing the client needs” (Int#14)

“you know just building a relationship with our office head
being able to. You know. Present what we're trying to do but
really being able to sit back listen to the concerns listen to the
perspectives of the office and be open to not just make change
but then take it, you know then also being able to act on that
feedback and bring that feedback back to the home office. “
(INT#1)
39 - Employee “I hear this and more than anything it is being open minded
Relations and and listening to people and consistently demonstrate that
Managing
behaviour and competency. So keep confidentiality. That’s the
Employees’
biggest component of my job. So when people trust you, they
emotions and tell you everything and you know, many times I'm not a
state of mind psychologist, I'm supporting their challenges but listening to
help people” ((NT#4)
“I felt like I was there to provide people with kind of support,
provide people with an opportunity to vent and be frustrated
[..] I just was able to help these folks go through a really
stressful task. (INT#9)
40 - Facilitate “I think a lot of our managers are new managers and…I don't
Crucial
know if this is unique to this NGO space. At my former NGO I
conversations think this was also sort of a pattern and now being here and
among
like there you have people that are mission driven. … They
employees
didn't come and join your organisation to be a manager and
and managers they came to make a difference in whatever field that they
work in. So now you're asking as they progress in their career
paths, all of a sudden they're just placed into these
management roles; they don't really want to be managers but
they still are. And so getting them to make some tough
decisions that is not just looking to a job while HR says we
have to do this but they don’t like the feeling that they are the
deciders and we HRPs are actually just serving in a role where
we're advising you and we're giving you what might be the
facts and some information… we're not telling you which
decision to make but we're saying…” (INT#1)
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“I think this organisation more than any other I've worked
with, and my vision kind of aligns with theirs, is… I'm here to
be that support person for that manager because they're not
used to be put in situations every day with employees’
conflicts or an employee having an issue or them having a
performance issue, but I am really being that support for our
line managers so that when they do have issues that come up
around people that they have a “Go To” person.” (INT#7)
43 - HRP as
“We talk about any changes in the groups, what kind of
the
impact that will have on the rest of, not only their group but
communicator on the organisation. I'm just being a sounding board …But
of change
then there is a wealth of knowledge to share. So if something
happens, I make sure that they're aware of it and you know,
say, okay, this is happening” (Int#7)
44 - Listen to “I think it's just a consistency…it's the quality of the answers
challenges
and the value that you add. And I think that’s the definition, if
and negotiate they keep coming back, then you're obviously doing
win-win
something right. If they keep going over your head, which I do
solutions
have... I think that's a large part of this organisation’s problem
as well. ” (NT#6)
45 - Managing “teaching them you are not just a project team member
Employee’s
you're an employee and team member you're a functional
sense of
team member and as part of a functional team you are part of
Identity and
an organisation not just a part of a project.” (INT#1)
belonging
HRP role as 46 - Promote “you know, as a HR partner, we have a client group and we
Central
decision
build relationships as well as part of because we are a
Focal Point – making down business partner with our senior management and leadership
Act as Triage the level of
and so … we have insights into longer term strategy, short
the
term, longer term projects. So even if they go directly to comp
organisation
or recruitment, we might have insights that help maybe move
things forward or make decisions that are counter to what
may come to them directly through other sources. So I think
there is that knowledge sharing that we can provide of the
organisation that is, that is critical to HR and the other
departments. Sometimes it comes in really, really handy. but
sometimes I think that cripples the other areas because we're
seen as the only people with that information.” (INT#8)
71 - HRP role “I work day-to day with our local HR managers, on our
as Central
different projects and serve as a resource and tool for them. if
Focal Point or they have questions, concerns, dealing with complex
Liaison
situations, whether that be, an employee relations case or a
difficult recruitment question or difficult benefits question, I'm
their main point of contact. So they will reach out to me and
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90 - HRP as
Liaison –
Employee
Engagement
Role

I'll facilitate whatever questions they may have and then I also
serve as a resource to all of our chief of parties, our other
expatriates and concerned local nationals. So any concerns,
questions regarding anything full cycle HR, they will come to
me as well.” (INT#9)
“I am doing an investigation and kind of finalizing bringing it
to a close and talking to the person that filed the allegation,
feeling like I did a good job. And the person is, especially given
what they've gone through, feeling like they were supported,
and they are feeling good like I gave them the respect that
they were due. I went through a fair process and used my
experience, the information that I have from working in the
organisation to get them to go through a very fair process and
to respect them and their situation. and so, and I felt like they
acknowledged that And so that was good. That was a really
good feeling. (INT#8)

Theoretical category 2 – HRP’s international Project Embeddedness
Substantive
Code

Open Codes

Project
Management
& Global
Employee
Relations
Management

47 - HRP
accountability
for
management
of expatriates
and local
nationals

Quotes

“You know I told you about those challenges and people are
not coming to me so rather than firefighting and waiting for
challenges, It's my responsibility to be proactive and go higher
and go checking, do periodical checking. And you know like
check on project status, implementation status and if there is
any performance issue. What about this employee, and this,
you know in a more organized way. Be proactive, periodically
checking, you know offering the services from HR
perspective.” (INT#4)
12 “So we're a bit like a recruitment agency, recruiting the
Managing
international staff to be deployed there from providing
workforce
specialist support and advice on how to do humanitarian HR,
Planning so how to get the rapids elements and manage the risk and do
expatriates & a big scale up. And then the other side of the team is looking
local
at the HR for all the staff in the global humanitarian team. So
nationals
we are their generalist HR team. we either directly provide
within the
the HR support, recruiting them, contracting them, paying
project
them the employee life cycle or we help coordinating HR
management teams across different affiliates who host our staff too who
cycle
then provide that service. So it's either an operational role or a
coordinating role amongst HR colleagues across our
organisation.” (INT#13)
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HRP and
Operational
Support to
international
Project
Management
Cycle

27 - HRP
Advisor role
to Project
management
cycle and
funders’
Requirements
92 Positioning
HRP role
across the
International
Development
Project
management
cycle

