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HRM implementation by line managers: 

Explaining the discrepancy in HR-line perceptions of HR 

devolution 

 

Abstract: Previous studies already established the idea of a partnership in which HR 

professionals and line managers share an organisation’s HRM responsibility. Yet, this 

relationship is often plagued by conflicts and other obstacles. As such, a perceptual 

discrepancy is likely to exist between both parties on the degree of HR devolution, which 

may eventually lead to bad performance. Using survey data, we empirically analyse which 

factors may explain a perceptual discrepancy between HR professionals and line managers on 

the latter group's role in HRM. Results show that the HR-line discrepancy on the degree of 

HR devolution is rooted in differences in perception on several other factors, including 

organisational support, (personnel) red tape, the line’s individual capacity, and age. Overall, 

though, it is a matter of understanding both HR’s expectations and the line’s experiences in 

all aspects of their partnership. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The importance of line managers in human resources management (HRM) has been 

traditionally recognised. Tasks formerly undertaken by the specialist HR department are now 

allocated to line managers, also called ‘HR devolution’ (Brewster & Söderström, 1994). As 

such, the role of line managers as implementers of HRM at the level of their team or 

department is vital in generating favourable employee outcomes (Khilji & Wang, 2006; 

Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). In other words, line managers are in a crucial position in the 

HRM-performance causal chain (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). 

Overall, the line manager’s role is to bring HR policies to life and thereby ensuring an 

effective HRM implementation (Hutchinson & Purcell, 2003). Theoretically, this means that 

line managers are given primary responsibility for actually implementing HR practices 

(Brewster & Söderström, 1994; Guest & Bos-Nehles, 2013). Practice shows, however, that, 

while there is evidence of a greater line management involvement in several aspects of HRM, 

the actual progress in HR devolution remains limited (Hall & Torrington, 1998). In a public 

sector context, specifically, it is found that the main responsibility for HRM is more likely to 

be vested in the HR department rather than in line management (Poole & Jenkins, 1997). This 

emphasises the fact that HR devolution is much more an issue of shared HRM responsibilities 

between HR professionals
1
 and line management (Budhwar, 2000; Hall & Torrington, 1998; 

Hope-Hailey et al., 1997; Hutchinson & Wood, 1995; Renwick, 2003). Hence, both parties 

will need to work together in order for them to successfully deliver these shared 

responsibilities to the employees (Kulik & Bainbridge, 2006; Renwick, 2000).  

This discussion has led to the idea of an HR partnership, in which HR professionals and 

line managers share an organisation’s HRM responsibility (Papalexandris & Panayotopoulou, 

2005; Renwick, 2003; Whittaker & Marchington, 2003). If managed effectively, such a 

                                                 
1
 We use the term ‘HR professional’ to refer to the position of those working in the field of personnel 

management, people management, or human resource management, and who possess general knowledge and 

experience in this area. 
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partnership is believed to create synergies, increase social capital and, hence, improve 

organisational performance (Chen et al., 2011; Papalexandris & Panayotopoulou, 2005). 

Although several authors have come to this conclusion, a more in depth analysis of the HR-

line partnership is still lacking (Currie & Procter, 2001). The few studies that were conducted 

in this area, however, found conflicts and other difficulties to the partnership (e.g. McGuire et 

al., 2011; Papalexandris & Panayotopoulou, 2005). For example, a perceptual discrepancy is 

likely to exist between both parties on the degree of HR devolution (Maxwell & Watson, 

2006). Such a discrepancy may eventually lead to bad performance. Explanations for this 

HR-line discrepancy, however, are yet to be examined. In this study, we therefore focus on 

the comparison between HR and line management’s perceptions on the degree of HR 

devolution and explore where a perceptual discrepancy may possibly originate from. We 

hereby contribute to current research which primarily focusses on one of both parties (with a 

few exceptions, e.g. Wright et al., 2001 and Tsui, 1984;1987) and highlight the importance of 

role clarity for line managers’ effective HRM implementation (Gilbert et al., 2011). Also, by 

investigating both parties’ perspectives we may begin to see how the HR-line discrepancy 

arises (Shumaker & Brownell, 1984). 

Overall, the objective of this paper is to empirically analyse perceptions on a number of 

organisational, individual and interpersonal factors which may clarify a discrepancy between 

HR professionals’ and line managers’ perceptions of the latter group's role in HR. In other 

words, what factors may affect the discrepancy in HR-line perceptions of the degree of HR 

devolution? For this purpose, we conducted a survey among line managers and HR 

professionals in two organisations of the Belgian federal government. 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In the following section, we 

describe the data and the broader setting of our study. After that, we look into the importance 

of the HR-line partnership and clarify the dependent variable. Next, we give an overview of 
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factors possibly affecting a perceptual discrepancy in the degree of HR devolution. In the 

‘analyses and results’ section, we look at the data as they are analysed in order to answer our 

research questions. Finally, we discuss our findings and give some concluding remarks. 

