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Devolution of HRM Practices: Perspectives 
of Two Major Japanese Electrical and 
Electronics Com panies in Malaysia

Abstract: Purpose - This study examines the devolution of HRM  functions, the rationale and prob-

lems of such devolution to line management in the context of applications and processes in two major Japa-

nese multinational companies in M alaysia. 

Design/methodology/approach– The research used mixed methodology via case studies and ques-

tionnaire surveys. Overall 29 questionnaires from two companies were analyzed, a response rate of 58 per-

cent. In addition, the views of the Executive Director, Head of HR, and line managers were sought regard-

ing their role, involvement and problems of devolvement to line managers.

Findings – Analysis of questionnaire responses and interviews shows that devolution of HRM  func-

tions to the line managers was adopted by both organizations, though their approaches varied in terms of 

process. The study revealed a high degree of devolution of responsibility to line managers for recruitment 

and selection and training and development. The devolution of training and development functions specifi-

cally to a separate department resulted in their increased effectiveness. Extensive participation and a close 

working relationship on HR-related issues between HR managers and line managers jointly contributed to 

the effectiveness of the companies’ devolution of HRM  functions. 

Practical implications - Devolution of HRM  functions to line management is a growing trend in-

ternationally. However, despite the positive outcomes of devolution, the process is never unproblematic.

Originality/value – This study thus builds on the existing literature and also contributes to over-

coming the dearth of empirical research on devolution which has been predominantly Western in context. 

Furthermore, no study examining devolution of the HRM  functions in M alaysia.

Keywords Devolution of HRM functions, HR managers, Line managers, Classifications 

Case study
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 Introduction

One of the central features of ongoing 

debate on strategic human resource manage-

ment (SHRM) approaches is the importance 

-

Mayne and Brew ster 1995). It is argued that 

all management should be appropriately in-

volved in decisions and actions that affect the 

nature of the relationship betw een the orga-

A rmstrong and Long (1994) noted that one 

the HR strategies. Interestingly, the involve-

resource management functions has been re-

and Hyman, 1997; G ratton et al., 1999; Legge, 

-

agement been seen to play a more prominent 

role in HRM due to more HR w ork being de-

clarification as to the role and relationship 

betw een HR and line management.

Line involvement in HRM in recent 

to have five main rationales: to reduce costs; 

to provide a more comprehensive approach 

to HRM; to place responsibility for HRM 

w ith the managers most concerned; to speed 

up decision making; and as an alternative to 

outsourcing HRM functions. A dditionally, 

Cunningham and Hyman (1997) noted that 

the devolution of responsibility to the line 

and to HR consultants promises liberation of 

HR professionals “from the burdensome toil 

of conducting routine techniques”, allow -

ing them to become more involved in stra-

tegic business decisions. A t the same time, 

the grow ing relevance of e-HR, as noted by 

-

ed a further rationale for devolution, as this 

should “free up line managers, so allow ing 

them to concentrate on other less mundane 

areas such as training and development”. 

et al

argued that any attempt to redesign the role 

-

ticipation since most of the activities of selec-

tion, appraisal, rew ard and development are 

these debates, past studies have show n that 

HR responsibility has been increasingly de-

volved to line management (Brew ster and 

and Morley; 1995; Legge, 1995; Mayne and 

Brew ster 1995; Storey; 1995). How ever, 

the frequency of the practice is yet to be 

W hy is this study important?

The Malaysian electrical and electron-

ics industry is considered a strategically 

important sector w hich contributes signifi-

-

-

-

veloped significant capacities in the manu-

facture of a w ide range of semiconductor 
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devices, high-end consumer electronic goods 

and information and communication technol-

ogy products. Moreover, with increased glo-

are facing increased challenges in their con-

stant quest to develop new capabilities and 

employee commitment, pursue innovation 

and creative initiative, and manage change. 

Therefore, strategic deployment of their hu-

man resources is required. In recent years the 

Japanese production and management sys-

tem has made considerable inroads overseas 

and has attracted a great deal of attention. 