10 Managing
Complexity of
HRM Support
to
international
development
project

HRP role in
HRM

“you mentioned that a project is coming down the pipeline.
What do we need to be prepared for? Or we're at capture so
what, uh, what do I need to do, how does that work, what do I
need to get my team or clients prepared for like even all the
way in to close out phase even maybe, ..Like what do they
need to be thinking in terms of HR and, be able to do that sort
of thinking looking at the full cycle of a project.. So I
anticipate.” (INT#4)
“This organisation has a challenge and particularly business
development and I am not passing judgment on people. I think
it is more just the HR function that they don't think
about…they don’t think about HR as being necessary or as
something that cross their mind when starting a proposal or
starting a program. It is one thing that I have really come to
appreciate with my prior organisation, which was those
program kick-offs meetings that Contracts and Grants would
put together. You get everybody around the table you go
through the Agreement, you know what it is really about, and
you get great ideas… Well this organisation does not do that. I
do think it could be so much more efficient. […] You could, you
can address so many problems that inevitably happen. Or you
can get at them more efficiently”. (INT#2).
“They didn’t think about it when they planned the budget of
the many things about the program, but they forgot their HR
support pieces. So in principal they were convinced, but they
don't have the resource. So that's not my problem. I was not
consulted as the very, very beginning but if you want to be
successful in this project and one was like $50 million dollar
HIV prevention project and another was like 75 million. It's a
big money. It's big delivery and you know, we're about to
attract a lot of staffs.” (INT#4)

“I have to struggle to establish my own strong HR team
beyond me. So the organisation doubled and tripled in a few
months’ time due to more funding coming. So I was not able
to sustain with that limited HR resource, me being alone and
they wanted to outsource the recruitment piece and other
stuff. […] So, having my own HR team provided this
and…There was back and forth with the back office. The key,
as I told you is that HR was not involved from the beginning,
and just working over there they didn't think about it within
the budget and everything.” (INT#4)
72 “Promoting HR as a professional, so I'm always looking at
Promotion of that. That was the intention with my colleagues back in 2008
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capacity
building at
the
international
project and
country level

HRM as a
Profession at
the Country
level

when we started that local association, we introduced the HR
policies we provided within the context of the country. we
promoted the HR profession and everything and I was part of
the founding members of that local HR association. I'm always
proud of that because now it's like 300+ registered HR
professionals and leaders and local associations, it’s highly
influential. It's providing, you know, HR development tools”
(INT#4)
“They were figuring out what their policies and practices were
on the ground without a lot of input from headquarters and
there's been a big push actually we've kind of swung the
pendulum to this very centralized approach where we're
looking at our workforce being one NGO. And so looking at
providing a lot more centralized support coming from the US”
(INT#1)

73 - Support
Country
offices
Capacity
building
around HRM
issues while
strengthening
local HR
“The idea is to more deliberately align our talent with our
capacity
business strategy and our strategic goals for the organisation,
3, 5, 10 years out, which is very difficult. And I think part of
that has been because historically international NGOs are
cyclically funded based on programs which start and stop
making financial continuity and job continuity for many people
very difficult […]. So sometimes even your best laid plans for
the development of your own staff and the movement of your
own staff from program to program is not always possible
based on what your desires are.” (INT#2)
Theoretical Category 3 – HRP’s Constant Balancing Act
Substantive
Code

Open Codes

Quotes

Connects
short-term
and long
terms plans,
activities and
manages risks

30 - Facilitate
Leadership &
Management
view of shortterm actions
and long-term
outcomes as
related to local
country and ID
Project
management
support

“As a HR partner, we have a client group and we build
relationships, we are a business partner with our senior
management and leadership and so we have insights into
longer term strategy, short term, longer term projects. and
so even if they go directly to compensation or recruitment,
we might have insights that help maybe move things
forward or make decisions that are counter to what may
come to them directly through other sources.” (INT#8)
“for example, help the director when we have the annual
report. Like with the board meeting where she has to
report. I did that in the past in my other companies. I helped
build that data. So I will do the headcount by department or
I will do, the turnover. I would do all the metrics, the HR
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metrics. I feel that as HR professionals we have, sometimes
we just tend to be the people friendly, but we also have the
data resource” (INT#11)
32 - HRP role in “we are embedded with every single department and
Workforce
business side? we attend their leadership meetings and
Planning
essentially, we talk about what is, what is coming in the
horizon for Labor planning., especially since this company is
mainly based on bids that are won by the government or by
our clients. (INT#14)
35 - HRP need “You know, even just how our data is, our shared drives files
to stay ahead
or whatever it is. I think HR has not gotten this balance of
of the game to HR analytics yet and using technology to help us in our day
push NGO for to day or to help us make decisions really well, especially in
innovative
this industry. I hate to say it, but in international
approach to
development or in the NGO world, coming from the private
management
sector and coming from a tech company tech background,
that's been my biggest challenge” (INT#10).
31 - HRP and
“I feel that sometimes the director emails the country
HRM
manager directly for certain things and that removes our
leadership
presence as business partners, she emails the staff in
relationship
English and people don't speak the language. […] So she is
not positioning you as an HR partner. I feel that that could
be done better to support the role better” (INT#11)
48 -Constantly “We don't have a big budget. HR has always been thought
educating
of last I feel like. And so, to get a really big budget for this
Leadership on state-of-the-art software or state of the art or even hiring a
Use of HR
head of analytics and having your own HR analytics
Metrics and
department that's not going to happen anytime soon, but it
Data Analytics is been discussed… Which is good. They are definitely
putting a task force around that. But the fact that we're in
2018 and we're still discussing how our tools are not really
working for HR, how we could optimize them more is
telling.” (INT#10)

Balancing
HRP advisory

51 - Facilitate
Crucial &

“And then, um, I think as HR people we would just
continually saying, when are we going to get at one HR
system? Because at the moment we can't easily tell you
what our headcount is across the confederation because
we've got different systems, it's down to a really basic level
of HR management information. But I know that's on
people's agenda now and it's a long term, but it does seem
like a massive financial investment.” (INT#13)
“So you equip the manager as best as possible. With both
the emotional knowledge , as well as a practical knowledge
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and coaching
Roles

Strategic
Conversations

on how to deal with those issues and have the
conversations…” (INT#3)