 

DATA AND SETTING 

Our analyses are based on data gathered in June 2013 through an online survey in two 

organisations within the Belgian federal government among both line managers and HR 

professionals. These purposely selected organisations differ on some key elements to this 

topic, including the degree of HR devolution as well as their maturity regarding leadership 

development. As such, line managers are to a large extent involved in HRM in organisation 1, 

while it appears that only a limited amount of HRM responsibilities are assigned to line 

managers in organisation 2. And although both organisations are currently investing in 

leadership development, they are at very different stages regarding their leadership programs 

(e.g. organisation 1 started in 2009 versus 2011/2013 in organisation 2). Despite of these 

differences, however, both organisations are similar in several other aspects (most-similar, 

comparable case study design). For example, both are large organisations (> 1000 employees) 

with a geographically decentralised structure. In fact, the two organisations together employ 

almost 40% (> 30,000) of all federal employees in Belgium, and hence, represent a large part 

of federal government employment. Given that they are part of the Belgian federal 

government, both organisations are for a large part also subject to the same legislative 

framework regarding personnel issues (e.g. statutory employment regulations). Consequently, 

these elements increase the comparability of both organisations (Gerring, 2004). 

We developed two separate, though similar, questionnaires (measures are discussed in 

the sections below), one for line managers and one for HR professionals. Through contacts 

with the HR manager of each organisation, we obtained contact information of both HR 
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professionals and line managers. Our final sample of line managers, after data cleaning, 

contained 901 observations (response rate: 25%). Regarding the HR professionals, we 

addressed a selection of employees working in the HR department of both organisations. This 

selection, made in consultation with the organisations, was based on the criterion that the 

respective HR professionals should have a general overview of the organisation’s HR policy 

and the role of line managers in HRM. After data cleaning, we retained 26 observations 

(response rate: 37%) in our analyses. 

Responses from both HR professionals and line managers allowed us to approach our 

analyses from a rather unusual perspective. Overall, we will explain the difference in the 

perceived degree of HR devolution between HR and line management (dependent) by 

differences in the way HR and the line perceive several determining factors (independents). 

In adopting this method, we account for the role of both parties in our dependent variable. In 

other words, the variance in the dependent variable is a result of the opinions of two groups. 

Therefore, it would be wrong to analyse this variance by only looking at one party’s 

perceptions of possible determining factors. Hence, we assume that there will be differences 

between HR and line management’s perceptions of both the dependent and the independent 

variables. As a result, our approach starts from the idea that a difference in perception on one 

variable may explain a difference in perception on another (also supported by the theory on 

role dynamics by Kahn et al. (1964), cf. infra). Given this approach, the dependent, 

independent and control variables, are (when possible) constructed based on a difference 

between HR’s responses and line management’s responses to the same questions
2
. 

Accordingly, the values on these constructed difference-variables reflect per organisation the 

difference between an HR professional’s response and the response of a line manager
3
. In the 

                                                 
2
 For some items, the formulation was slightly adjusted to the participants, i.e. line managers or HR 

professionals.  
3
 In order to construct the dependent and independent variables, both HR professionals and line managers 

completed the same questions. Hence, we ended up with two sets of paired items. For each variable and per 
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sections below, we simply mentioned when a concept was analysed as a difference variable 

by adding an indication between brackets. 

 

DISCREPANCY IN HR-LINE PERCEPTIONS OF THE DEGREE OF HR 

DEVOLUTION 

Considering that line managers are the primary implementers of HR practices next to the 

HR department, Papalexandris and Panayotopoulou (2005: 282) believe that “close 

collaboration between HR and line management can create synergies, which add value to the 

company”. Several authors therefore highlight the importance of the HR partnership, in 

which HR professionals and line managers share an organisation’s HRM responsibility (e.g. 

Papalexandris & Panayotopoulou, 2005; Renwick, 2003; Whittaker & Marchington, 2003). 

Despite the importance of the HR-line partnership, Schuler and Huselid (1997) consider it to 

be an ‘ideal situation’ that is certainly not occurring in all organisations. Practice also shows 

that the relationship is more often than not plagued by obstacles and problems (McGuire et 

al., 2011). The struggle between HR and line management dates well back and can be 

situated in the universal mismatch between the staff organisation (specialised advisory and 

support function) and the line organisation (authority over the key production functions). 

Although the structure of staff experts advising line managers seems perfect in theory, 

research points to the staff-line friction hindering the attainment of organisational objectives 

(Dalton, 1950). This general conflict between staff and line functions is also prominent in HR 

                                                                                                                                                        
organisation, we calculated the difference in the scores of HR and line managers. Since our data included 901 

line managers and only 26 HR professionals, this difference was calculated by randomly selecting HR 

professionals per organisation with replacement. The responses of HR professionals were thus used repeatedly. 

As such, a new observation is created for each line manager, indicating the difference between his/her response 

and a randomly selected (with replacement) HR professional. Overall, this construction may result in a positive 

difference when HR managers gave a higher score than line managers, and vice versa. The values included in 

our regression, however, are formulated in absolute terms. This process was followed for the dependent, the 

independent and the control variables included in our research (unless indicated otherwise). 
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devolution literature (Baldwin, 2007; McGuire et al., 2011). A major question raised in this 

context is why the HR-line partnership doesn’t work. 

One of the elements possibly hindering the HR-line partnership relates to a lack of clarity 

on each other’s role in HRM implementation. Maxwell and Watson (2006: 1154) formulate 

this as follows: “(…) there needs to be a shared understanding between HRM specialists and 

line managers of the latter's HR roles and responsibilities as the basis of a partnership”. 

