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Abstract. The role of human resource information systems has evolved over
the last twenty years such that sophisticated software is now available to
organisations regardless of their size. Whilst there is a growing scholarly
interest in the ways in which technology has begun to have a significant
impact on the way in which HR work is undertaken, there is still a limited
understanding of the human capital necessary to undertake this work.
Initially this paper considers the limited literature pertaining to the human
capital of the HRIS specialist to date. Using NVivo 8 to facilitate analysis,
the paper continues by offering a descriptive overview of 41 advertisements
placed on one web board over a fifteen month period. The paper concludes
by offering a generic framework for developing human capital for a HRIS
specialist and suggestions as to how this can be applied in practice, offering
suggestions for further study.
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1 Introduction

What is the balance of skills and knowledge organisations are seeking for human
resource information system (HRIS) specific roles in the twenty-first century? In order
to begin to address this question it is appropriate to consider how the development of
HRIS in the last twenty years. Although it can be argued that the introduction of
information systems into many work areas has had an impact on the work done, here it
IS suggested that the introduction of human resource information systems (hereafter,
HRIS) has caused a paradigm shift in the work of the human resourcing professional,
requiring individuals to acquire and utilise new knowledge and skills — human capital —
that are not historically associated with an HR body of specialist knowledge. Ongoing
work has defined individual human capital as the ‘innate attributes (formal education,
skills and experience) owned, developed and created tacitly by an individual that are
productive in an economic context and taken with that individual when they leave the
firm’ [1] and it is this that is referred to in this paper

The historical human capital of HR professionals enables a range of HR activity
including resourcing, selection, performance management, training and development,
leading to the development of specialist human capital in these areas. Given the current
economic climate, this human capital is receiving greater attention in current
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practitioner literature, with particular attention paid to that which enables talent
management, where the focus is on retaining and developing individuals that are likely
to be able to contribute to the long-term advantage of an organisation. The technological
developments in recent years have added another opportunity for HR specialists
highlighting the potential for a new remit within the HR role, highlighting the debate as
to whether HRIS work should be placed within the HR or the information systems
function and explore the impact on the human capital of HR and information systems
roles. However the concern of this paper is whether the HR professional has the
requisite human capital to rise to the technological challenges thus presented.

The historical evolution of HRIS is succinctly documented in other places [2-5].
Although there is a growing body of HRIS literature [for example 2, for example 6],
there is limited discussion of the human capital associated with HRIS; to date the
literature has mainly focused on the infrastructure and applications for HRIS. Therefore
it is apposite to give a short historical review here with particular reference to how the
human capital of the HR professional has developed.

The emergence of human resource information systems 1960s, 1970s and 1980s was
concerned with the automation of transactional HR activities [7]. These tended to be
information systems capable of producing a minimal number of basic reports. Initially
there was a payroll focus and often HRIS were not user-friendly as most were located
and managed from within information systems functions, where information systems
specialists prepared any ad-hoc reports, often taking several weeks to produce. During
the 1980s smaller ‘stand alone’ systems were introduced and located within HR
departments, however their data capture, manipulation and reporting capabilities were
still limited. Emerging HRIS did not have an immediate impact on the human capital of
HR professionals and delays did lead to some frustration, particularly concerning the
need for timely reporting. The main focus of the HR role with regard to HRIS during
this period was one of caretaker and administrator and as such did not develop the HR
professionals’ human capital in any noticeable way. It was not easy to make changes to
these physically distant systems, therefore the capability of HRIS was often not
exploited as much as it could have been; this was particularly true where the HRIS was
‘owned’ by the information systems function.

Early work from Hall and Torrington [8] identified four categories of HRIS users. The
few ‘Stars’ “made full & imaginative use of the computer’s potential to enhance the role
and effectiveness of the personnel function” [8], however the majority were
characterised as ‘Plodders’, who made some use of the ‘electronic filing cabinet’, and
the ‘Beginners’, who at least had a system, but any usage was in its very early stages.
Although subsequent work from Ball [9], who focused on smaller organisations, and the
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development [10, 11] suggest increased attention
is being paid to how HRIS are used, there is still minimal scholarly consideration of the
necessary HRIS human capital requirements.

During the 1990s the transactional capabilities of HRIS became more reliable and the
introduction of transformational systems is noted [2-5], with particular reference to
strategic activities such as human resource planning and talent management — activities
that require different human capital, and are part of the HR professional qualification
programmes in the UK. These professional qualification programmes also offer a
limited grounding in some statistical and financial techniques, and in recent years this
has incorporated learning around human resource information systems; for many
providers and students, this is a challenging element of the qualification programme.
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There is a limited and somewhat dated literature that specifically discusses the human
capital of HR professionals within an HRIS context. Yeung and Berman (1997) state
that, unlike other functions, there is a natural reluctance for the HR function to try and
quantify its impact on the business. Perhaps this is because they do not have the human
capital to design, specify and implement strategic HRIS [12], perhaps there are other
reasons that need to be considered as well?