As noted by Liberman et al

auto producers achieved higher productivity 

after they adopted better HRM methods. The 

Japanese system of management is known 

which can affect every part of the enterprise. 

U ndeniably, strategic HR involvement is 

more prominent among Japanese companies, 

structure with systems, that facilitate interac-

tion between departments, participatory de-

cision making, devolution of HRM functions, 

and cross-functioning. This management 

system is considered one of the main factors 

contributing to the success of Japanese com-

panies in improving productivity and quality 

of goods and services. 

Despite its growing importance, most of 

studies to date on the concept of devolution 

have been conducted in the W est (Budhwar 

-

tion in Malaysia. Thus more research effort is 

needed to address important issues regarding 

devolution. Against the above background, 

devolution has become an increasingly rel-

evant research topic. The present research, 

situated in Malaysia, presents discussion of 

case studies in two major Japanese multi-

their approaches to the devolution of HRM 

functions to line management. This research 

also contributes to overcoming the dearth of 

empirical research on devolution which has 

Review of related literature

The underpinning literature review 

briefly addresses issues regarding the de-

volution of HRM responsibilities to line 

managers. The literature related to issues of 

devolution of HRM functions has produced 

-

viewees in his study believed it was the job 

of line managers, being closer to reality, to 

take responsibility for certain HRM activi-

ties. Moreover, it has been company policy in 

-

ity to the line (Hutchinson and W ood, 1995; 

IRS, 1995, 1996a). The aim is to make the line 

more responsible, to gain its commitment 

and to give the line more control. In addition, 

due to the increased level of competition, it 

has become important to free specialists from 

routine activities and devolve these activities 

to the line. This helps in the smooth function-

functions to line managers also improves 

-

tions, motivates them and helps in maintain-

ing good industrial relations. The positive 

outcomes of devolvement reported by most 

Sparrow, 1997; Heraty and Morley; 1995; 
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problems being solved at a lower level, better 

change management, more responsible line 

managers, improved efficiency of employees 

and greater freedom for specialists to move 

away from routine activities. 

However, the process of devolution is 

never unproblematic (Mohram and Lawler, 

-

comes of devolvement of HRM responsibility 

to line managers include increased pressure to 

train line managers, problems of maintaining 

consistency in the system, the need for strict 

HR auditing, and the problem of maintaining 

a balance of power between line and special-

ists

1997; Heraty and Morley; 1995). Similarly, 

there was a failure to achieve HRM effective-

HR function was completely devolved to line 

to the fact that though the devolution of HR 

functions to line management has received 

much attention by both academicians and 

practitioners in the UK  and Europe over the 

last decade, the actual degree of involvement 

-

agers in the employment relationship is a 

central tenet of such practices, the effect of 

such responsibilities on line managers is an 

area that is still under-researched. 

Objectives of the study

Given the review outlined above, this 

functions, the rationale and problems of de-

volvement to line management in two ma-

jor Japanese multinational companies in 

Malaysia.

The related research questions are as 

follows:

 1. (i)  Are HRM functions being devolved 

to line management?    

devolve? 

devolved to line management?

HRM functions to line management?

4. What are the problems of devolution?

Research methodology

Research design

case studies and questionnaire surveys was 

used for this study. 

Data source and sample

The two companies studied are major 

Japanese electrical and electronics companies 

and Company B. Each company was visited 

by the author on two separate occasions in 

-

terviews. Permission to interview the respon-

dents was gained through the respective HR 

directors of the parent companies in Japan. 

The aim of these interviews was to obtain a 

cross-section of views on the strategy formu-

lation process, specifically from HR and line 

managers who were either directly or indi-

rectly involved in the formulation and imple-

mentation of strategy. The interviews were 

tape recorded and subsequently transcribed. 