Nevertheless, several authors have found a difference in opinions between both parties on the 

extent of HR devolution (Harris, 1999 in Harris et al., 2002; Kulik & Bainbridge, 2006; 

Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). One study conducted on this topic found that, overall, HR 

managers’ perceptions of line manager involvement in HR activities are likely to be greater 

than the level of responsibility as perceived by line managers themselves (Maxwell & 

Watson, 2006). This suggests that HR specialists believe there is a greater HR role for line 

managers than the line managers themselves do. These divergent views may be detrimental 

for line management performance in executing their ‘devolved’ HR tasks and can eventually 

lead to poor organisational performance (Gilbert et al., 2011; Maxwell & Watson, 2006). 

To capture the issues surrounding line management’s HRM responsibilities, we can rely 

on the theory of role dynamics by Kahn et al. (1964; also adapted by Gilbert, 2012). This 

theory provides an interesting framework as it distinguishes between the role expectations 

held by a role sender (i.e. HR professional) and the role experienced by a role receiver (i.e. 

line manager). In the context of this paper, this distinction is reflected in HR professionals’ 

expectations regarding the degree of HR devolution versus the experienced degree of HR 

devolution by line managers. In addition, Kahn et al. (1964) identify three sets of factors that 

may influence both role expectations and the experienced role: organisational, individual and 

interpersonal factors. Consequently, a perceptual discrepancy between HR and the line on the 
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degree of HR devolution (i.e. role expectations versus experienced role) could be determined 

by the way these factors are perceived (differently) by both parties. 

Measure – The degree of HR devolution was measured using an index based on a list of 

24 HR tasks. This list was originally constructed by Gilbert (2012) based on HR devolution 

literature. Respondents, including both HR professionals and line managers, indicated the 

extent to which line managers are (expected or experienced to be) responsible for a particular 

HR task in respect of their own employees (scale 1-4
4
). As we are looking at the HR-line 

discrepancy, we created a difference measure based on the discrepancy between HR’s 

responses and line management’s responses regarding the degree of HR devolution 

[difference measure]. 

 

EXPLAINING THE HR-LINE DISCREPANCY: CONCEPTS AND MEASURES 

Given the importance of role clarity for line managers’ effective HRM implementation, it 

is worth discussing which factors may contribute to a possible HR-line (perceptual) 

discrepancy on the degree of HR devolution. In other words, which factors account for line 

managers perceiving their role in HRM implementation to be greater or smaller than that 

intended by HR professionals? In accordance with the theory of role dynamics (cf. supra), we 

discuss the importance of several organisational, individual and interpersonal factors and how 

they were measured. 

A first set of factors that may influence both HR’s role expectations and line 

management’s experienced HR role is related to the broader organisational context. Several 

organisational factors, describing the interface between individual employees (i.e. line 

managers) and their organisation (Muchinsky & Morrow, 1980), may shape the perceived 

degree of HR devolution. Although these organisational conditions are initially equal for each 

                                                 
4
 1 = no responsibility at all; 4 = full responsibility. Respondents who answered ‘not applicable’ on one or more 

of the HR tasks, were not included in our study. 
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individual, both line managers and HR professionals can interpret these in a different way. 

We included three organisational factors in our empirical analysis: organisational support, 

(personnel) red tape, and HR instruments and information. 

Organisational support. An employee’s behaviour is contingent on (perceptions of) the 

organisational context (Shadur et al., 1999), such as organisational climate, support and 

incentives. A key concept in this area of research is that of perceived organisational support 

(POS), which refers to employees’ “beliefs concerning the extent to which the organisation 

values their contributions and cares about their well-being” (Eisenberger et al., 1986, p. 504). 

Based on the reciprocity in the social exchange relationship, greater perceived organisational 

support is assumed to increase an employees’ affective commitment and job performance 

(Eisenberger et al., 1986; Eisenberger et al., 1990). Although an organisation may support 

their employees in a number of areas, this study focuses specifically on organisational 

support for line management’s HRM responsibilities. Both formal and informal elements in 

the workplace shape line managers’ perceptions of organisational support (Paarlberg et al., 

2008). Regarding informal support, the overall organisational climate may support line 

managers through the encouragement and recognition of their HR role (Joiner, 2007; Shadur 

et al., 1999). In addition, formal institutionalisation of line managers’ HR responsibilities, 

e.g. in their performance objectives or job descriptions, may emphasise the importance of 

carrying out HR tasks (McGovern et al., 1997). Translated to our research question, as 

organisational support for line management’s HR role shape both HR’s expectations and line 

management’s experiences, a difference in perceptions of organisational support will most 

likely be positively related to a discrepancy in the degree of HR devolution. Measure – The 

formal aspect of organisational support was captured in four items adopted from a scale, 

developed by Gilbert (2012), on formal incentives to perform HR tasks. To account for the 

informal aspect of organisational support, we used a four-item scale developed by Zhou and 
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George (2001) and adjusted it to the context of our research. After factor analysis, two items 

were dropped, resulting in a six-item index of organisational support [difference measure]. 

(Personnel) red tape. Red tape, often regarded as an effect of bureaucracy (Boyne, 

2002), has become an important variable in public administration research (Feeney & Rainey, 

2009). Bozeman (1993: 283) defines red tape as ‘rules, regulations, and procedures that 

remain in force and entail a compliance burden for the organisation but have no efficacy for 

the rules’ functional object’. In popular usage, it often implies excessive paperwork, 

inefficiency, unjustifiable delays, unnecessary rules, a high degree of formalisation and as a 

result leads to frustration (Bozeman, 1993). In the context of HRM, Rainey et al. (1995) find 

that rules and laws concerning public personnel administration are the more important 

sources of red tape. Therefore, personnel red tape is often considered as a distinct concept. 