Historically HR have had some challenges which are brought into sharp focus when
negotiating for capital projects such as new or upgrading the HRIS. Early HRIS were
owned and managed by information systems professionals. This was understandable
given that most were large, centralised, main frame systems that required some
knowledge of code to design suitable applications and manage project implementations.
This resulted in a focus on the virtues of information systems and underestimated the
importance of creating an easy-to-use applications that will work with people rather
than against them [13, 14]. Often information systems specialists fail to appreciate
importance of human dynamics, the potential impact on the way in which is done, and
the perspective of those who use the systems, such that these factors are overlooked or
only partially solved due to financial constraints or competitive imperatives [15, 16] or
simply that the process is mismanaged [17, 18]. Perhaps because of line managers’
perceptions that HR specialists did not need (or want) to get involved in what is likely
to be considered information systems policy making [19]; in approximately fifty percent
of organisations, decisions to introduce new applications are taken without reference to
HR [10].

There is considerable concern regarding the information-systems-orientated human
capital of HR professionals [20-22], which does not seem to have changed in the last 20
years, despite a number of practitioner [23] and academic [11] calls for this to be
addressed. Indeed early studies found HR managers to be technophobic, short-sighted,
and complacent about the need to use information systems [22, 24-26]. Recent research
from the CIPD suggests that this is still the case, with one respondent commenting, ‘I
don’t have the expertise in the operational area under discussion so I would not have
anything positive to contribute’ [10: 17]. This implies that the integration of human
resource information systems within the UK HR professional qualification programme
during the last decade has not increased levels of confidence of HR specialists. There
are commercial organisations in the UK that offer specialist generic human resource
information systems training. Some of these organisations are associated with particular
HR applications. Although some of these organisations offer assessed programmes,
these assessments have yet to be ratified and accepted as generic professional
qualifications across the HR profession.

Critical thinking and analytical skills have a long association with roles in information
systems. There have been periodic calls for these skills, but there is a recognition that
these are not generally associated with the human resourcing profession [1, 11, 23, 27-
30]. These critical thinking and analytical skills can be acquired to some extent and with
increasing numbers entering the HR profession having completed a first degree, many
of whom are ‘information systems literate’, it is reasonable to assume that these are
likely to be present for those qualified individuals appointed to HR roles. In as much as
these skills are present, they are often not associated with an information systems
perspective, but tend to be associated with human capital that centres on office-based
applications. The most challenging module of the UK HR professional qualification
programme for many students is the one that combines numerical, financial and, for the
purposes of this paper, human resource information systems. As recently as 2007

55



Barron comments that “HR lacks the number-crunching skills” and that “what HR
needs to do is to tell people what the data means” [31]. This situation is reinforced
within roles whereby there are financial pressures over which there is limited control
[32], a tension that is highlighted in the current economic situation.

Other literature promotes the view that HR needs to be more strategic in its endeavours
and act as a ‘change agent’ [33, 34]. HR specialists are increasing likely to be in
positions that provide opportunities to act as particularly effective ‘new technology
change agents’ due to a cross-organisational brief [35]. HRIS can be a “driving force in
the transformation of the HR function” (Ruél 2009) utilising technology to transform
data into strategically valuable information [36]. Studies continue to identify
technological expertise as a core HR competence [37-39] and suggest that this can have
a transformatory impact on the human capital of successful HR professionals [40] and a
recent study from the CIPD [11: 36] in the UK states that “the movement of HR
practitioners into this advisory or consultancy role not only requires consultancy skills
but also requires a certain degree of data analysis skills so that they can read and
interpret HR data effectively”.

Another recent development in larger organisations utilising a HR shared service centre
(SSC) is a growing trend towards dedicated HR information specialists who have
human capital associated with both a HR specialism and information systems specialism
[1]; these examples are still rare. For smaller organisations, where HR professionals are
likely to be characterised as ‘generalists’, this human capital set is less likely to be
apparent. In the same way that there is a critical number of employees prior to
employing an HR specialist, it is likely that this is equally true for an HRIS specialist.

With the shift towards specialist roles within human resourcing and a developing
literature on talent management [41], it is timely to consider the search for the ‘right
kind” of human capital required for an HRIS specialist role or part of the generalist HR
role; this premise is supported by the professional institutes in the UK [11] and the USA
[42]. This historical review illustrates the fragmentary and dated state of the literature
on the human capital of HR professionals as it pertains to HRIS work in the last twenty
years. The literature implies that those undertaking HRIS work can be described as
‘hybrids’; they have developed and now require human capital from several disciplines
in order function at both operational and strategic levels.