The 15 respondents (n=8) from Company A 

and (n=7) from Company B interviewed in-

cluded senior line managers, HR managers, 

-

tionnaire surveys were also employed to 
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acquire statistical data in order to strengthen 

and substantiate the descriptive findings. A 

for each company were sent to the Head of 

HR/Director of HR and Head/Director of 

Manufacturing/Line Mangers of both com-

15 from Company A and 14 from Company B 

-

quency counts, percentages, and means were 

used for all measures with a five-point Likert 

scale.

Instrument

The instruments used in this study were 

semi-structured interview questions (see 

Q uestions and Probes). The questionnaire 

items were divided into five parts. The first 

part contained items relating to personal and 

-

tained three items relating to whether HRM 

functions were devolved to line management 

to devolve. The third part contained eight 

that were devolved to line management. The 

rationale for devolution. The fifth part con-

tained five items relating to the problems of 

devolvement of HRM functions to line man-

agement. Responses to all the items in the 

third, fourth and fifth parts were in the form 

of five-point Likert scale, requiring respon-

dents to choose from five given responses: 

The questionnaire and interview 

items were sourced from earlier published 

and Sparrow, 1997; Dyer and Reeves, 1995; 

-

questions and to ensure reliability, two work-

-

obtain a better understanding of HR practices 

particularly with regard to integration of HR 

strategy with business/corporate strategy. 

These discussions with key HR practitioners 

and line managers provided valuable oppor-

tunities and feedback to develop relevant and 

practical semi-structured interview questions 

and questionnaire survey items. The partici-

pants agreed that the questionnaire and inter-

view items were relevant to this research and 

would be able to provide answers relevant to 

the objectives of the study.

Measurement

This research employed the theoretical 

who defined devolution as ‘the degree to 

which HRM practices involve and give re-

sponsibility to line managers rather than per-

sonnel specialists”. This definition was used 

as a basis to develop relevant questions re-

lating to the devolution of HRM functions to 

line managers. Devolution of HRM functions 

to line management, the rationales and prob-

lems of devolvement were measured on the 

basis of the following items:

(i) Whether HRM functions were de-

volved to line management

policy to devolve

(iii) Whether HR and line managers 

worked as partners in formulating strategies
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of HRM functions that were devolved to 

line management: determining personnel 

requirements; designing job descriptions; 

membership of panel of interviewers in the 

selection process; decision-making in the 

training need analysis; determining training 

programs; designing training programs, im-

plementation of training programs.

devolve HRM functions to the line managers: 

effective controls; line managers being able to 

respond quickly to problems; HR being able 

to concentrate on more strategic role; facili-

tating a closer working relationship between 

-

tion between HR and line managers to create 

mutual benefit; HR and line managers jointly 

contributing to solve business problems.

devolvement: increasing the heavy workload 

of the line management; lack of time for line 

managers to do HR work well; problem of 

maintaining consistency in the HRM practic-

es; problem of maintaining balance of power 

between HR and line management; line man-

in HRM matters.

These items were used to determine the 

dimensions of devolution of HRM functions, 

particularly in relation to the involvement of 

-

tions, rationales for devolution to devolve 

and problems of devolution. 

Profile of case study organization

Company A was established in Malaysia 

manufacturer of bipolar integrated cir-

cuits, MOS-integrated circuit and discrete 

equipment for the application of telecommu-

nications, audio, television, facsimiles, print-

ers, DV D and other applications. Company 

B was principally engaged in the manufac-

turing of room air-conditioners. It was es-

in the manufacture, sales and service of air-

conditioners.

Findings and discussions

The findings from the questionnaire 

survey and case studies are detailed and il-

lustrated below with tables supplemented by 

-

duced verbatim from the interview records 

of the researcher, to give clearer views of in-

Profile of respondents

The majority of the respondents par-

ticipating in the questionnaire survey from 

Director, line managers from production, en-

gineering and managers and assistant man-

agers from HR departments. The majority of 

the respondents from both companies had 

-

ous academic fields including engineering, 

business studies, social sciences, economics 

and human resource management. Thus the 

respondents were highly educated and qual-

ified. This could possibly reinforce the accu-

reported having a HR department and both 

companies had been established in Malaysia 

Devolution of HRM functions 

The questionnaire items on the devo-

lution of HRM functions were designed for 
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functions were devolved to line management 