Overall, public managers, compared to private and non-profit managers, perceive higher 

levels of red tape and less flexible personnel rules and regulations (e.g. Rainey et al., 1995; 

Feeney & Rainey, 2009). In addition, line managers’ perceptions of (personnel) red tape are 

believed to decline their motivation since it diminishes flexibility and autonomy (Baldwin, 

1990). As a result, (personnel) red tape will affect both HR professionals’ and line 

management’s delineation of line management’s HR responsibility. Hence, a difference in 

perceived (personnel) red tape may also generate different perceptions of the degree of HR 

devolution. Measure – For the general measure of red tape, respondents assessed the level of 

red tape in their organisation on a scale of 0 (almost no red tape) to 10 (great deal of red tape) 

[difference measure]. Personnel red tape was measured by means of a five-item scale 

indicating the effect of formal personnel rules on people management practices [difference 

measure]. Both measures were based on Rainey et al. (1995).  

HR instruments and information. Line managers also require a clear HR policy that is 

accompanied by procedures guiding them in the implementation of HR practices (Bos-
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Nehles, 2010; Gennard & Kelly, 1997). Such HR policy and procedures are useful because 

they both define the line manager’s role and reduce individual interpretation of HR practices 

(Bos-Nehles, 2010). In addition, the presence of specific HR instruments and information 

provided by the organisation’s HR department may suggest an investment in line 

management’s HR role and, hence, relates to organisational support (Allen et al., 2013; cf. 

supra). Clear guidelines and communication from the HR department will also minimise 

uncertainties among line managers about (how to implement) their HR tasks (Bos-Nehles, 

2010; Den Hartog et al., 2013). Overall, clear and understandable HR instruments and 

information will facilitate a greater HR role for line managers. If HR and the line perceive 

HR instruments and information differently, this may also lead to different perceptions of the 

degree of HR devolution. Measure – We used a single item referring to tools and guidelines 

provided to help line managers in their HR role (Bos-Nehles, 2010) [difference measure]. 

The fact that only a single item was used here, can be perceived as a weakness. Nevertheless, 

single items are often not less reliable than multiple response items (e.g. Bergkvist & 

Rossiter, 2007; Gardner et al., 1998). 

 

A second category of influencing factors concerns a number of characteristics of the 

individual itself, i.e. the line manager in this case. Individual factors included in our study 

are the line manager’s competencies and willingness. 

HR-related competency. A successful HRM implementation requires the necessary HR-

related competencies (Bos-Nehles, 2010). All too often, however, line managers lack the 

expertise necessary to tackle increasingly complex HR issues. For example, Maxwell and 

Watson (2006) found that line management’s HR competency was assessed to be inadequate 

by both HR professionals and line managers themselves. An investment in the appropriate 

training in people management can avoid this problem, though not many organisations 
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provide such formal HR training (Harris et al., 2002). Also, possessing HR competencies 

helps line managers in coping with uncertainty regarding their HR role (Gilbert, 2012). A 

dissonance in line management’s HR-related competencies as perceived by HR or the line 

may explain a difference in the delineation of line management’s HR role (i.e. the degree of 

HR devolution).  

Willingness. The (successful) enactment of HR practices by line managers also depends 

on the extent to which line managers feel adequately interested and motivated. Line managers 

should be willing to take on their HR tasks (Bos-Nehles, 2010). Often, however, line 

managers are reluctant to accept their ‘new’ HR responsibilities (McGovern et al., 1997). In 

addition, people management activities suffer from a lack of attention as short-term 

operational objectives are given priority (Whittaker & Marchington, 2003). Overall, if line 

managers are willing to accept their HR role, they may automatically appoint themselves (or 

be appointed) a larger part in HRM implementation. As such, a discrepancy in line 

management’s willingness, as perceived by HR or the line, may explain an HR-line 

difference in the degree of HR devolution. 

Measure: Individual capacity – Based on factor analysis, the elements ‘HR-related 

competency’ and ‘willingness’ were captured in one variable ‘individual capacity’. Line 

management’s HR-related competency was originally measured using two items, based on 

the occupational self-efficacy scale of Schyns and von Collani (2002). In addition, we 

developed a four-item scale regarding the willingness of line managers to perform their HR 

responsibilities based on the HR devolution literature (e.g. Brewster & Larsen, 2000; 

Cunningham & Hyman, 1995). Altogether, individual capacity was thus constructed as an 

index of six items, capturing both HR and line management’s responses [difference measure]. 
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Third and finally, there’s the influence of interpersonal relations in shaping role 

expectations and role experiences. Interpersonal relations refer to the appreciation of 

interactions between the role receiver (i.e. line manager) and his/her role senders (i.e. HR 

professionals, supervisor, colleagues, …). In accordance with the focus of this paper, the 

relationship between HR and the line was included in our analysis. 