For this researcher, the original interest in the human capital of the HRIS specialist is
the result of a number of years working in corporate roles, teaching on the UK and
international CIPD HR professional qualification programmes, and a long-term research
interest which invites scholarly curiosity in HRIS [1, 27, 43-46] where it is clear that
HR specialists do not demonstrate significant levels of HRIS human capital. This paper
seeks to describe the human capital of the HR specialist sort by organisations and offer
a contribution to the search for the ‘right kind” of HRIS human capital by addressing the
question: What is the balance of skills and knowledge organisations are seeking for
HRIS specific roles?

Having considered the literature pertaining to the human capital of the HRIS specialist
to date, this paper continues by offering a descriptive overview of forty-one job
advertisements placed on one UK-based web-board over a fifteen month period. The
paper offers a generic framework for developing human capital for a HRIS specialist
and suggestions as to how this can be applied in practice. In addition the paper seeks to
promote other scholarly interest in this under-researched area.
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2 The Study

Many research studies seek to identify the appropriate human capital of particular
professions by conducting large scale postal or more recently electronic surveys.
Alternatively researchers may chose to interview individuals or small focus groups of
individuals. In these instances researchers are often seeking the ‘ideal’ or ‘desirable’
human capital. These approaches are based on collective, sometime subjective
perceptions and they reflect what is perceived to be desirable. It is also possible that
these studies indicate what respondents perceive is the response that the researcher is
seeking, thus bias is embedded. Therefore rather than rely on potentially subjective data,
it is useful to examine what is ‘actually’ sought by organisations recruiting for specific
human capital using descriptive data drawn directly from organisational job
advertisements to determine the degree to which this is likely to be achievable.

The empirical basis for this paper is located within job advertisements posted on a UK-
based recruitment website resourcing HR professionals between June 2008 and
September 2009. This website was chosen as it is well-known within the profession and
this geography and specifically advertises direct to those in the HR profession. In the
preceding years there have been a number of such advertisements and although these
were noted in terms of scholarly curiosity, no action was taken June 2008 when the first
advertisements were captured for future study.

The advertisements were placed by different sources, primarily recruitment agencies
and occasionally one or two large organisations. In the first instance a key word search
was made for any advertisement with ‘HRIS’ or ‘human resource information system’
in its details, either in the job title or in the descriptive elements of the text. An ‘alert’
was set up such that jobs that fit the criteria were automatically emailed to the
researcher so that notification and data collection was not reliant on active interaction
with the recruitment website: the aim was to reduce researcher bias and to ensure that
advertisements were not missed. In total forty-one discrete jobs were advertised during
the fifteen months. It is noted that some jobs were advertised more than once during this
period, however each job is only counted once for the purpose of this paper and details
of jobs that were re-advertised are noted, along with any jobs that were readvertised
with some changes in the new advertisement. As this paper is using secondary data that
is publically available at the time of collection, there is no restriction in terms of sample
size, as is sometime the case with survey-based research and interview-based research.

Details of the jobs advertised were emailed directly as part of a slightly wider ranging
list. This was not requested, but presumably activated by the web site in case the reader
was interested in other associated jobs. This means that on most occasions a decision
was made as to whether to include a particular job advertisement within this data set.
Job advertisements excluded at this point include those whose primary role comprised a
significant focus on generalist HR activities, compensation, payroll and benefits, or data
input and thus included a small element of (mainly administrative) HRIS work. Only
roles where the substantive focus comprised HRIS work are considered here.

The details of an included advertisement were copied into a word document and saved.
It is not possible to use data directly from the source link as once the application
deadline was passed, or the job was filled, the advertisement was (automatically)
removed from the website, making it impossible to return for retrospective clarification
or further study. However, extreme care was taken when copying the data across such
that even minor errors in the advertisement (for example spelling errors) were saved, as
are details of the data source link. It is the actual words and phrases that are of interest
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here and the strength of this approach is that the copies of the advertisements provide a
description of what organisations actually state they are seeking and these constitute the
data set for this paper. The advertisements are subsequently described as ‘source’ files
in this paper; each source contains one job advertisement. Although the advertisements
were not presented in the same format, there are some similarities in that most
advertisements share some common features, for example: contract details; elements of
the job description and person specification; general sector and/or organisational
information, which assisted the initial analytical process.

Although attempts were made to contact some of the agencies advertising on the
recruitment site, none replied, therefore it is impossible to track the length of time to fill
a particular position, whether the role was filled at some point, readvertised in a
different place or concurrently with the web board. For almost all the positions,
applications needed to be sent via the website, usually by attaching curriculum vitae
such that telephone contact was discouraged in the first instance.