53 - HRP
consulting and
coaching

Balancing
leadership
expectations
and

“We make a recommendation, but how about if the project
manager doesn't want to do that? Right and then even I've
asked my boss like, well, can we make the decision, you
know, there's that, like at what point does HR and I make
management decisions or not make management
decisions? and I'm always like, well we don't make
management, we don't make those decisions. We only
advise.” (INT#8)
54 - HRP
“they will seek my expertise. I think, you know, just I'm
Management taking a step back and seeing issue in a more holistic way.
of Inclusion
So not looking always through the lenses of your
across the
interviewer, the person you talk to, right? So just kind of,
organisation
okay, this is your side of the story, but what else happened?
Just trying to understand the issue from another people's
perspective” (INT#12)
52 – HRP,
“I was on the ground with, with the start-up team and we
compliance
had our senior technical advisor in charge of the overall
and employee direction of a project. One of the employees we identified
relations both during the proposal stage decided to go on maternity leave
at HQ and local without actually letting anybody know. it was a little bit
country level
sensitive because no one knew that she was actually
pregnant and no one actually knew that she had gone on
maternity leave until we realized one day she just stopped
showing up to the office So we reached out to the individual
and understood what happened. and that senior technical
advisor really felt that this employee was hiding something
from her and she took it very personally and she wanted to
move forward with termination.” (INT#9)
55 –Facilitating “We've got mandatory training that we have to do for new
the Learning & staff, you know, and we have to get everybody through
Development code of conduct training and the safeguarding training. And
of Managers
so the investment for getting new staff on board is massive.
That even bigger than is the turnover challenge and the loss
of knowledge; the organisation hasn't been strong on
professional development and I know that’s something that
my senior managers are really pushing on wanting us to
really crack is what does humanitarian leadership,
humanitarian professional development mean and what's
the career path” (INT#13)
78 “I spend a lot of time with the recruitment team because of
Appreciation
course we're trying to put the right people with the right
for
kind of profiles who have an understanding of their business
collaboration
in the right place. And we've also helped them reorganize a
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organisational and teamwork
structure
for HR
colleagues

redesign of their jobs and the business unit and their job,
the career ladder is, and their titles and their roles. So you
can see it's a very recruitment growth focused.” (INT#10)
“I interact as well with the project team because if one of
my business unit, for example, the, the global health
business unit has a project in Indonesia and there is a
problem in Indonesia for example, then I would go to the
project HR team to get help if they need an employment
contract, a Local contracts drafted. So I go to the project
team and I say I need templates for Indonesia, you know, or
we need this for the business unit. And so I have to learn
sort of both my business units and I also have to learn to
some extent the HR function as it is the policies, where
everything is, the trackers, the who to go to for what. It's a
very interesting but a little bit complex relationship”
(INT#10)

64 - HRP and
HR leadership
championing

“we have areas of expertise. We have our compensation
department, we have our benefits department or recruiting
team. We have our HRIS team, our HR service centres
theme, and then the HRBP. So we essentially have to
collaborate every single day with every single department in
many different aspects. So if there's a request to review
equity, for example, in one division I partner with my
compensation department, where it's all coordinated into
an email. We send an email request, with essentially the
summary, the request and the expectation. they give us five
days, five business days to get back to us with an answer,
which works perfectly.” (INT#14)
“So we actually have a big internal change recently where
we had a vice president of global HR and support. So he
oversaw HR domestically, globally, also IT and security and
field operations and he resigned. And so now we're doing a
structural change and that position's just going away and
there's going to be a Chief Administrative Officer that
oversees all of those things, plus finance. And so that
person, the idea is that they have less of a HR focus and the
HR tasks are more filtered down through the other staff
members. …. But I don't know that we even know what the
real effect it will have, but that's a big change that we've
just gone through; the vice president of Global HR, his main
background and expertise was global HR, so he was like a
global hr expert…” (INT#5).
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79 - HRP
managerial
role alignment

65 - HRM
Organization
Structure,
Functions and
Skill Sets

“in other NGOs I’ve struggled to create exposure for myself,
especially in organizations where they're very hierarchical.
And managers only want to talk to the CHRO or the VP of
HR from a C-suite level, CIO, CFO, and so on. They only want
to talk to higher up, so exposure is difficult. So here I am not
struggling with that because like I said, my boss is very
inclusive. So her style is to be very inclusive, especially
because we can cover each other out. So she was out of the
office for a personal emergency for about two weeks, there
was not a gap in between the support to the leaders
because like I said, we attends meetings together. (INT#14)
“I feel like if everyone in HR is up to speed, nobody's going
to be perfect or know everything, but they should be trained
and educated enough to be able to find that within their
own HR groups and then go to their own HR managers and
get that information. whereas this always seems to go to
the HR partner. And so we're the resource for a lot of those
HR things.” (INT#8)
“I think, it’s unfortunate because I haven’t been able to
work as a business partner, which is usually what the name
is called, HR business partnering, because I work sometimes
at filling gaps that other parts of HR can't work in. And why
is that? Because HR or the organisation itself hasn't
addressed those gaps. For example, in recruitment if there
is no recruiter in the field office… then an HR partner has to
do that role, which becomes our work.” (INT#8)

“We are partners between these HR operations teams and
the business units…. The challenge that my role in the
current organisation has, and I see this is consistent across
my colleagues as well is that we are in the weeds of a lot of
these operational transactional processes.” (INT#3)
63 - HRP Role
“In the last six months we have expanded the regional HR
adapts to Level model and we have hired two additional regional HR
of
operations managers. So one is based in Honduras and
Organisational supports the Latin American and Caribbean area. and then
Maturity.
the other individual is based in Berlin, Germany to support
all of our Middle East and uh, or Asia programs” (INT#9)
“As the organisation is continuing to mature so are HR
practices like this one, this first year the head of talent
management is looking at career pathing in the
organisation for example. And doing talent reviews” (INT#2)
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81 - HRP Role
and NGO
Organisational
Culture

“So it creates tension in my own role because it's easier for
our humanitarian support personnel because we can just
get UK contracts. And that was part of my role to
harmonize them when we became a global humanitarian
team; in January 2016, all our humanitarian specialists
weren't on UK contracts. 80 percent of them were, but 20
percent were on America, Australia, Netherlands, Spanish
contracts. So it was my role to try and negotiate with all the
affiliates to move everybody onto an UK contract. So it
causes a lot of tensions because we say we're one
organisation, but from an HR practitioner perspective, we're
not, we have very different organisational sort of cultures or
outlook particularly on things like salary and Spain comes
from a history of volunteering and you don't do it for the
money. America is a lot more business focused and in line
with their market and from UK, it's somewhere in the
middle.” (INT#13)
82 – HRP, NGO “They are all over here in the United States and I firmly
Organisational believe that a lot of the policy, the process, the systems are
Structure and very US driven. We have two regional areas, well three
Crossregional areas…one regional area is actually based in the
collaboration
United States, so still we have two proper regional areas
and we are not set up to really transfer that information
from the United States out to the regions. So yet again
always coming back to the head office, always coming back
to the US systems. I think that is one of the biggest things
that we have made a commitment to delivering our projects
in the region, but we haven't set it up to do that correctly.
And that impacts HR because the pressure is on the HR
partners, all of a sudden you are a true global implementer
and you don't have the resources to do it.” (INT#6)
50 - HRM
“we have centres of expertise, so we have at least one or
Leadership and two people who are functional experts, be it in
Global HR
compensation and benefits or recruitment or proposal
alignment
recruitment, projects recruitment, um, systems, HR systems.
And there's project HR. They're all very siloed. They do very
transactional and traditional HR. But I think my business
unit wanted to deviate a little from that and really get an
HR business partner that would help them with the
designing of the new organisation and would help them
with clients that are different from the typical clients in
international development.” (INT#10)
80 - HRP role
“HQ is always thinking specifically about how to establish
global
policies and practices for the U.S, and then our role, my role
positioning
and the team members that report to me is to always bring
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within the
HRM structure
and NGO