devolve. The results for devolution of HRM 

percent of questionnaire respondents from 

Company B answered both questions on 

the devolution of HRM function to the line 

management in the affirmative. However, for 

Company A 66.7 percent of respondents re-

ported that HRM functions were devolved to 

-

devolve. Though there are slight differences 

in terms of the percentage score, responses 

from representatives of both companies in-

dicated devolution of HRM functions. In 

the interviews from both companies, the HR 

managers and line managers believed that 

ensure some commitment from the line man-

-

Another important measure of devolu-

tion is whether HRM functions are devolved 

for devolution of HRM functions to line man-

agement show that the three highest scoring 

items for Company A were (i) determining 

on panel of interviewers for selection process 

highest scoring items were: (i) membership 

on panel of interviewers for selection pro-

cess (4.14), (ii) designing training programs 

from both companies provided an overall re-

-

of HRM functions to line management. 

Hope-Hailey et al., (1997) found that re-

sponsibilities differed according to the spe-

cific area of HRM. They noted that HRM 

function still retained certain areas such as 

industrial relations, pay and benefits with 

-

bility on key HRM functions of recruitment 

and selection and training and development. 

Generally, the results showed that both com-

HRM functions regarding recruitment and 

selection and training and development to 

line management. This indicates that the 

HRM function in both companies had shared 

responsibility with line management rather 

than sole responsibility for HR.

Table 1.  Devolution of HRM functions/organization’s policy to devolve

Variable (N =15) (N =14)

Yes N o Yes N o

a. HRM functions are devolved to the line 
management

66.7

b.
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Table 2. HRM functions devolved to line management

Item

Company A 
(N=15)

Company B 
(N=14)

Mean                  SD Mean                  SD

a. Determining manpower requirements

b. Designing job descriptions

c.
Membership of panel of interviewers in selec-
tion process 4.14

d. Decision-making in the selection process

e.

f. Determining training programs

g. Designing training programs

h. Implementation of training programs

Average Mean Score 3.60 3.88

Notes: 1 = Little or no extent; 2 = Some extent; 3 = Moderate extent; 4 = Great extent; 5 = Very great extent

Table 3. Rationale to devolve HRM functions to the line management

Item

Company A
(N = 15)

Company B 
(N=14)

Mean SD Mean SD

a. Effective controls

b. Respond more quickly to problems

c. HR can concentrate on more strategic role

d.
Closer working relationship between HR and 
line management

e. management

f.
HR and LM jointly contribute to solve business 
problems

Average Mean Score 3.78 4.02

Notes: 1 = Little or no extent; 2 = Some extent; 3 = Moderate extent; 4 = Great extent; 5 = Very great extent

Rationale for devolution

The rationale for devolution of HRM 

functions to line managers indicated the 

growing trend of such practices globally, 

rationales to devolve HRM functions to line 

managers. The average mean item scores for 

from both companies provided an overall 

response above the mid-point of ‘moderate 
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three mean scores relating to the rationales 

for devolving HRM functions to line man-

agement for Company A were (i) respond 

line managers jointly contribute to solving 

scores for Company B were: (i) closer work-

ing relationship between HR and line man-

(iii) HR and line management jointly contrib-

Interviewees from both companies cites 

as rationales for devolving HRM functions 

to  line management were: effective control 

as line managers are in constant contact with 

employees under them; line managers re-

spond more quickly to problems; and HR can 

concentrate on a more strategic role. Clearly, 

the aim was to ensure that HR can play a 

more strategic role and to ensure that the or-

solutions, delivered in a timely and effective 

way. Generally, the questionnaire indicated 

that respondents from both companies were 

aware the rationales for devolving HRM func-

tions to line management though there were 

some variations in the mean scores for items. 

Similarly, the interview findings have provid-

ed empirical evidence relating to the increas-

shift in commitment towards devolvement of 

HR responsibilities to line managers.