In order to facilitate analysis, NVivo 8 (hereafter referred to as NVivo), a computer
assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) is used. CAQDAS are designed
to assist qualitative researchers at various stages of a research project, including the
initial design, data collection and data management, initial and on-going analysis, model
building and visual representation of the research. CAQDAS is enabling technology, so
that the researcher can manage complex data in such a way as to make sense of the data
and promote interpretation — it does not interpret the data or make any decisions about
the data — its strength is that it makes these processes more straightforward and efficient
for the researcher. This researcher is familiar with NVivo, therefore it made sense to
continue to use it as a sense-making tool. An NVivo project was set up in the week of
the first advertisement being identified.

The first task within the project was to set up a research journal, referred to here as a
‘project journal’ and is described as a ‘memo’ within the Source’ section of NVivo: the
contents of a memo can be linked to source data as well as other aspects of NVivo. The
use of such a journal is recommended by many researchers [47-49, for example 50] and
acts as a diary in the guise of a reflective journal, helping to track future tasks as well as
those completed. It also acts as a place to record thoughts and questions (such as why
there is an interest in this subject) that may be helpful later in the analytical process.
Necessarily there is little structure to this diary apart from date notations, however the
journal proved an exceedingly useful reflective tool for related study and analysis’s.
Coding is often seen as a central process within qualitative research methods. Coding is
a process whereby parts of the data are identified as relating to a specific idea or
example pertinent to the research themes.

Data can be reviewed by reference to specific codes so that any thematic patterns are
made visible. Previous work by Williams et al [1] offers an initial coding structure for
analysis. This research was located in a multi-national organisation implementing and
maintaining the HR ‘pillar’ of an SAP global, enterprise-wide, information systems on
their UK, Germany, Canada and the USA sites. Three constituent elements of individual
human capital were identified in this research: personal human capital; specialist human
capital; and firm-specific human capital — various attributes are associated with each of
the three types of human capital (see Figure 1). In NVivo the three constituent elements
are described as different types of ‘codes’: ‘tree codes’ or ‘free codes’ in the ‘Nodes’
section. This paper focuses on the attributes located at the node for ‘specialist’ human
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capital elements: human resourcing; financial; information systems; project
management; and global exposure (see Figure 1 No.2).

1. Personal attributes
Individual human capital is characterised by the repertoire of personal attributes (particularly values
and beliefs, education, knowledge, skills, experience, commitment and motivation) owned, developed
and created by an individual that are productive (or have the potential to be productive) in an
economic context and taken with that individual when they leave the firm [51].
Examples include values, beliefs, knowledge, skills, experience, commitment, motivation, and
interpersonal skills.

2. Specialist
Individual human capital can also be characterised by specialist attributes [52] that are observed in
those who are considered ‘experts’ in their field and who are vital to the continued competitive
success of organisation and an essential part of its core competence. These ‘experts’ have explicit and
tacit knowledge and skills [53-56] that can only be found within particular professions and roles.
Where specialist attributes of human capital exist they need to be attached to appropriate roles in an
organisation with “different occupations . . . [requiring] investments in different kinds of human
capital” [57: 175]; this is echoed in the work of Heijke et al [58].
Examples include human resourcing, financial, information systems, project management, and global
exposure.

3. Firm-specific
Individual human capital finally can be characterised by firm-specific attributes, notably an
individual’s specific skills, experiences and learning that can only be gained and employed within a
particular organisation and are not transferable outside of that sector or organisation [59]. This type of
attribute is developed through long-term tenure within a particular organisation.

Figure 1: Constituent Elements of Individual Human Capital [1]

Different approaches to coding are noted by various scholars for example [60-65].
NVivo facilitates an inductive approach to coding. Given that initially data was
collected without reference to a specific outcome, but as a result of long-term scholarly
curiosity in HRIS and recent research [1, 43, 51], descriptive codes were used initially
as they are based on predefined areas of interest resulting from this prior research [1].

As these initial codes were drawn from previous research, the constituent elements were
allocated as ‘tree codes’ within a ‘human capital’ code and provided the initial coding
structure. Descriptive notes are associated with each NVivo code such that a more
detailed understanding is gained overtime. These codes are not considered ‘fixed’ and
some were changed, deleted or merged with others. During the fifteen months each
source data file was ‘coded’ according to the three types of constituent elements of
individual human capital using the details noted in Figure 1. As the number of sources
data files increased and new material and codes were added, it became necessary to
revisit previously coded source files and recode as necessary. This is an important
iterative process and contributes to the depth of analysis during the study period.

