
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The practice of human resources, or HR, has reached a 
transitional phase. Required by the demands of modern 
business to assume a more strategic role, it is struggling to 
retain control of its traditional responsibilities while taking on 
the mantle of this higher office.

As a result, day-to-day staff relations are increasingly 
devolved down to line management often without 
due regard for their existing workload, or lack of HR 
management experience. Where HR is only a part-time 
function, it remains focused on the administrative aspects of 
employment relations potentially to the detriment of ongoing 
staff retention and recruitment.

With all sides of the HR spectrum in need of help and 
support, the web-based software offers a solution.

Designed to capitalise on internet accessibility and 
its acceptance as an everyday communications and 
information tool, technology is driving more deliverables and 
greater efficiencies in HR.

This briefing explores the evolution of HR, how it’s reached 
its present dilemma and how new generations of web-based 
case management software can take its practice forward.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE HR ROLE
Before looking in more detail at how technology can help 
HR address today’s business challenges, it is as well to look 
back and see how HR has evolved into its current role.

Today’s HR profession encompasses a number of 
specialist disciplines, including diversity, reward (including 
compensation, benefits, pensions), resourcing, employee 
relations, organisation development and design, and 
learning and development.

But it was not like that in the beginning.

A little over 100 years ago when the first female welfare 
officers, or secretaries, were appointed, their concern was 
with the protection of women and girls in the industrial 
workplace. Their emergence was a response to an 
increasingly vocal labour movement and the campaigning of 
enlightened employers.

The biggest impact on the development of HR was made 
by the demands of the two world wars. As more women 
were recruited to fill the gaps left by men going to fight, 
both conflicts saw government promote welfare and 
personnel work as an integral part of the drive for greater 
efficiency, output and productivity. It was seen very much as 
a bureaucratic role then, driven by the demands of state-
owned production. This perception was endorsed by the 
roles of labour or employment managers in the commercial 
sector who mostly handled absence, recruitment and 
dismissal issues. Even so, the value of employee benefits 
as a recruitment and loyalty incentive was beginning to be 
appreciated.

What emerged gradually post-1945 was the recognition that 
people are a company’s key assets. This was prompted by 
calls, on the one hand, for personnel departments to play 
a greater part in industrial relations strategy planning and, 
correspondingly, to be recognised by management as a 
valuable contributor to the business. Social science theories 
on motivation and organisational behaviour became an 
influence as selection testing was more widely used, and 
management training expanded.

Although, over the last decade or so, the HR function has 
been redesigned to provide a business-support function, 
many companies remain fixed with an HR model that’s 
rooted firmly in the past. In these situations, HR continues 
to deal mechanically with the traditional issues of hiring 
and firing and managing payroll in the old, administration-
centred ways despite changes in workforce deployment 
and expectations. As working from home, on the road, or 
even abroad becomes more the norm, so HR’s capacity to 
manage and deal with these increasing complexities has 
become stretched.

In certain cases, where a business is progressing well 
through the evolutionary stages of human resource 
management, the HR function is typically represented at 
board level. While this has allowed HR to move into a more 
strategic partnering role, such as working on job 
structuring or cost reduction initiatives, it has also 
forced a re-think on how HR’s traditional people 
management responsibilities are to be managed. 
Clearly HR cannot do both without incurring higher 
costs.
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In this scenario, it is line managers, who are seen to have 
better day to day knowledge of, and interaction with, their 
staff. So, increasingly, it is they who are taking charge of 
recruitment and selection, and performance management. 
By so doing, they free up the necessary space for HR 
professionals to take on a more specialist role.

However such devolution of HR responsibilities has 
presented a number of difficulties – not the least being 
the time managers have available to deal with tasks such 
as complicated performance appraisals. Promoted to 
management for their job-specific expertise, they are likely 
to be much weaker in actual people-management skills and 
experience.

As a result, HR is increasingly dragged back into dealing 
with, for example, the disciplinary and grievance issues it 
thought it had passed on.

The solution to this dilemma is clear – organisations must 
equip line managers with the skills and know-how they need 
through training and knowledge transfer; without it, their 
staff are likely to feel isolated, lack direction and become 
demotivated. As for the managers themselves, they, too, 
may wilt under this burden of expectation and their inability 
to deliver it.

In organisations where a line management hand-over is 
impractical, or where HR is still the part-time responsibility 
of other managers or directors, such support is equally vital. 
The complexities of today’s staff relations are such that their 
efficient and sympathetic management is essential to every 
business’s well-being and profitability.

A HI-TECH FUTURE FOR HR
Technology, as in so many other areas of business life, now 
offers solutions that can address the issues faced by both 
HR and line management.

For some time, employees have been able to perform an 
increasing variety of HR-related tasks direct from their 
desktops freeing up time for the HR department and 
satisfying staff expectations for more immediate interaction 
with their employer. This has built confidence in the online 
experience generally and helped HR professionals to see 
technology as a way of treating employees as customers, by 
offering them a consumer-level of convenience.

With this principle now established, the relative simplicity 
of online self-service HR modules is now moving to another 
level with the advent of purpose-designed web-based 
solutions backed, typically, by a specialist telephone 
advisory service and access to a knowledge library. Such a 
powerful combination is available with Croner Professional, 
which enables HR professionals and line managers alike to 
better manage their employment relations.

For the HR specialist there is the ability to delegate more 
HR activity to line managers without losing control. They are 
also able to enjoy complete online visibility of every issue 
in the business, using customisable alerts to set important 
action, event or milestone reminders. Further support is 
available via the advisory service which, in keeping with the 
‘always on’ convenience of the internet, is available 24/7, 
365 days a year.

In a move particularly geared to the value delivery and 
service quality outcomes demanded of HR generally, users 
can track employment-related issues from inception to 
completion via a complete audit trail. Case management 
records are always available including an at-a-glance record 
of the advice given, as well as any recommended next 
steps, and all associated documents. Management reporting 
is equally comprehensive and easy to process.

CONCLUSION
Technology in the form of web-based HR management 
solutions represents a step change in the ongoing evolution 
of the practice of HR.

Solutions like Croner Professional offer an opportunity 
to bridge the growing divide between HR and line 
management. Thanks to the success of online self-
service HR programs and the ubiquity of the internet, the 
groundwork necessary for acceptance and take-up is 
already in place.

The comprehensive management capabilities of this latest 
generation software can bring HR management into the 
21st century. It can release HR professionals to fulfil the 
wider strategic demands of their role and give line managers 
accessible and quality support that will empower them to 
become more effective in dealing with their HR case books.

No matter what the size or make-up of the business, new 
software solutions are poised to take HR management 
forward and deliver the dividends in strategic contribution 
and people management that today’s modern businesses 
demand.

Croner is the UK’s leading provider of workplace advice, 
information and software, serving HR, health & safety 
and business professionals for over 70 years. We work 
with companies of all sizes and offer a range of flexible 
services that can be tailored to suit your needs, 
budget and business goals.
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