HR-line relationship. For line managers to successfully execute HR tasks that were 

previously the responsibility of the HR department, it is crucial that there is a strong 

relationship between line managers and HR (McGuire et al., 2011). Social exchange theory 

and the ‘norm of reciprocity’ (cf. organisational support) suggest that HR’s investment in the 

line will result in favourable attitudes and behaviours. In executing their HR tasks, line 

managers will therefore rely on support, encouragement and advice from HR professionals 

(Baldwin, 2007). In addition, several researchers have highlighted the importance of a close 

relationship based on mutual trust (McGuire et al, 2011; Power et al., 2008). Nevertheless, 

previous studies identified a lack of support or a sense of distance between line managers and 

HR (Bos-Nehles et al., 2011; McGuire et al, 2011), which may result in uncertainty regarding 

line managers’ HR role (McConville, 2006). Altogether, we assume that a strong HR-line 

relationship may reduce the divergence in perceptions between HR and the line on the degree 

of HR devolution. Measure – The HR-line relationship was captured in three different 

dimensions: support, trust, and dependence. HR support: After factor analysis, two 

dimensions of the HR-line relationship, support and trust, were integrated in the variable ‘HR 

support’. The support dimension was measured with a five-item scale used by Gilbert (2012), 

which was initially based on support scales by Perry and Kulik (2008) and House (1981). 

Seven items were included measuring trust: four items based on a scale by Mayer and Davis 

(1999); two items regarding the compliance aspect of trust (Oomsels, 2012); and one item 

directly measuring trust (Moorman et al., 1992). HR dependence: A third dimension of the 
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HR-line relationship, dependence, loaded on a separate factor. Dependence was measured 

using an adapted four-item scale of Pearce and Gregersen’s (1991) operationalisation of task 

interdependence. Two items were, however, dropped after factor analysis. Neither HR 

support or HR dependence were analysed as difference variables (cf. supra). 

 

Unless indicated otherwise (e.g. the measure for general red tape), all items on the 

independent variables referred to above were formulated on a five-point Likert scale, ranging 

from one (entirely disagree) to five (entirely agree). In case a variable was measured by a 

multiple-item scale (e.g. personnel red tape), an index was calculated averaging the relevant 

items
5
. To control for personal differences, we also included the variables age, education 

level and length of service in the current organisation in the analyses. In addition, a dummy 

variable representing the two participating organisations was added to the analyses to account 

for possible organisational differences (cf. supra). 

 

In Figure 1, the overall framework for analysis is visually presented. This shows that the 

discrepancy in perceptions between HR and the line is a key aspect in our approach. 

 

Please include Figure 1 here 

 

ANALYSES AND RESULTS 

Table 1 shows summary statistics for the variables included in our analyses. We took the 

square root of our dependent, difference on the degree of devolution, in order to normalise it. 

When examining this variable we notice that differences in HR-line perceptions, as we have 

suggested throughout paper, do exist, given that the mean is substantially higher than zero. It 

                                                 
5
 Using a polychoric correlation matrix, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was performed on the items 

making up the independent variables. Five factors were retained, with reliability of the final scales demonstrated 

by Cronbach’s alphas all ranging between 0.68 and 0.94. 
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is, however, important to note that, as the difference-variables are formulated in absolute 

terms, the overall mean doesn’t tell us whether HR assigns a higher or lower score to the 

variables in question than line managers.  

 

Please include Table 1 here 

 

The linear correlation analysis among our variables is reported in Table 2. Not 

surprisingly, the highest correlation is found between ‘diff. age’ and ‘diff. length of service’, 

two of the control variables. The test for multicollinearity, using the variance inflation factor, 

however, showed a mean VIF equalling 1.18 whereby, as expected, the highest VIFs exists 

for ‘diff. age’ (1.38) and ‘diff. length of service’ (1.34). These values indicate that no 

collinearity exists between the variables. 

 

Please include Table 2 here 

 

To estimate the relationship between the independent variables outlined above and our 

dependent, a specific econometric model is required since cases where no difference exist can 

be seen as censored observations. More precisely, the HR-line difference on the degree of 

devolution is based on a latent equation, denoted by y*, that is not expressed as a difference 

until some known constant threshold, denoted by L is passed. We observe y* only when 

y*>L. In this case the zero difference can be interpreted as a left-censored variable that equals 

zero when y*≤L. Consequently, the observed sample consists of censored and uncensored 

observations. When the dependent variable is known to be censored in this fashion, OLS is 

generally not considered to be an appropriate technique (Breen, 1996).  
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We therefore rely on a Tobit approach which accounts for the censoring and allows for 

the estimation of a set of independent variables on the underlying latent uncensored variable 

(Breen, 1996; Greene, 1997).
6
 The coefficients of a Tobit model can however be difficult to 

interpret and should be seen as estimates of the effect of the independent variable on a latent 

unobserved outcome. Interpreting the Tobit coefficients as direct measures of the effect of the 

independent variables on the observed outcome of interest is therefore not appropriate 

(Roncek, 1992). In line with McDonald and Moffitt (1980), we decompose the coefficients 

into two separate sets of coefficients. First, we calculate the effects of the independent 

variables on whether or not a case has a nonlimit value of the dependent variable. In other 

words, this shows the effect of the parameter estimates on increasing the difference on the 

degree of devolution between HR and line managers. In line with Roncek (1992) and 

McDonald and Moffitt (1980), we use the following formula to compute this effect: 

𝜕𝐸𝑦∗

𝜕𝑋𝑖
=𝛽𝑖x [1 − (𝑧 x 

𝑓(𝑧)

𝐹(𝑧)
) −

𝑓(𝑧)²

𝐹(𝑧)²
] 

Here, 
𝜕𝐸𝑦∗

𝜕𝑋𝑖
 indicates the degree to which the difference between HR and line managers 

on the degree of devolution is expected to change due to the effect of a particular independent 

variable. 𝛽𝑖 represents a particular parameter estimate. Z represents a z-score on a normal 

distribution, and f(z) and F(z) represent the associated normal density and cumulative normal 

density functions.  