Promotes
employee
engagement
within a
complex and
ambiguous
environment

Takes an
active role in
promoting
and
positioning
HRP role

it back to one organisation. And how would we take this
practice that's been established for the U.S. and potentially
apply it to the international office. You know trying to find
that balance between creating global policies but at the
same time understanding the local context could help.”
(INT#1).
8 - Articulates “Success for me means feeling like I've been able to deliver
and
on something that's been asked of me in a quality way, so,
Appreciates
if it's be the harmonization, being able to bring that to
the complexity completion in a timely manner so that when a project is
and challenges awarded, we can hire staff and we can move forward with
of managing
that so that HR and the work that I'm doing is not what is
standardization the bottleneck to getting us there.” (INT#8)
versus
localization of “We're with different legal entities and our executive
HR processes
directors have made all these grand statements and for
operational people like ourselves trying to make that work
is really difficult, and it's a lot of negotiation, a lot of two
steps forwards, one step back. So the harmonization of
specialists and the salaries and their packages and their
contracts take time. We probably started talking about
harmonizing in the summer of 2016, we didn't move our
specialists until April 2018. So it took that kind of time to
negotiate everything across the organisation. And that was
just for 80 staff.”
11 - Managing “Managers are wanting to do the right thing. I think
Managers
sometimes there can be quite a lot of criticism of managers
Dilemma from an HR team and assumptions that people are trying to
technical
cut corners and do the wrong thing. my opinion in the
expertise focus majority of cases is that this is not it. HR needs you to hold
vs managerial their hands, tell them how they can, how the policies can
responsibility
work for them, […] for the staff member and so the
and
organisation is not seen as being bureaucratic or just
accountability something that slows them down and get in their way, but
that is enabling them and if they're not enabling them, we
should be looking to change that. I suppose I'm lucky, but in
the environment that I work because we are humanitarian,
we are asked to be flexible and try to get things done at a
quicker pace” (INT#13)
60 - HR Partner “we've got different HR teams and different ways of
and
working and here on a, lots of the time managers think that
Transaction
HR should be doing more around the operational
versus
recruitment, the inducting people, the managing staff. And
Advisory role
some of our HR across the organisation work that way,
closely hold a manager's hand and support them in some of
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our HR processes. I believe all of this is a line management
responsibility, HR is here to advise and provide the policy.
But we didn't do any of that for you. There's quite a lot of
tension” (INT#13)
61 - HR Partner “You know I told you about those challenges and people are
Role - Putting not coming to me so rather than firefighting and waiting for
out fires versus challenges, It's my responsibility to be proactive and go
being proactive higher and go checking, do periodical checking” (INT#4)
“I think it's the mix of things. It's the knowledge, it's all of
the HR knowledge, even if I don't have the specific
expertise, it's knowing where to go and it's, I think being
able to provide consultation and even kind of foresee, and
…troubleshoot is not the greatest word for this, but
troubleshoot future things even, like if you put that position
here this is what I see might happen. Are you sure you want
that to be the way that you set it up?” (INT#8)
86 “Maybe not having that support history. Having a negative
Assertiveness connotation on HR and HR people. I think that's probably
in positioning the biggest block for people. I don't think they don't want to
the HRP role
use us either…they don't understand what our role is. When
and
I came into an organisation, I tried to make that very clear.
contribution
So I have an email that I sent out to all my managers to
introduce myself to say I'm here for these types of things
and then I sat down with every manager and had like an
intake meeting… So I asked them, what do you usually use
HR for? where do you see where HR gets in the way? what
has been your biggest challenge in the past? And then I kind
of digest those and make sure that in our relationship going
forward that I don't do those things” (INT#7)
87 - Constantly “So we need to think about what our labour planning will be
Selling the role for bids or for the individuals that we have on site and we
and
are not utilizing them. So how can we best utilize them?
contribution
How can they be billable? How can we utilize their time and
be accounted for? so we partner within the other divisions
and departments, try to utilize the same skills of those
individuals across so there can be utilization of those. So
that's one of the things that we do. We provide support on
that” (INT#14)
88 - Embeds
“Before, HR was very cut off and people viewed HR in a
HRP role and
certain light, and which is I guess the case in most
create
organizations and that comes also from being embedded.
increment
Right, which is new. You become part of the team. I'm no
change by
longer viewed as part of HR. Strictly part just of HR or from
the HR department, but you're welcome in the business
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constant
presence

91 - HRP
constant need
to manage Up
and across and
Influence for
sustainable
change

93 - Positioning
the role as a
trusted advisor
both at US and
Global level

unit. I take part in some of the celebrations they have in the
business units. I'm invited to some of the outings and the
parties. So when you are seen and trusted and invited with
the business units, you get to learn a lot about what they're
doing more than you would if you just sat in your area.”
(INT#10)
“I think a lot of partners with the HR training of very HR
specific and very, very driven by, um, process and
procedures from the HR. Whereas I think I'm far more
business orientated and I, and I get that feedback a lot from
the areas that I support because the times where I make a
decision because I can understand the business logic and I
can defend that. So for me it's a no brainer. Whereas I think
there's some people who might be a little bit more HR
related that will be stuck because they don't see that logic.
So, for me it truly is a partnership where you are, HR is at
the table, HR has a voice and can actually make business
decisions, help contribute to the business decision” (INT#10)
“At the higher level of management and senior
management, they know us, we've built a relationship so
they come to us even for things that are pretty minute like
my password might not work or my time sheet password is
wrong. Especially once they can't get it resolved on the first
try. So it's as basic as that. I think I think they do see is us
advisors and consultants. At least with my groups, it's not
clear if we're actually thought as advisors or if we are
decision makers for them for example maybe for an
employee relations right…” (INT#8)

Theoretical category 4 – HRP’s Agile Entrepreneurial Mindset
Substantive
Code

Open Codes

Quotes

Agile in dealing
with complex
and ambiguous
environment,
internal and
external

5 - Ability to
Address HR
related risks in
complex
situations in
and ambiguous
environment,
internal and
external.