Each data source file was imported into NVivo within two to three days of the being
received. In the first instance each source is set up as a ‘case’ within the ‘Node’ section.
Within NVivo this term does not imply a case study approach [as described by 66] to
the research, rather a ‘case’ is a way of expressing a unit of analysis. This means that
‘attribute data’ such as salary, location, and qualifications for each job advertisement,
can be attached to a particular ‘case’. In this way data collected about various data
sources can be gathered together, given values, and later used for analytical purposes.

Subsequent to coding, various ‘queries’ were performed on the source data, using the
cases to interrogate the data. The NVivo ‘query’ facility permits segments of data to be
located that meet the criteria identified along with additional data depending on how the
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query is structured. Examples of simple queries located all those roles that identified the
associated geographical base, more complex queries compared the global reach of a role
with the associated salary for that position. Queries, and their results, can be saved for
future use or abandoned as the data builds, enabling reflection as the study progresses.

3 Findings and Discussion

This paper proceeds by concurrently presenting and critiquing the data focusing on
‘specialist’ aspects Of the constituent elements of individual human capital. Previous
work [1] identified these as comprising human resourcing, information systems, project
management financial, and global ingredients. It is the blend of these constituent
elements that is interesting here. In addition attention is paid to the combination of
words and phrases that make up the main text of the job advertisements in order to
foreground the complexities of the hybrid nature of the HRIS role. Bold and italic
highlighting is used for imperative and definite words and phrases, and underlining is
used for subjective words and phrases.

Each job advertisement source data summarised the essential features of the job being
offered: the permanency of the position; its location; the required hours; the sector, and
the salary range. Figure 2 summarises these features, noting the number of
advertisements from which the data is drawn: not all the job advertisements are
complete in terms of these essential features so direct comparisons for all the data
sources are challenging. An initial overview suggests the majority of advertisements are
for permanent, full time jobs, located in London within various sectors, with a salary
mean average of £38,000 per annum with the highest remuneration being awarded in
three independent positions with global reach. The majority of roles however are paid
between £20-39,000 per annum, implying an operational rather than strategic remit; this
is also reflected within the responsibilities sections of the advertisements, particularly at
the lower end of the salary scale. Given the permanent nature of the contract offered, the
majority of organisations seem keen to appoint someone who will potential add value in
the long term and can make an immediate impact.

It is interesting that these positions are considered to be full time in nature as a more
detailed consideration of the data reveals a strong emphasis on discrete projects, which
may have the potential to attract individuals seeking more flexible work patterns. What
is not clear, however, is whether these positions have a recognised career path within a
talent pool (either as part of the human resourcing pillar or the information systems
pillar) or whether the roles are perceived as specialist positions within discrete
unconnected specialist silos. Previous work [1] suggests that opportunities for career
enhancement may be limited dependent on the context, culture and perceptions of the
role of HRIS within the organisation, and there is no indication in the advertisements as
to how these positions ‘fit’ within the hierarchal structure of the organisation; this
presents an interesting opportunity for future research.

Over forty percent of the roles are located within the London area. Although it is not
clear from the source data, it is possible that these positions are based in organisations’
head offices, even though there has been a noticeable shift of physical location in the
last decade. Given the location of the majority of the roles, the salary range seems
surprising low for (niche) specialists living and working in the London area. Further
research is needed to investigate how these roles compare with the remuneration of
other specialists in HR and information systems.
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Category No of Details
adverts
Contract permanency 24 Permenant 19
& Interim 2
Temporary 3
Contract type 38 Full time 35
Part time 3
Geographical 39 London/City 17 One eachin ...
distribution Manchester 5 Berkshire, Birmingham,
Birmingham 2 Bracknell, Edinburgh, Epsom,
Luxumbourg 2 Leeds, Leicestershire, Liverpool,
Northamptonshire 2 Luxembourg, Manchester,
Northamptonshire, Nottingham,
Reading, Sussex, Yorkshire
Salary distribution 32 £000's No Mean average £38,000
20-29 10 Min £21,000
30-39 8 Max £75,000
40-49 6
50-59 5 Note:
60-69 0 Only sources stating annual
70-79 3 salaries were counted as it is
unknown how many days work
is required in roles that state a
day rate only.
Sector distribution 16 Sector No Sector No
Charities 1 Law 1
Construction 1 Manufacturing 1
Energy 2 Natural resources 2
Engineering 1 Public sector 3
Health 1 Technology 3

Figure 2: Overview of data from 41 job advertisements

3.1 Human resourcing

Previous research [1] identifies human resourcing as a relevant domain of human capital
for these roles. Given that this recruitment web site is specifically aimed at HR
professionals it is somewhat surprising to note that only eight of the job advertisements
specifically sought previous experience within an HR role or function. Only one
advertisement asked for applications from individuals with a CIPD qualification; five
asked for applications from individuals with a first degree.