In the second procedure, we computed the effect of each of the coefficients from the Tobit 

model on the probability that cases with no HR-line difference on the degree of devolution 

would experience a difference. Based on McDonald and Moffitt (1980), the formula to 

calculate the effect of a particular independent variable on the effect that a case with no 

difference between HR and line managers would experience a difference is given by: 

                                                 
6
 We also conducted a ‘regular’ Ordinary Least Squares regression. This only affected the size of the 

coefficients, the significance of the variables remained the same. As the Tobit coefficients are considered to be 

more reliable, OLS results have been omitted. They are available upon request from the authors.  
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𝜕𝐹(𝑧)

𝜕𝑋𝑖
=𝛽𝑖 x 

𝑓(𝑧)

𝜎
 

𝜕𝐹(𝑧)

𝜕𝑋𝑖
 represents the probability that a case with no difference between HR and line 

managers would experience a difference, and the 𝛽𝑖 and f(z) terms in the equation are those 

described above. Here, σ represents the standard error of the estimate .  

Table 3 reports the estimates of the regression model. In the first column the coefficients 

of the Tobit model are presented, while in column two the effect on differences is presented 

for those cases which already have a difference and in column three the effect on the 

probability that cases without a difference will experience a difference are reported.  

 

Please include Table 3 here 

 

These results indicate that the discrepancy between HR and line perceptions of the 

degree of HR devolution is explained by (1) a perceptual difference of organisational support, 

(2) a perceptual difference of organisational red tape (3) a perceptual difference of personnel 

red tape, (4) a perceptual difference of line management’s individual capacity, and (5) age 

differences (cf. first column in Table 3). As such, both organisational and individual factors 

appear to be of importance. The variables concerning interpersonal relations did not prove to 

have a significant effect. 

The findings in the second column refer to the effect of the independents on an existing 

divergence between HR and line managers on the degree of devolution. The difference in 

perceptions of organisational support appears to have the strongest effect on the HR-line 

dissonance on the degree of devolution. The greater the difference in the perceptions of 

organisational support, the greater the discrepancy on the degree of HR devolution, 

confirming our assumption. Although the effects are smaller, a similar trend can be observed 

for the variables ‘diff. red tape’ and ‘diff. personnel red tape’. The higher the difference 
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between HR professionals and line managers on these variables, the greater the discrepancy 

on the degree of HR devolution. If one is to more clearly understand the discrepancy on the 

degree of HR devolution, looking into (HR and the line’s experiences of) organisational 

support, red tape and personnel red tape will likely be useful. Contrary to the previous 

variables, ‘diff. individual capacity’ is significant but negatively related to the dependent. In 

other words, when there is a greater difference in opinion on line management’s individual 

capacity (competency and willingness), the HR-line discrepancy regarding degree of HR 

devolution will be smaller. This is contra-intuitive and not in line with our assumption. 

Finally, age differences appear to be of importance. The greater the age difference between 

HR and the line the greater the discrepancy on the degree of HR devolution. 

When examining the third column, we notice that especially the different perceptions of 

organisational support can contribute to a discrepancy on the degree of HR devolution. Based 

on the decomposition of the Tobit coefficients, the explanatory variables especially appear to 

impact the size of the difference and not so much whether a difference exist. This confirms 

the current existing literature on this topic, claiming that discrepancies exist. The other 

variables are as discussed significant, yet their impact on the change of a non-difference to a 

difference is rather limited (below 1%). Consequently, we will not discuss these in detail. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Overall, the topic of (effective) HRM implementation by line managers has gained 

ground in strategic HRM literature. While there is evidence of a greater line management 

involvement in several aspects of HRM, little attention has been paid up until now to the 

partnership that exists between HR professionals and line managers. Key to this partnership is 

a shared understanding between HR and the line of the latter’s HR roles and responsibilities. 

Nevertheless, our findings suggest a significant lack of clarity about the exact role of line 
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managers in HRM. Repeatedly, HR’s expectations exceed line management’s experiences, 

hereby confirming earlier findings from e.g. Maxwell and Watson (2006). Given the 

importance of a mutual understanding between HR and the line, the goal of our research was 

to find explanations to the current ambiguities. More specifically, we investigated the sources 

of the discrepancy between HR and the line on the degree of HR devolution, hereby adding to 

current literature. Figure 2 summarises the results, which are further discussed below. 