Interview findings: Company A

Devolution of HRM functions and rationale 

to devolve

One of the key HRM functions that 

were fully devolved to line management was 

the training and development function. After 

restructuring of the company that occurred 

their training and development functions to 

the Training Centre. Initially the Training 

Centre was a separate department of its 

own, but more recently it had been merged 

with the Strategic Management Innovation 

training and development functions were the 

responsibility of SMI, with indirect involve-

ment of line managers from the respective 

departments. Nevertheless, each department 

carried out its own training needs analysis 

and provided suggestions about training 

through regular discussion with SMI. 

Some of the comments were made about 

the devolution of HRM functions to the line 

On recruitment and selection, HR will 

do the overall manpower planning with input 

from other departments. The advertisement and 

announcement will be done by HR. The inter-

viewing process involves representatives from 

other departments depending on positions. (HR 

Manager, Administrative Dept)

Indirectly, other departments are also in-

volved in the training and development functions. 

They will do their own training needs analy-

sis (TNA) and they can recommend and request 

specific training for their staff. (Senior Manager, 

Training & Development, SMI)

We are indirectly performing HR functions. 

We cannot run away on doing indirect functions 

of HR e.g., like manpower planning, recruitment 

and selection, training and development, apprais-

al, motivation, career development and so on.  

(Executive, Discrete Department)

On our manpower planning, my line man-

agers will do the planning in accordance with 

production requirements, either on a long term or 

short term. These have to be done by the line in-

stead of HR. We calculate our manpower require-

ment based on the number of machines. We have 

to check on efficiency level of our current man-

power and the past to see and compare the volume 
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produced prior determining on our manpower re-

quirements. (Executive, Discrete Department)

We give feedback on training to SMI 

Department to ensure that the staff are given the 

right training because of the specialized skills re-

quired for our staff. So, we have to work close-

ly with SMI Department to work out on our 

training need. (Section Manager, Engineering 

Department)

Interview findings: Company 

Devolution of HRM functions and rationale 

for devolution

After the restructuring of the company 

-

bility of the HR Manufacturing Department. 

In this way, the management felt that the 

training and development needs for opera-

tors and technicians would be more focused 

on the manufacturing needs, and this sys-

tem has proven to be more effective. Clearly, 

the devolution of training and development 

full responsibility and decision making, with-

out prior need to consult HR. The rationale 

for devolution was that the Manufacturing 

Department knew better the kind of training 

required for their staff, especially on-the-job 

training (OJT) which is rather technical in na-

ture. However, the training and development 

of management staff remained the responsi-

bility of Corporate HR with inputs from line 

managers of the respective departments. 

Initially after the restructuring the de-

marcation as to the devolution of HRM 

functions between Corporate HR and 

Manufacturing HR was not completely clear, 

but interviewees indicated that it was now 

much better and more effective. Likewise, 

line management was also involved in the re-

cruitment and selection process. Manpower 

responsibility, but decision making was usu-

ally based on consensus. The interviewing 

process comprised a panel of interviewers 

from the relevant department depending on 

the jobs being allocated. Departments were 

normally represented by their general man-

agers or managers. 

Various comments were made on issues 

relating HRM functions being devolved to line 

Policy matters are centralized but the inputs 

are from the line managers. In the case of HR func-

tions, the line managers are either directly or indirect-

ly performing HRM functions. (Assistant Manager, 

Recruitment & Selection, Corporate HR).