The extracts drawn from job advertisements in Figure 3 are quite general in character,
the sources from which they are drawn do not specify the level or depth of experience
preferred. Words and phrases in these extracts such as ‘worked in’, ‘understanding’,
‘passion’, ‘ideally’ and ‘exposed’ are surprising in their vagueness and imply a general
appreciation of the HR remit. However, some words and phrases, such as those in bold
italics, illustrate that for these eight roles there is a definite requirement for experience
or exposure in the HR arena, implying that this type of human capital is valued and
required within these organisations. There is almost a contradiction of meaning when
the definite requirements and the seemingly vague phrases are combined. How is the
potential applicant to interpret here?
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... will have previously worked in resourcing ...
.. have a solid understanding of the HR space ...
. must also have been exposed to HR or have a passion for HR ...
.. have solid experience of working within an HR and/or Payroll environment ...
.. Knowledge of HR practices, ideally gained through working in an HR generalist role
. will also have worked within a similar role within an HR or Shared Service Centre capacity

Figure 3: Extracts from job advertisements seeking previous HR experience

The complexity of the work discussed elsewhere in the advertisements suggests that
although most of the roles are functionally and physically located within the human
resourcing remit reporting to HR line management, the focus of the actual role relating
to HRIS does not appear to require significant levels of HR knowledge and expertise. It
is possible therefore that recruitment web sites aimed at the HR specialist may not be
the most appropriate media to produce high levels of applications; further research
comparing differing web sources may inform this question.

Twenty-nine of the advertisements asked for knowledge of specific HRIS applications
(see Figure 4); a range of solutions are noted and twenty-three of the advertisements
seeking experience working with the market leaders (Oracle, PeopleSoft and SAP).
Thirteen of the advertisements state that a core element of the roles is involvement in
upgrading current systems, migrating from an existing system to a new system, or
investing in new solutions. It is not entirely transparent from the advertisements whether
the implementation of a ‘new’ information system suggests replacement of current
technologies where there was not system in place previously or whether the role is
around the migration from one system to that offered by a different provider. Although
the other advertisements are centred on provision of HRIS solutions, the vagueness and
brevity of some other content continues to surprise.

However there are clear indications that organisations are seeking to appoint
experienced HRIS specialists who can have an immediate impact in the workplace.
Figure 5 illustrates extracts from different source data; nevertheless some of the words
used are very subjective. What does ‘considerable’ experience mean? How is a ‘sound
knowledge’ measured? What is a ‘sound’ or ‘good’ knowledge of HR systems? What
does ‘a strong awareness’ mean? What does ‘exposure’ mean? How are ‘competency’
and a ‘proven track record’ being assessed? Once again there are some imperatives
(indicated by words and phrases in bold italics) that when combined with the subjective
(underlined) words and phrases may lead to confusion for the applicant. The implication
is that the resourcing decision is likely to be equally subjective and given the overall
vagueness of many of the advertisements, there is some concern regarding the
knowledge of those making the resourcing decision.
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Category No of Details
adverts
HRIS applications 29 Applications specifically Applciations No
mentioned ... Oracle 8
SAP 8
Peoplesoft 7
Northgate Arinso 2
Resourcelink 2
Snowdrop 1
Trent 1
Core element of the 13 Element No
role Upgrading 2
New system/module 10
Migration 1

Figure 4: Overview of data from 41 job advertisements requiring previous experience of HRIS

considerable experience of HRIS ...

sound knowledge of HRIS systems ...

with a good knowledge of HR systems ...

will be an experienced HR MI professional ...

be an experienced HR systems [...] operator ...

strong awareness of HR Systems is essential ...

an experienced HR & Payroll systems professional ...

project/programme management of HRIS system integration ...

HR systems experience gained within a professional services organisation ...

will have a proven track record delivering [...] the introduction and roll out of HR IT Systems
be competent across a range of IT systems/HRIS and management information reporting
exposure to HR or Payroll related technology, ideally with some HR MI Reporting experience
will be an experienced HR & Payroll Systems/Software Project Manager with a client facing and
relationship management background ...

Figure 5: Extracts from job advertisements seeking previous HRIS experienceInformation systems

A second body of human capital identified in previous research [1] for these roles
centres on information systems. Essentially HRIS are specialised information systems,
therefore it is logical to suggest that knowledge and experience of information systems
represent a significant contribution to the human capital of a HRIS specialist. However
not one of the job advertisements required any form of information systems
qualification or technical qualification. Again, examples of extracts from the job
descriptions (see Figure 6) focus on previous experiences and are subjective in
character; these continue to prompt questions about the precise nature of the individual
human capital required. One job advertisement does state that the individual appointed
“will be the nominated SQL server 'expert™, but there is no indication as to the relevant
previous experience or qualification that is likely to support this responsibility. It is
possible that this individual would have responsibility, but limited or no technical
underpinning ‘know-how’ [67].