 

Please include Figure 2 here 

 

Based on role theory (Kahn et al., 1964), we distinguished three sets of factors that may 

influence both HR’s role expectations and line management’s experienced HR role: 

organisational, individual and interpersonal factors. The strongest effects are found on the 

organisational level, more specifically in the different perceptions of organisational support 

and to a smaller extent (personnel) red tape. The discrepancy on the degree of HR devolution 

that is currently observed, may therefore be explained by HR professionals and line managers 

not having the same view on these factors. Although we didn’t elaborate on the extent of 

organisational support or (personnel) red tape in this paper, it would be worthwhile to 

understand how HR and the line perceive these factors. For example, do they think the 

organisation is supportive towards HR devolution or not and why? An unexpected and 

contra-intuitive finding relates to the assessment of line managers’ individual capacity 

(competency and willingness). The more HR professionals differ in opinion from line 

managers on the latter’s individual capacity, the smaller the discrepancy on the degree of HR 

devolution. A possible explanation could be that one party under/overestimates the capacity 

of the other party. For instance, it could be that HR professionals underestimate line 

management’s HR capacity, leading them to give line managers a low responsibility on 
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specific HR tasks. Line managers themselves, on the other hand, may acknowledge these 

‘low’ HRM responsibilities but do not necessarily share the negative view of HR 

professionals on their individual HR capacity. In other words, they might feel more 

competent and motivated than the HR professionals grant them to be. Finding a sound 

explanation for this phenomenon, however, remains difficult. Generally, though, one should 

find out what are the sources of perceptual differences on all of these factors in the first place. 

Is it an issue of asymmetric information? Is there a problem of implementation or 

communication, where intended policy doesn’t reach the lower level managers? Or is it 

simply a matter of personal differences, as we already found with the age difference? 

However, not all of the factors we considered have an effect on an HR-line discrepancy 

on the degree of HR devolution. For instance, none of the interpersonal elements appeared to 

be important, whereas a good HR-line relationship intuitively underlies a mutual 

understanding. Also, the differences between the two organisations included in our research 

didn’t extend into our results. From this, we may derive that our findings may be more easily 

generalised to other (government) organisations, even despite a dissimilar organisational 

context. Either way, both organisations studied will still have to invest in the HR-line 

partnership in order to optimise HRM implementation. 

In the margin of our research, one could question whether the existence of a discrepancy 

would actually pose a problem in practice. On this matter, we can say that, if not rectified, the 

discrepancy between HR and the line may possibly have direct implications for the quality 

and the effects of HRM implementation by line managers. Nevertheless, reaching a 

consensus is not necessarily the ultimate goal here. It is, however, advisable to look into the 

various perceptual differences that were found and the issues possibly underlying these 

differences. 
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Although some previous studies already established a problem of ambiguities in line 

management’s HRM responsibilities, our study further demonstrates the inherent complexity 

of this problem. In this light, an important practical recommendation would be to clarify and 

delineate line management’s role in HRM implementation (i.e. degree of HR devolution), not 

in the least because of the possible implications indicated above. Although we cannot make 

any statement on the optimal or ideal size and scope of line managers’ HR role, it is 

important that there is an agreement on this between the relevant parties within the 

organisation. As such, one should create clarity for all line managers whether or not an HR 

task is part of their responsibility, without, however, eliminating line managers’ discretion in 

this area. Nevertheless, our results also show that ‘simply’ delineating line management’s HR 

responsibilities will probably not suffice to solve the discrepancy problem. Therefore, 

organisations should also try to understand the factors contributing to the HR-line 

discrepancy. As we established in this study, the HR-line discrepancy on the degree of HR 

devolution is rooted in differences in perception on several other factors, including 

organisational support, (personnel) red tape, the line’s individual capacity, and age. Overall, 

though, it is a matter of understanding both HR’s expectations and the line’s experiences in 

all aspects of their partnership. For many organisations, our results probably confirm what 

many people often experience in practice, but what was never actually assessed, i.e. the 

mismatch between HR and the line. Considering both HR and the line’s attitudes towards HR 

devolution and its contextual factors, as we did here, allows (HR) practitioners to identify 

possible misunderstandings, areas of confusion, ambiguities, etc. These may in turn provide a 

direct input for the development of an action plan aimed at generating commitment and 

raising awareness among line managers with regards to their HRM responsibilities. 

Part of the added value of our research relates to the approach based on differences. This 

allowed us to account for both HR and line management’s perceptions in the dependent and 
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independent variables. Given the different nature of our method, it does remain an 

exploratory way of approaching the HR-line partnership. Since this approach proved its 

value, though, future research on the HR-line partnership will benefit from adopting this 

method. Nevertheless, our research also has some limitations that may possibly serve as a 

basis for future research. A first limitation of our approach is that HR professionals report on 

all line managers in their organisation (plural), whereas line managers only report on 

themselves (singular). This can cause a bias as HR professionals may only consider one or 

two line managers when answering the questions, which are quite likely the ones who they 

are in contact with most. Future research may therefore opt to ask HR professionals to 

complete the questionnaire several times, each time with a different line manager in mind. In 

addition, some weaknesses of our results can be contributed to the nature of our data, being 

cross-sectional and based on a single source (survey). This raises amongst others questions of 

causality, which could be countered by future researchers using panel data. Also, an in depth 

qualitative research approach may provide more detailed information on the mechanisms 

underlying the perceptual differences between HR professionals and line managers. 

Furthermore, we studied HR devolution from a static perspective, assessing the extent to 

which line managers are responsible for certain HR tasks at the moment of data collection. 