Looking at our current structure, it is bet-

ter for training and development of non-execu-

tives to be handled by us headed by our Executive 

Director Manufacturing.  I report directly to him 

on matters pertaining to training and develop-

ment of our non-executive staff. His instruction 

becomes the direction and his directive becomes 

one of my training needs analyses. With this ar-

rangement, it is easier for me to monitor our train-

ing requirements and make decisions on training 

and development because I only receive one direc-

tive from my Executive Director. This will help 

to eliminate duplications on training and devel-

opment with our Corporate HR. (HR Manager, 

Manufacturing Department)

further remarked:

Prior to our restructuring, HR functions 

were done purely by Corporate HR. After our re-

structuring, the training and development func-

tion for non-executives comes directly under me. It 

is a unique arrangement; the rationale is to speed 

the staff development process to make it more effi-

cient. Since factory human resource development 

comes directly under me, I will give instructions 

on how to develop the people. After such arrange-

ment the development and management of people 
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becomes very effective. I want to move things fast, 

I can’t wait, and that is why training and develop-

ment is under us.

When asked about the rationale for de-

volving the training and development func-

the Manager, Training and Development, 

The rationale was to make it easier for our 

Executive Director to give direction for the fac-

tory to move forward. Learning from our past ex-

perience, the management felt that our Executive 

Director and the line managers in the manufac-

turing are well aware of the training and develop-

ment need of their staff.

The findings revealed quite a high de-

gree of devolvement of responsibility for 

recruitment and selection and training and 

development to line management. The com-

functions to the line contributes to HR ac-

ceptance and support by line management 

through their direct and indirect involvement 

in the implementation of key HR functions of 

recruitment and selection and training and 

development. The devolution of training and 

development functions to SMI for Company 

A and to the Manufacturing Department for 

Company B resulted in increased effective-

ness of their training and development func-

tion making it more focused. Similarly, the 

relationship on HR related issues between 

HR managers and line managers jointly con-

tributed to better understanding and greater 

devolution of HRM functions. These imply a 

shift towards a more strategic role for HRM. 

The devolution of HRM functions to the line 

has also enabled HR to focus more on the 

strategic roles of HRM in the implementation 

of policy and strategy.

The findings from the cross-section of 

interviews were positive about the concept 

of devolution of HRM functions to line man-

agement. Looking at the differences in HRM 

practices across the two companies, there 

was little variation in their devolution of HR 

practices. In both companies, devolution of 

some aspects of HRM functions with respon-

sibility and decision making authority was 

practiced, leading to a more effective devo-

lution of HRM functions to the line. It was 

also noted that some of the HRM functions 

were jointly shared by line management and 

HR in consultation. It is clear from the analy-

sis of the questionnaires and interview data 

that both companies had devolved greater 

assignment of HRM responsibilities to line 

management. The HR and line management 

respondents from both companies did not 

differ significantly in their ratings of devo-

lution of HRM responsibilities to line man-

agers. This result is consistent with Western 

concepts of HRM, in which HRM functions 

are typically devolved to line management 

rather than to personnel specialists (Brewster 

Problems of devolution

Past studies have demonstrated the 

growing interest in and the rationales for de-

volving HRM functions to line management 

Budhwar and Sparrow, 1997; Currie and 

1995; Mayne and Brewster 1995; Storey; 1995). 

However, the process of devolvement is nev-

er unproblematic. Questions were still appar-

ent about issues of capability, commitment 

and balance of power relating to devolution 

of HRM functions to the line (Thornhill and 

identified a number of problems relating to 
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devolution. Table 4 shows that the problems 

for Company A and Company B were quite 

-

ported in past studies. 

The top three items relating to prob-

lems of devolvement for Company A were: 

(i) adding to the heavy workload of line man-

-

-

for Company B were: (i) line managers do not 

problem of maintaining consistency in HRM 

overall average mean score for Company A 

-

tively with Company B respondents indicat-

ing slightly lower level of problems.

Consistent with past findings, these find-

ing indicate that problems of devolvement oc-

Malaysian, Japanese and Western organi-

despite the insistence on the need for line man-

agers to take responsibility for HRM (Heraty 

process of devolvement is never unproblem-

research on devolution of responsibility for 

HRM to line managers included: increase of 

pressure to train line managers, problems of 

maintaining consistency in the system, the 

need for strict HR auditing and the problem of 

maintaining a balance of power between the 

line and HR specialists. In the present study 

the interview responses from both companies 

also highlighted that misunderstanding re-

garding decision making could arise in cases 

where devolution was in terms of implemen-

tation of HR responsibilities only and not in 

reason in both companies there was devolu-

tion of recruitment and selection and train-

ing and development with responsibility and 

authority.  