The extracts from the job advertisements offered in Figure 6 constitute all the specific
references made to previous work experience of ‘information systems’. Again the
language used is very general and subjective in construction, for example ‘keen’ and
‘understanding’, combined with the imperatives of ‘you must’ and ‘will have’. One
advertisement indicates that the position is suitable for someone interested in moving
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into HRIS systems role, but does not indicate any particular knowledge set that would
be drawn on.

. you must have a background in MI ...
. for someone who is keen on moving into the field of management information systems ...
. The ideal candidate will have a thorough understanding of IT systems and processes and functions ...

Figure 6: Extracts from job advertisements seeking previous information systems experience

3.2 Project management

A third body of knowledge identified in previous research [1] centres on project
management. Twenty-two sources refer specifically to this body of knowledge — more
than any aspect of specialist human capital (see Figure 7). These extracts have been
further sub-divided: management/leadership skills; client relationships; technical
acumen; specific HRIS applications; and qualifications. These advertisements recognise
the differing elements within a HRIS project and appear to associate these aspects with
different levels of human capital at different hierarchal levels.

There is a noticeable shift within some of the advertisements from the loose and
subjective tone of the language noted in previous sections of this paper to more precise
terminology where the focus is on project management. There are more examples
seeking specific experiences, for instance: ‘gained from client facing projects’; ‘change
management and relationship management skills are absolutely key’; ‘proven track
record in HR systems project delivery’. The roles require individuals to be able to liaise
with different professional functions, external and internal clients. Within some
advertisements HR specialists are positioned as the ‘client’ which may suggest the role
is located outside of the HR function; in others the ‘clients’ are line management and
other areas of the organisation, possibly implying the HRIS role is located within the
HR function: this is not clear from the data sources. Overall organisations may construe
HRIS within a project framework and then associate with HR and information systems
bodies of knowledge; this requires further research.

As in previous discussions in this paper there is a distinct absence of the need for any
form of qualification, with one notable exception where on advertisement specifically
mentions that ‘ideally’ they are seeking an application from an individual with
PRINCE?2 certification.

3.3 Financial

Although previous research [1] identities financial human capital as relevant to the role
of HRIS specialists, this data set does not make any specific reference to appropriate
experiences or qualifications required in these organisations. However it is likely that
they would be useful in some of the roles which are either located within the financial
sector or that require significant liaison with internal financial functions (see Figure 8).
It is worth noting that an important element of managing successful HRIS projects is
financial key performance indicators. Therefore this element is implicit within the
project management elements of HRIS human capital.
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Management/leadership
project management skills ...
project co-ordination skills ...
effective project leadership [...] skills
project lead for HR process review and redesign project ...
project management experience gained on client facing projects?
requires an individual with strong project management experience ...
proven experience as a project manager, ideally from a HR consultancy ...
will be a HR technical visionary, with outstanding project management skills ...
to lead implementation teams
you have to have proven project management experience and exposure to implementing HR / talent
management systems would be advantageous ...

Client relationships
candidates will have a track record of delivery in a customer facing role
an experienced [...] project manager with a client facing and relationship management background
[...] with the ability to set targets and delegate within a project environment.
lead [...] successful client facing transformation ...
change management and relationship management skills are absolutely key

Technical acumen
functional team member of the [...] upgrade project - responsible for analysis, design, implementation
& support of designated products within the project.
seeking an enthusiastic professional with a keen interest in HR systems and project support ...

Specific HRIS applications
[transformation of] HR & payroll software technology
[support] the successful implementation of the e-self service module
experience of project managing in an HR & payroll environment
will have a proven track record delivering HR projects including the introduction and roll out of HR
IT Systems

Qualifications
Ideally PRINCE? certified, you'll be a proven track record in HR systems project delivery ...

Figure 7: Extracts from job advertisements seeking previous project management experience.

Financial sector
our client in the financial services sector is seeking [...] to join their team ...
an excellent opportunity has arisen [...] at a leading financial services organisation
the client, an international financial services organisation, has a requirement for ...
This global finance business is at the forefront of ...
Considerable experience of HRIS, preferably within financial services or similar environment ...
Leading financial services client ...