“my role has really been about giving people a bit of a
reality check on the humanitarian side and saying, okay,
we want to tighten our policies and our processes and this
is a massive area of risk now for the organisation, but
another area of risk for the organisation is if we're very
slow in humanitarian response. So a lot of my role has
been showing the organisation, okay, if you do this, this is
what it means for humanitarian response, could we, can
we adapt it slightly? So yes, we're managing safeguarding
risks, but we're also managing our need for speed and
scale and getting to those we serve on the beneficiaries’
side as quickly as possible with our expertise.” (INT#13)
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41 - HRP and
agility in
managing
complex and
sensitive
situations

“I feel that in our environment we are basically lawyers,
we are employment lawyers to a large degree, once again
because we don't have the resources. We're problem
solvers every single day and the problems are tough, they
get harder and harder and harder. and when you're
operating in different countries or different sectors, it's a
lot.” (INT#6)
“you have to have the ability to see past just one issue and
look at kind of like we talked about the whole picture
holistically. You need to be able to understand multiple
areas of a business, not just like HR or just program, but
like finance and other areas too. so be kind of have that
full business acumen and you have to like people and be
talking to them for the most part, even though I always
say people are the problem…..I would say just working
with other HR partners, you have to be a proactive and
agile, the two are totally different things I think, but they
came to my mind. You have to be very agile and then also
proactive. ….. I hate using the word strategic all the time,
but kind of a step ahead, ideally you're seeing a bigger
picture, you're able to put things together ahead of
people.” (INT#8)

“this individual is very high, strong, and very intimidating.
Most people are afraid to kind of stand their ground and
push back a little bit to voice their opinion. So I had no
issues with not allowing him yelling at me and let that
affect me or take it personally. For me it is to remain calm
and just kind of facilitate and diffuse the situation from
there.” (INT#9)
26 - Capacity to “I just take out all the data, who has children and where
turn
and how much does it cost us and that analysis is provided
knowledge,
to the director to take it forward and ask for USAID
appreciation of approval. So tacitly they say no, but at least we did ask for
the context
it and the rest of the team knows now that's why that cost
and ideas into is not allowable and chargeable to that donor” (INT#4)
action, ideas
that generate
value
Entrepreneurial 34 “As an HR professional, I think spending time on having
Approach to
Entrepreneurial quality conversations and…spending quality time with the
HRP Role thinking and
people you're working with, even at the buyers level, so
Being Agile
attitude in
engaging in conversations with people you may think have
nothing in common with HR or have not being exposed to
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promoting HR
Partner role

HR? So, investing time into developing relationships within
the organisation.” (INT#12

49 - HR Partner
and Use of HR
Information
Systems (HRIS)

“I took that excel sheet and I modified it because we did
not have any other resource or competent HRIS person
that would allow us to be faster or to track all this
information. So I modified the excel sheet and I modified a
few tabs to reflect what would be collected... these are
the new hire staff were going to analyse tor include the
relocation package ...in these tabs we're going to talk
about the allowance package so that way from the get go
we can understand from a budgeting standpoint what has
been approved by the programs and the directors which is
based on their budget, […] That way let's plan for it at the
beginning of the recruiting. And I presented that to my
managers at the time and they felt comfortable with the
approach because we didn't have anything else.” INT#3
83 - Combined “And of course, this was the first week that my boss was
critical thinking gone. ...(laughing...) so...thinking back I was not equipped
and creative
for this at all, […] I had no idea. I am not saying i did it
thinking in
perfectly, but it forced me to think differently. It forced me
positioning and to rely on myself for thinking things through rather than
managing HR
going to somebody else to do it for me” (INT#2).
Partner role

7 - Ability to
respond to
complex
situation and
act
Independently

1 - Ability to
Acknowledge
the unknown,

“Creative thinking! Just looking for alternatives. I'm
looking for workable solution and also not being rigid. I
think, a lot of my HR colleagues and even when I was
starting out in HR, it was very policy focused. I was like,
what's the process and what's the policy? And I thought
that was all we could do. I wasn't used to thinking
creatively thinking about solutions outside of what is
prescribed in a policy document.” (INT#10)
“So the first thing I did is manage expectations. I said, I
really am so thankful that you're giving me this
assignment and I'm very excited to get into it and to get it
done. but I would just ask that you give me just a little
time to understand, to learn, let's sit down, let's have
coffee, let's understand the history of this business unit. ….
I took on that task knowing I would have to be really good
at getting it done right the first time and getting it done
fairly quickly because if I fail that it was sort of like a test…
my credibility would have been compromised.” (INT#10)
“a lot of the mistakes that I've seen in the US, me being
that I'm not a native US born person, people believe that
everything is handled the same way in other countries
that is in the states. …I tell you this from personal
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manage within experience. {…. } we did a couple of terminations for costs
it and take risk in Mexico. I went to my supervisor at the time who had no
international HR experience. And I said, well, we are going
to let go these individuals, this is their severance package.
It's 90 days plus 12 days per year work plus a 20 days per
tenure. And she was like, why?...Why can't you just let
them go for costs? that's how we do it in the US… and I
said, it's not the US. It's Mexico….(INT#14)
33 - Ability to
“you compromise sometimes but not to the extent where
think quick and at the end of the day you end up being accountable or fail
make decision or you don't feel that sense of achievement.” (INT#4)
without much
guidance
Ability to
13 - Ability to
“We just did a program in Puerto Rico which was a
manage HRP
Manage HRP
learning experience for me. It is neither domestic nor is it
role with
role within a
international. I don’t know if you ever did. I certainly I
limited
tight budget
didn’t. I personally did not understand. I just thought they
resources (i.e., and a scarcity
were part of the United Sates. I had no understanding that
budget, people, of Resources
they have their own set of Laws and Tax. They are like a
time, HR
state but they like an Uber state.” (INT#2)
headcount etc.)
“I took that excel sheet and I modified it because we did
not have any other resource or competent HRIS person…”
(INT#3)
6 - Ability to
“so my leadership requested me to address the benefits,
Manage and
specifically about the health insurance costs and the
Communicate premiums in Mexico….I went to Mexico, talk to a lot of
Conflicting
employees there about their needs. I also had a lot of
data, priorities, requests before that when they asked me to address the
activities
cost of the premiums. I had a lot of questions from
employees looking into if the possibility of switching
providers, right. So I went down to Mexico, met with all of
those employees who have come to me that had
questions. I ended up understanding that the provider that
we had for over 10 years had significantly increased their
premiums and we had never actually reviewed the needs
of employees as well. So it was not just the request to
reduce the cost, but it was also addressing their needs. […]
So addressing this as a competing priority that the
company had asked me to reduce costs on the premiums
as well. It was important, but at the same time it was
important to understand what was good for our
employees as well.”
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Influencing
without
authority