We hereby eliminate any reference to HR devolution as a process or a change over time. The 

static approach to HR devolution is, however, inherently linked to the cross-sectional nature 

of our data. Again, this argues for the use of panel data in future research, which may uncover 

just how the degree of HR devolution develops over time. Finally, limiting our study to only 

two organisations leaves us with little possibilities of generalising our results. However, as 

they are two government organisations, some tentative conclusions may be made in the 

context of the Belgian federal government. We also accounted for the organisational 

difference in our analyses, though this didn’t result in any significant outcomes. Nevertheless, 



23 

future research may extend the research to multiple organisations, also outside the (federal) 

government context.  
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FIGURES 

Figure 1: Framework for analysis 
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Figure 2: Summary of results 

 

  

D
if

fe
re

n
ce

 i
n

 H
R

 v
er

su
s 

li
n

e 
p

er
ce

p
ti

o
n

s 

O
R

G
A

N
IS

A
T

IO
N

 
IN

D
IV

ID
U

A
L

 

Organisational 

support 

(Personnel) red tape 

Individual capacity 

Difference in HR versus 

line perceptions (+) 

Degree of HR 

devolution (–) 

(+) 



33 

TABLES 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics 

Variable Original scale Mean SD Min. Max. 

Diff. Degree of devolution* (1-4) 0.682 0.302 0 1.414 

Diff. Organisational support (1-5) 0.946 0.725 0 3.5 

Diff. Red tape (0-10) 1.928 1.486 0 9 

Diff. Personnel red tape (1-5) 0.697 0.52 0 2.8 

Diff. HR instruments (1-5) 1.134 0.968 0 4 

Diff. Individual capacity (1-5) 1.19 0.748 0 3.333 

Diff. Age Continuous 11.513 8.667 0 38 

Diff. Length of service (0-45) 15.284 10.119 0 43 

Diff. Education (1-6) 0.857 0.851 0 3 

HR support (1-5) 3048 0.764 1 4.917 

HR dependence (1-5) 2545 0.853 1 5 

Organisation dummy 0.182 0.386 0 1 

*This variable refers to the squared term of the difference on the degree of devolution. This transformation was done to 

normalise the distribution hereof. 
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Table 2: Correlations 

  
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) 

Diff. Degree of devolution (1) 1 
           

Diff. Organisational support (2) 0.204*** 1 
          

Diff. Red tape (3) 0.0692** 0.0180 1 
         

Diff. Personnel red tape (4) 0.0792** -0.0115 0.0105 1 
        

Diff. HR instruments (5) 0.0696** 0.226*** -0.0342 -0.0510 1 
       

Diff. Individual capacity (6) -0.0815** -0.0317 0.0660** -0.0117 -0.00484 1 
      

HR support (7) -0.0437 -0.0185 0.0481 0.0409 -0.259*** 0.0968*** 1 
     

HR dependence (8) -0.0137 -0.0327 0.0104 -0.0539 -0.0995*** 0.00111 0.407*** 1 
    

Diff. Age (9) 0.0822** -0.0266 -0.0784** 0.0934*** 0.0221 -0.0579* 0.0562* 0.0479 1 
   

Diff. Length of service (10) 0.0205 0.0509 0.0105 0.0295 0.0140 -0.0487 0.0122 0.0575* 0.469*** 1 
  

Diff. Education (11) -0.00532 0.0888*** 0.0190 -0.0124 -0.0279 -0.0529 0.0558* 0.0525 0.0901*** 0.0918*** 1 
 

Organsation (12) 0.0710** 0.0892*** -0.0158 0.198*** -0.125*** -0.105*** 0.272*** 0.144*** 0.262*** 0.170*** 0.123*** 1 

Significance levels *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10 
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Table 3: Tobit coefficients and the decompositions hereof:  

Difference between HR and line managers for the degree of devolution 

Variable 
Coefficient & Standard 

Error in parentheses 

Effect on Difference for 

Those With Difference 

Effect on Probability 

That Non-difference 

Will Experience a 
Difference 

Diff. Organizational support 0.0857*** 0.075 0.018 

 
(0.0143) 

  

Diff. Red tape 0.0167** 0.015 0.003 

 
(0.00676) 

  

Diff. Personnel red tape 0.0402** 0.035 0.008 

 
(0.0197) 

  

Diff. HR instruments 0.00687 0.006 0.001 

 
(0.0110) 

  

Diff. Individual capacity -0.0285** -0.025 -0.006 

 
(0.0136) 

  

Diff. Age 0.00380*** 0.003 0.001 

 
(0.00135) 

  

Diff. Length of service -0.00151 -0.001 0.000 

 
(0.00112) 

  

Diff. Education -0.0127 -0.011 -0.003 

 
(0.0119) 

  

HR support -0.0212 -0.018 -0.004 

 
(0.0152) 

  

HR dependence 0.00432 0.004 0.001 

 
(0.0129) 

  

Organization 0.0277 0.024 0.006 

 
(0.0288) 

  

Constant 0.603*** 
  

 
(0.0577) 

  

Sigma (ancillary parameter) 0.298 
  

 
(0.0072) 

  

N 901 
  

McFadden's R² 0.134 
  

McKelvey & Zavoina's R² 0.072 
  

Cragg-Uhler (Nagelkerke) R² 0.168 
  

Heteroskedasticity test  χ²(1)=0.55 
  

Significance levels *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1.  
Heteroskedasticity test refers to a Likelihood Ratio test comparing a model without heteroskedasticity term and one 

with a heteroskedasticity term. The heteroskedasticity term includes the organization dummy. 

 

 