Internal liaison
liaise with local finance team ...
liaison with finance ...
the role will offer support to the [...] finance teams [...] building strong relationships with both teams
and acting as the link to ...
partner with [...] finance etc, as required

Figure 8: Extracts from job advertisements seeking previous financial experience.
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3.4 Global exposure

The final area noted in previous research [1] focuses on the global nature of specialist
human capital. Ten of the job advertisements specifically note the global nature of the
HRIS role. Five of the ten roles that require global experience commanded a salary of
over £45,000 per annum, and include the more strategic roles [33, 34] at £75,000 per
annum. The language employed in these advertisements suggests global experience is a
significant element of the role and that very particular human capital is required.

. it is likely experience will have been developed within global organisations and candidates will be
used to working in complex matrix organisations ...
. keen to invest and develop in an individual who is looking [for] a position that involves taking
ownership of global projects.
... work on HR [IS] projects [...] across the global operation, for both internal and external clients ...
. Proven experience of managing successful implementation and delivery of global [HRIS] projects ...

Figure 9: Extracts from job advertisements seeking previous global experience

4 Some concluding observations

This paper began by asking a question: what is the balance of skills and knowledge
organisations are seeking for human resource information system (HRIS) specific roles
in the twenty-first century? The paper acknowledges the significant impact HRIS is
having on the human resourcing work in the first decade of the twenty-first century,
suggesting that it is now appropriate to consider the impact on the human capital
appropriate for the role of HRIS specialist given the limited scholarly interest to date.
Using NVivo as the primary tool for analysis, an overview of forty-one job
advertisements placed on a recruitment web board over a fifteen month period is
examined to identify the blend of constituent elements of individual human capital for
the HRIS specialist.

The literature presents a mixed view of the constituent elements of the HRIS human
capital to date, however recent work [1] offers a useful framework for further study.
The framework comprises five constituent elements consisting of human resourcing,
information systems, project management, financial and global reach. Although the
constituent elements of individual human capital with regard to the HRIS role have been
recognised in this previous work, this analysis of advertisements for HRIS roles
suggests that organisations are not placing and equal emphasis on these elements. The
data for this study is drawn from one web board in one county. Further research is
needed to identify whether these five constituent elements are a useful framework for
constructing the specialist human capital elements for HRIS roles in other geographies.

The analysis in this paper suggests that currently organisations are seeking experienced
as opposed to academically qualified individuals. Although some organisations are
seeking degree-level qualifications, there does not appear to be a particular disciplinary
focus to the degree required. Given the lack of attention to specific qualifications, does
this suggest that organisations do not know what qualification is appropriate, or that
there is not appropriate qualification? Thus one implication of this study is that there is
an opportunity for academic institutions, as opposed to institutions which have a
commercial imperative, to address this gap.

Some organisations are looking for applicants looking to move cross-functionally into
the HRIS role and appear willing to invest in their training and development; their focus
is on finding early careerists who are interested and have a passion for this type of work.
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However, the majority of organisations in this study seek experienced candidates who
have undertaken HRIS work in the recent past. This suggests organisations need
talented individuals that can make an immediate impact on the workplace, but leaves
unanswered the question as to how individuals can access these experiences in the first
instance as organisations do not appear to seek applications for a ‘learning’ role, or ‘first
position’ role.

Seventy percent of the advertisements seek experience with specific HRIS applications.
These are complex applications supporting different pillars of HR work. There is a lack
of clarify in most advertisements concerning the specific modules that need supporting.
An applicant may have experience with one module but not with another. This lack of
clarity within the advertisement may lead to delays and time being wasted in the
recruitment and selection process. This is particularly pertinent where there is a need for
individuals to have an immediate impact.

Overall the language used within the advertisements could lead to a variety of
interpretations from both the organisations’ and applicants’ perspective. There is a
combination of imperative in words and phrases such as ‘you must have’, etc, and
vagueness in ‘exposure’, etc. Do applicants actually know what they are applying for? It
is disappointing that there is no opportunity within this study to determine whether this
lack of clarity has had an impact on response rates and time-to-hire metrics.

For future study it would be useful to investigate how the remuneration offered for
HRIS role compares with specialist roles in HR and information systems. If there are
difficulties in recruitment for these specialist niche roles, especially for the roles that
were re-advertised, are the salary rates part of the reason. Comparative work for roles in
other geographies may help to support a deeper understanding of the UK context and
work will continue on this project.

The development of the HRIS role as a specialist form of human capital is clearly
evident in the forty-one job advertisements discussed here. As HRIS applications
become ever more sophisticated it is reasonable to suggest that there is a need for
associated human capital. This paper offers a generic framework for examining
individual and team HRIS specialist elements to determine the ‘right-kind’ of individual
human capital. The question of what is the balance of skills and knowledge — the ‘right
kind” of human capital — organisations are seeking for human resource information
system (HRIS) specific roles in the twenty-first century is clearly not easily answered,
however the analysing framework offered here is a step toward understanding what is it
that organisations are actually seeking.
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