84 - HRP
promoting
creativity and
innovation
through
relationship
building
85 - Influence
through
listening,
having
conversation
and
information
sharing

HRP as a global 58 - Global HR
HR generalist
Partner role
and Being a
Jack of all
Trade

“you're there to coordinate advice, to help provide and
coordinate advice. you're giving guidance on here's the
policy and here's the practice …you're being informative,
you are intaking information simply to process that
information...[..]. And it's also not to be the person having
the actual decision authority… You really are there to
bring all the pieces of information and help bring them to
light to help them make decisions.” ( INT#1)
“And we have a few team members in the international
offices that are not leads that I have relationships with.
They are kind of high potential staff, high potential talent
that I can have these conversations with and not going to
totally freaked them out. I think emphasizing the things
that help me becoming a strategic partner is being on top
of what's happening so that we can be innovative and
creative in pushing the way people are thinking about
things.” (INT#1)
“my role has a generalist feel where my experience and
my field knowledge are in all areas of HR from
compensation to benefits, knowing employees, working
on employee relations issues, being able to see the
organisation and work at a strategic level with senior
management. And then I also have a diverse client group
of both local host country national staff at a country level
since we are global organisation and then I have to work
with domestic US based staff. So knowing various labour
codes that will apply is important (INT#8).

“In other words I can be effective domestically in the
United States but I can also be effective Outside of the
United States. I can't just be one or the other. That I think
it's a luxury that is a bygone luxury….I might be mildly
effective in all areas of HR simply because in my own
career I've worked in every aspect of HR. So I administered
benefits once upon a time and administered payroll once
upon a time. You know I've written policies. I've done
training. I was a trainer for several years. So I've kind of
done it all over my career. So then taking our job then you
kind of have to know all of those things. I'm just kind of
pull from all these different experiences.” (INT#2)
59 - HR Partner “it depends on the needs or the situation. I guess.. usually
role combines because of the job, it is kind of quote unquote a generalist
recruiting and role that the HR partner plays. sometimes I'm consulting
partnering
with those groups, like for example, compensation on
maybe challenges or for example, if there's a request from
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HRP and
alignment to
mission and
values

42 - HRP and
management
of ethical
boundaries

56 - HRP and
code of ethics,
mission and
values

HRP and
organisational
efficiency role

9 - Brings in
Organisational
Development
Mindset

a country office or there's a situation has been raised
about the economic situation in the country and the fact
that staff are feeling underpaid because of devaluation,
and then looking at, salaries or something like that, then I
might consult with a compensation Analyst …” (INT#8)
“A manager I was supporting. wanted me to bend the
rules and I knew for a fact and because I'd been told by my
HR colleagues, I've been told by the business units that
this is non-negotiable. It's just something we don't do and
we can't do and we won’t’ do. So it was one of those
employee relations things where you have to, you can't
really say no because no is not really received well, but
you have to be firm and say, let's look for other
alternatives…And you just have to, sometimes it's difficult,
but it's a slippery slope if you want to compromise you
lose credibility. And so it was my proudest moment
because I stood firm and I wasn't compromised
…Unfortunately sometimes you just have to stand firm in
your beliefs and your values and your role in your role.”
(INT#10)
“So for example, I'll give you an example if you know
historically what would be a very hard and fast rule about
moving someone from one recruitment process to the
other… if the hiring manager is really clear and adamant
about why they want to move this person along, instead
of HR just saying ‘no it's not allowed by the policy’ and
instead of regurgitating what the policy says just say,
okay, let's see what can be done…. let's do what's best for
the business, but let's also be flexible enough to see what
the hiring manager or the line manager need. The
supervisor is our client, and our role is to be an advisor
and to help them to get to the best decision possible”
(INT#10).
I think that's not even from an HR perspective… because I
think it's really important to understand what we're doing
not just related to hr, like what our program is doing and
what are external influences on that. I mean even
recruitment, that's really helpful because I'm basically
selling someone and I need to know what the
organisation's doing, I want to be able to answer their
questions. I think the really important piece is like staying
on top of what the organisation's doing, not just from an
hr standpoint” (Int#4)
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“we ‘be chasing our tail because the project started off
about the job descriptions and job titles because there
was misalignment… and we got started on that project,
but then we realized that the organisational design or
structure was not optimal. So you would think that needed
to change. And then we’d change the job titles. So
everything was stopped and we restarted this project by
looking firstly at the organisational structure and then
what will cascade down to the job. So we're in the middle
of that…” (INT#6)
“So I've really had to partner with each of the
international offices to understand what the roles were in
their offices. And then understand how they align to the
structure in the US. And so it's about them and I think a
challenge sometimes it's not just like culture and it's like
understanding when you have an office of ten people
compared to one like us here where you have an office of
600 people. So how do you know to apply a US approach
again? Even with this redesign, like how do you apply kind
of the same principles that were being applied here to
such a small office? Does it impact them in the same
way?” (INT#1)
Theoretical category 5 - Networking HRP and pay-it forward
Substantive
Code