Table 4.  Problems of devolution of HRM functions to the line management

Item

Company A
(N = 15)

Company B 
(N=14)

Mean SD Mean SD

a.
Increasing to the heavy workload of line man-
agement (LM)

b.
Lack of time for line management to do HRM 
work well

c.
Problem of maintaining consistency in the 
HRM practices

d. Problem of maintaining balance of power

e.
HRM matters

Average Mean Score 3.57 2.97

Note: 1 = Little or no extent; 2 = Some extent; 3 = Moderate extent; 4 = Great extent; 5 = Very great extent
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 This was unlike the practices in most 

Malaysian owned companies where devolu-

tion of HRM functions to the line occurred, 

but mostly without decision making power.

that among the problems of devolution was 

a lack of clear direction from top manage-

ment. Cunningham and Hyman (1997) found 

that line management chose to concentrate 

more on production matters than on the 

HR matters assigned to them. On the other 

hand, Torrington and Hall (1996) noted that 

HR specialists considered line management 

might not have the required skills to take on 

personnel responsibilities. Over the years, 

the problems identified in the past studies 

and the findings of this study have shown 

that similar problems remain unresolved and 

-

may vary.

Interview findings: Company A

Problems of devolution

The following comments related to the 

problems of devolving HRM functions to the 

line management:

I think we cannot devolve all the functions 

to the line management. Some of the HR func-

tions are very much specialized e.g. legal require-

ment, termination, counseling and so on. We have 

to make it very clear to the line management when 

we devolve our HR functions. Often, devolve-

ment leads to misunderstanding and finger point-

ing when problems arise. Therefore, devolvement 

has to be made clear of the responsibility, though 

it is not easy. (Senior Manager, Administrative 

Service Department)

The problems of commitment are always an 

issue on devolvement of HR functions. The lines 

have their own work commitment. Some line 

managers might feel that HR is not their respon-

sibility. Therefore, they might just take it light-

ly. However, I think the understanding of HR as 

part of management responsibility has improved. 

Primarily, it goes back to individual attitudes. 

(Section Manager, Engineering Department)

Interview findings: Company B

Problems of devolution

On the problems of devolution of HRM 

functions to the line management, intervie-

wees noted the following:

One of the issues of devolvement is how to 

get a standardized understanding about imple-

menting HR role. At times there is no standard-

ization in executing HR role. This may lead to 

unfairness and demoralization of staff. However, 

over the years we have the discussions, explana-

tions and briefings with the line and eventually 

they may understand. (GM Corporate HR)

The devolvement of HR functions to the line 

management has to be made clearly with the un-

derstanding of the respective head of the depart-

ment. The staff has to know that the indirect role of 

HR that they play is part of their duty. Otherwise, 

they will consider it as an additional burden and 

adding to their own heavy workload (Assistant 

GM, Factory Engineering)

Despite the positive outcome of devo-

lution practices in these two companies, the 

survey data and interview findings from 

both companies noted some of the problems 

of devolvement. Among the problems noted 

were adding to the heavy workload of line 

management, the lack of time to perform HR 

matters among line managers. Interviewees 

asserted that if devolution of HR was to suc-

managers appropriate training, but also to 
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ing HR professionals. Similarly, there should 

be a better understanding and cooperation 

between HR and line management.

Positively, most of the line management 

personnel from both companies interviewed 

understood the need to be involved in some 

aspects of HR. They believed that the day-

to-day functions and key HRM functions 

of recruitment and selection and training 

and development were part of line manage-

ment responsibility. Crucially as mentioned, 

they believed it was important for HR and 

line management to work in partnership. 

Generally, they felt that being a professional 

and responsible line manager meant being in-

volved in everything that affected the perfor-

mance of the staff. Many felt that they were in 

fact the most appropriate people for the job. 