Open Codes

Quotes

HRP and SelfReliance on
Professional
Development

67 - HRP and
appreciation
of
mentorship
for own
professional
development

“I was lucky enough to have a mentor who was very good in
all those areas, and had the international background so I
learned everything I know from an HR perspective
supporting international aid workers. I know everything
because of that mentor…he was Director of HR for my first
job in an international NGO. And he taught me everything he
knew. I still very much consider him my mentor really.
although he does not actively practice any longer…but it is
really helpful to have somebody who's had that kind of
experience..” (INT#2)
“there's probably different things that I kind of just observed
and it is my reflection of watching how they interact with
senior level managers that I take and I say oh like I like that
style...that work. And then you know kind of take little pieces
from each person. I think about like our current VP, our chief
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of HR. I constantly feel like when I'm having conversations
with her like she kind of constantly brings me back this idea
that you have to think about the ..what is the principle. “
(INT#1)
68 - HRP and “Here in my current company, because like I said my boss
Senior to
actually likes to give me a lot of exposure. Okay but in other
Leadership
organizations I struggled to create exposure for myself. You
Professional know, in organizations where they're very hierarchical. […]
Development like I said, my boss, she's very inclusive. So her style is to be
very inclusive, especially because we can cover each other
out. …I handle so many things myself that I provide to the
leaders that when my boss said, you know what, pass it on
to Name, he's going to handle it or send this information to
him and He's going to do it and get back.” (INT#14).
69 “I think networking is very available, so I wish I could have
Networking more time for networking but it's not always with HR people.
as a
That's as well with people that are working in another NGO,
professional that are other CEOs, CFOs and the VPs. that said it is not
development unnecessary to be networking with HR. however sometimes
activity
the best ideas don’t always come from HR, right? And that
means sometimes, , I had a problem and I asked the HR
people, and no one was able to help me and the person who
helped me, the other person gave me the best solution
wasn't HR. Sometimes it helps to be outside. Yes. So I mean
networking but broadly” (INT#12)
“I'll be honest like I don't find INSIDENGO, their trainings or
even the conference like useful….I find the most value in the
networking opportunities that those events provide and
maybe as an entry level H.R. professional, Those were more
valuable as I was starting in this area.” (INT#1)

89 - HRP and
internal and
external
networking
as a
knowledge

“Networking table events! You just speak to people at
events. It's really eyes opening, I went to Humentum, and
you realize a lot of these organizations are grappling with
the same issues and everybody's just trying to figure out how
to deal with things. so it's good to get ideas, good to get
creative, um, with other people who are dealing with really
similar things” (INT#10)
“I was able to identify other NGOs that are operating in
Indonesia and through insideNGO look up and find someone
at these organizations that work in their HR departments or
operations departments and say “hey I found your
information on the InsideNGO network .... We're working on
this issue, would you have a few minutes to talk.. people…. I
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gathering
and role
promotion
activity

get everyone's always.... I almost have never gone on any
issue where someone's been like no or nonresponsive. Like as
soon as you say like hey I've found you on InsideNGO, like
could you talk for a few minutes? Everyone always talks and
likes super like… I mean I spent 30 minutes the other day on
the phone with someone from NGO NAME that gave me tons
of great information and like I think it's likethat it will be
paid forward later because later someone else is going to
have a question and you're going to have the answer.”
(INT#1)
70 - Seeking “just when decisions have to be raised to such a level of the
Feedback on organisation it takes a lot of time because you kind of have
action and
to OK let's build the case here at the department level then
performance build here at the chief level then get to the executive whom
you need to wait on, then kind of trickle it back down …all of
those layers take time. So thinking about where decision
authority should really be made here…especially in this new
matrix structure that we're working in, then refining that... I
think would be really helpful.” (INT#1)

Learning,
Professional
Development
and Reflectionin-action

74 - Builds
the space to
reflect on
activity,
lessons
learned, the
“knows and
don’t know”
75 - Makes
an
experience a

“ I feel like we've built a strong enough relationship that we
have open conversations. So I like for them to give me
feedback and for me to give them feedback and making sure
that you know I'm finding my approach as I go and reflecting
on it…” (INT#1)“it's more about keeping a level head in those
situations, keeping the emotion in check…. Most of the time
the managers respond to you calling them out on it, but not
in a direct manner, in a kind of an indirect manner. I think if
you are true to yourself and true to your processes and your
systems and you've done a good job and you've done your
preparation and you walk into a room and you are prepared,
that's what it's about because then you can justify” (INT#6)
“I think it's the mix of things. It's the knowledge, it's all of the
HR knowledge, even if I don't have specifics, it's knowing
where to go and it's, I think being able to provide
consultation and even like kind of foresee, troubleshoot is
not the greatest word for this, but troubleshoot future things
even, let’s say if you put that position here, this is what I see
might happen. Are you sure you want that to be the way
that you set it up? so I think, I think that that's, that's the,
the benefit that they take away...” (INT#8)
“I would try to get exposed to different countries, different
projects, and different things. Because, the more exposed
you are, the more you have information about knowledge,
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learning and about different things. Just the wealth, your wealth of
development knowledge, the easier it'll be for you to use that knowledge
opportunity or information to help you in your day to day work. So for
example, I worked in Kenya, I've worked in Ghana, worked in
Madagascar of supportive people in Madagascar […], so I
always have an idea of what the labour law is” (INT#10)
“I think it would be a combination of many things but I think
I would attribute a lot of these to HR training, a little bit of
natural personality traits and a lot of years of experience
being exposed to difficult situations because definitely when
I was working before HR, dealing with human behaviour it
was definitely about being thrown into the fire and being
able to keep my cool and not lose it.” (INT#3)
“I think I've had a lot of opportunity over the past year and
half to learn different skills and learn and experience
different situations that have really excited me and that
dealt with, difficult tasks. , I've been tasked with, different
terminations or creating compensation plans or you're just
things I haven't done previously”(INT#9).
76 - Takes
“I do my own research, my own education. I go in through
accountabilit the Internet as well. for the countries that I've dealt with, I
y for learning have partnerships with local people or domestic people also
in the HR world, HR domestic council in the country, legal
counsel. I just ask questions that pertain to that specific
country or specific organisation. I have individuals that I
have worked with that also have international experience.
We maintain a relationships. So if there's any questions I'd
remember to call them.” (INT#14)
77 - Takes
“I introduced myself first, like an email, introducing myself,
the time to
putting myself out there, then skyping them and then I'm
understand
talking to them for about half hour an hour.” (INT#11)
the business
to better
“you sit with your business which makes sense because you
position and have to understand how to learn about the players, you have
sell the HR
to understand what their priorities is, what the strategy is,
Partner role where we're going, what is needed and that's why we are
embedded” (INT#10)
Career Path as 28 - Career
“I went to Tanzania and I was building schools and it was
HR
Path and
through that, that I knew I wanted to work in the
Professional
Growing
international development sector. So it was always the
within HRM sector I knew I wanted to be in rather than I didn't know
what I was going to do in that sector...I volunteered for X
and then I got my first job as an administrator […] And then I
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66 - Aligning
to
Professional
Membership
Organization
s to broaden
HR
knowledge
base.
29 - HRP
career path
and
happenstanc
e versus
deliberate
approach

looked around in the corporate sector for sort of roles and
that I could do and because I'd studied sociology studies of
groups of people in society, I thought about an HR role..”
(INT#13)
“Your development always kind of gets pushed off. I did fight
to go to the SHRM conference, and I was allowed to go to
the one that was local here, which was just fantastic. And I
just wished you could do that on a more regular basis. We do
get to go to the nonprofit one…the Humentum conference
here and I do try and go to most of the HR things, but it's not
enough…” (INT#6)

“I helped overseeing the volunteer program, corporate
volunteer program or those social response, social corporate
responsibility initiatives. I realized that HR was bigger than I
thought. I thought HR was only paperwork, boring, but then
when I was working there was training and development,
there's different functions, HR compensation, etc. it was
interesting, but we have different functions within HR. So I
was like, I want to learn more about HR because I feel that I
could have a better impact or do something bigger, like
maybe like employee engagement’ (INT#11)
62 - HRP
“I'm hoping I can get a little bit more involved in some other
Professional kind of different conferences or different training seminars.
Development I'd love to get my HR certification, would love to do kind of a
and Career
crash course of, the PHR certification and then, take the
Path
examination. But I just try to kind of be more proactive and
keeping up with different things that are going on in the HR
world.” (INT#9)
Ability to
utilize NGO
Community of
Practice &
internal/exter
nal knowledge
sharing

14 - Ability
for HRM and
HRP to tap
into NGO
Community
of Practice
for
Collaboration
Work

“if you're working with specialist HR team, maybe you might
accelerate your skill development in the operational side of
HR. I think in the way that I've done my job, I often don't see
myself as a real technical experts, but it's more that I feel
like I really understand my part of the organisation on that,
that I've got the respect of the managers that I work with
though not sitting in my HR box. I think quite often as HR
people, we might feel a little bit scared to jump out, step out
of our comfort zone and our HR expertise and I think you can
gain a lot by doing that and there is a risk, I often, I'm in a
meeting and I don't know anywhere near as much about
feminist principles or gender or water and sanitation as the
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person sitting next to me, but um, I do know something and
I, I can talk knowledgeably and see how my role can help
them. So I'd encourage my staff to do that, which can be
scary, but I've got a lot of satisfaction out of doing that and I
think ultimately the impact of your work improves”. (INT#13)
15 “we meet with them and actually they're there, their website
Community is, is a resource for me. Sometimes they colleagues from
of Knowledge there are, we're all working in the same world. We all have
sharing and some similar challenges. Maybe it's a funder like USAID or
pay-it
whatever. So it's helpful” (INT#8)
Forward
“my experience is that generally people are happy to share
their expertise but not in a way where you feel it can't be
two way and you can also input and share your knowledge.
So maybe because of I don't know how much of it has to do
with HR or how much of it is to do with our sector that
people realize that people do circulate a lot on you know,
we're often sharing a lot of the same staff. So somebody
who's on our registers, he's worked for us at some point is
probably also worked for X and Y..so there's a lot of
openness to sharing because we know we're working with
the same people.” (INT#13)
16 “I think it will be a shame if we, if we lose something there,
Positioning
because I think particularly for small organizations, they
the need for were invaluable and I think for large organizations like us, I
Humentum
suppose the problem with being a large organisation is often
or other
people look to you and say, well you must have done this,
organisation can you share this? and the organisation does have policies
as
coming out of it’s ears not just HR in lots of things, but we
Community aren't always [..] we aren't always the world leading of the
of Practice
best practices. […]. But what I liked about CHS that you could
and
learn maybe what small innovative organizations were doing
membership that then you might not be able to map them straight across
organisation to us and they work. But you know, other NGOs might be
doing something more radical with volunteers or whatever
that we don't do that maybe we need to think about doing.”
(INT#13)
Ability to Build 2- Self
“You have to then negotiate with the employment lawyer to
Resilience
Reliance and double check your information, go backwards and forwards.
Self
And then you get scrutinized, once you've done all of that by
Accountabilit legal counsel and you are the piggy in the middle, so to
y as a
speak, where it goes backwards and forwards and the
Learning
timeframe,” (INT#6)
Experience
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“we're not always necessarily armed with the authority to
make some of the larger decisions and we have to work back
with the DC office and collaborate with them. And it's
challenging when, you know, there's five, sometimes six
hours ahead of or behind us and we have to wait for
someone who is not always responsive […] So there's just
some challenges there where there's still a lot of authority
based in the DC office and having to go back in and trying to
get answers from them is not always great’ (INT#9)

3- Ability to
Bring
Humour into
the Situation

“because I knew that what I decided to do or whatever steps
I took, were going to be mine, with my name on them and
with no one else to fall back on, to say it, they were my
decisions, no one else told me to take them and I was the
one to follow through on these things and those were my
actions alone.” (INT#2)
“I would say Google!!! I think as bad as it sounds
(Laughing!!) I think that's my biggest resource. Without
Google I would be lost and the ILO. ILO as in the
international Labor Organization but Google gets me to the
international labour site.” (INT#8)

“I mean I'm doing them all the time. I think if I didn't have to
do a lot of this tactical work that I believe the employee
support centre could do that could free me up to be a little
bit and be more available, more strategic, be involved in
other meetings, but it's constant. It seems like things are
constantly being pushed on HR partners to do when that can
be housed somewhere else. You think that it's still going to
change, no as it's always been that way and we do it…so
we’re managing history... We can totally shove all that stuff
on someone else. (She is laughing) (INT#7)
4 - HRP
“I think I've had a lot of opportunity over the past year and
acknowledge half to learn different skills and learn and experience
ment of
different situations that have really excited me and that I
difficult
dealt with, difficult tasks. I've been tasked with different
moment and terminations or creating compensation plans or …just things
feeling
I haven't done previously” (INT#9).
vulnerable
57 - HRP and
Intrinsic
Rewards

“I think it would probably have to be simply comments that
are unsolicited from programs. On HR stuff…unsolicited
comments they'll just simply make. Remarks about how
helpful or how they felt interaction with me has been for
them, that they felt supported “ (INT#2)
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38 - Utilizing
Vulnerability
and
candidness in
Managing
Certain
situations

“I just think from any professional standpoint any
professional... and this is.... Showing humility and
acknowledging that you don't have every answer. It is such
an important thing for any professional to admit that they
don't know ...they need to say that they don't know and not
make things up and then have the wherewithal to
understand how to get things” (INT#2)
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