However, some noted it was difficult to fit an 

-

ules, hence the devolution of HRM functions 

was burdening to them. Acceptance of HRM 

responsibilities by line management could 

be seen through their direct and indirect in-

volvement in the implementation of compa-

ny strategies through the key HRM functions 

of recruitment and selection and training and 

development.

-

ence could be seen of Japanese management 

Management, multifunctional work teams, 

broad job classification systems, the policy 

of HR directly reporting to the Managing 

Director through a formal reporting mecha-

nism, earlier consultation on HR issues and 

policies from the outset and implementa-

tion, closer communication and relationship, 

team building, understanding of business 

operation, top-down and bottom-up com-

and development functions, management 

support and commitment. This influence was 

correlated with high levels of devolvement of 

HR functions to the line. The effective and ef-

ficient coordination of devolution of HRM 

functions across departments gave strategic 

importance to the role played by HR. 

Summary of key findings and 

implications

On the basis of analysis of the question-

naire responses and interview comments, 

some of the key findings and implications re-

garding the devolution of HRM functions to 

line management are:

HRM functions are increasingly de-

volved to line management either in 

consultation with HR or as devolution 

with responsibility and decision mak-

ing authority.

Structural change within both compa-

nies has taken place with the devolu-

tion of recruitment and selection and 

training and development functions 

from a functional HR office to line 

managers.

Interviewees believed that HR resides 

effectively with line managers who are 

directly in control and therefore have 

a central role in recruitment and selec-

tion and staff development activities.

-

ships, and regular meetings between 

HR and line managers jointly con-

tribute to effectiveness of the compa-

functions.

The process of devolvement is never 

unproblematic. Devolution signifi-

cantly leads to increased workloads 

and greater responsibility for the line 
managers, hence increased work 

pressure.
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Role ambiguity in the devolution of 

HRM functions could give rise to 

problems with the devolution to line 

management.

Limitations of study

Although this study benefited from the 

quantitative approaches, it is nevertheless 

vulnerable to some potential weaknesses. One 

of the limitations of this study is the empiri-

cal setting of the study, which was confined 

to two Japanese multinational companies in 

Malaysia. These two companies were not in-

tended to be representative of electrical and 

electronics companies in Malaysia in view of 

the differences in the demographic factors. 

Hence, the results must be viewed with cau-

to all areas of the electrical and electronics in-

dustry. Moreover, using a sample from two 

companies from within one industry pos-

would be ideal to provide a larger sample, in-

the findings. This was not feasible in this in-

stance, in view of limited resources and time 

constraints. However, this study provides 

some interesting results and perhaps will 

open avenues for further research.

Conclusion

It is clear from the findings that the re-

spondents believed that day-to-day HRM 

functions should be devolved to line man-

agement, enabling HR to focus more on stra-

tegic and change management aspects of 

managing human resources effectively in the 

strategic business partner role. Generally, the 

results from questionnaire survey and the in-

terview findings showed that devolution of 

HRM responsibilities to line managers had 

the implementation might vary slightly in 

terms of process. It is hoped that the results 

-

sues of the devolution of HRM functions can 

provides useful information to HR practitio-

ners and the management, engendering bet-

ter understanding of the implementation of 

-

tions in Malaysia. 

The findings of this study on the de-

volution of HRM functions to line manage-

ment demonstrate the growing trend of such 

practices globally even in non-Western or-

to line management In fact, classical argu-

et al., 

-

tempt to redesign the role of HRM function 

requires the line participation since most of 

the activities of selection, appraisal, reward 

and development are prerogatives of the line 

-

ways been a key feature of the concept of de-

volution. In conclusion, it is suggested that 

more research on the devolution of HRM 

functions to line management should be con-

ducted in other industries, in which regard 

this study could serve as a vehicle for future 

comparison. This study has provided support 

-

devolution of HR functions to  line manage-

ment has occurred, in particular within two 

Japanese multinational companies operating 

in a foreign country.
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