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ABSTRACT 
Human Resource Shared Service Centres (HR SSC’s) are becoming increasingly important for organisations by 
centralising activities to achieve economies of scale, while leaving decision-making to line-management. There are 
already theories describing the HR roles that SSC’s fulfil today, but information about the future is scarce. 
Therefore we studied the HR roles of Shared Service Centres within five years by conducting a Delphi study 
among Dutch SSC managers. Using institutional theory we tried to find if SSC’s will adapt the same HR roles 
within five years, but we could not find significant proof of this. Using theories from Ulrich D. and Storey J. we 
found that SSC’s within five years will fulfil an Administrative Expert role in combination with the Handmaiden 
or Advisor role, dependent on their long-term view.    
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Introduction 
Over the years companies have centralised more and more 
Human Resource activities in Shared service centres (SSC). 
These centres use the advantages of centralising and 
decentralising activities while minimizing their drawbacks, by 
creating economies of scale to reduce costs and improve 
efficiency, while leaving the day-to-day decision making to line 
management. (Quinn, Cooke and Kris, 2000; Farndale, 2009; 
Janssen and Joha, 2006). SSC’s are departments within 
organisations and provide services to other departments 
(Strikwerda, 2004). Which role the SSC fulfils for this 
department is based on expected behaviour from the department 
or business unit. This expectation of behaviour brings us to HR 
roles. HR roles are defined as expectations from business units 
and employees to the responsibilities of SSC managers. The 
responsibilities in this study are the tasks whereby an HR SSC 
provides value for the organisation.  

The theory about HR roles with the most citations is the Human 
Resource Champions theory from Ulrich (1997). He determined 
four roles for personnel management bases on the distinction 
between process/people and strategic/operational for facilitating 
services to employees or business units. This theory from 
Ulrich is based on Storey’s (1992) ‘four roles of personnel 
management’. Storey made a distinction between 
interventionary/non-interventionary and strategic/tactical view 
to fulfil HR roles. These roles will be further explained in the 
theory section and help us to explain which HR roles SSC’s 
fulfil at this point in time. However the goal for this study is to 
find if, and how, these roles will develop within five years. 
Meijerink et al. (2013) and Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) 
already proved there has been a change in HR SSC activities, 
and the related HR role, before and this makes it presumable 
this will happen again. Meijerink et al. (2013) found that SSC’s 
made a shift from just transactional services, like payroll 
administration and information on labour regulations to a 
combination of transactional and transformational activities, 
e.g. change management and strategic HRM (Farndale et al., 
2009; Meijerink et al., 2013). Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) 
confirm this by arguing that transactional activities are more 
outsourced or addressed by employee self-service (Ulrich et al., 
2008).  
According to the institutional theory from Dimaggio and Powell 
(1983), there is also a possibility that there will be a universal 
HR role for SSC’s. They argue that there are three institutional 
mechanisms (coercive, mimetic and normative mechanisms) 
that influence decision-making in organisations. According to 
them these mechanisms are the reason organisations will get 
more alike over time.  

We focus on a SSC manager perspective, because there are the 
experts on how these centres operate, while they work in a SSC 
on a daily basis. For the SSC manger it is interesting to know 
the results of future HR roles, because it gives them knowledge 
about SSC’s in other organisations. This leads to an advantage, 
because (from an classical economic perspective) organisations 
always try to improve efficiency and reduce costs. With this 
study they get to know how other organisations operate with 
their SSC and use this information to improve their own centre. 
They can use this knowledge to better estimate the role changes 
in the next five years. This is important, because they have to 
train their employees to be ready for the upcoming HR role 
change.  

Researchers, on the other hand, want to know how new theories 
work in order to explain future developments. They need to 
know from which theoretical perspective new phenomena need 
to be approached. Previous studies have shown the current 

expected behaviour from SSC’s and with this information 
researchers can explain how these expectations lead to HR 
roles. But in order to explain how these roles will develop in the 
next five years further research has to be done into future 
expected behaviour of SSC’s. To do this we will answer the 
following research question:  
Which HR roles will Shared Service Centres fulfil in the next 
five years from a SSC manager perspective? 

Theory 
Over the years much research have been done into the topic of 
Human Resource roles and Shared Service Centres. In this 
section we will further elaborate the concept of Shared Service 
Centres and point out a few theories that have proven to be 
relevant for the HR sector and useful for this study.  

Shared Service Centres 
The rise of Shared Service Centres started several years ago to 
deal with the uncertainty whether to centralise or decentralise 
HRM tasks (Quinn, Cooke and Kris, 2000; Farndale et al, 
2009). The distinctive feature of Shared Service Centres is that 
it uses the advantages of both centralising and decentralising, 
while minimizing their drawbacks (Farndale, 2009; Janssen and 
Joha, 2006). With a SSC it might look like there is only a 
centralisation of tasks, but according to Ulrich (1995: 14) and 
Redman et al. (2007) this is not the case. They argue that 
centralised organisations are above the business units, because 
their role involves governance and control, but with shared 
service centres the business units are able to choose which 
services they acquire and at what price (Redman et al., 2007). 
Ulrich (1995: 14) complements this view by arguing that with 
an SSC ‘the actual service provision is centralised, but it is not 
centralised in the sense that it is corporately determined because 
the business units maintain in control, or more succinctly the 
user is the chooser’ (Maatman et al, 2010). The local business 
units can choose which services they use from the SSC and 
which they carry out themselves. The benefit of this is that 
centralisation reduces costs, but the business units still remain 
in control of the decisions that are best for the organisation. 
Examples of services that can be shared in a SSC are training 
methods, selection procedures and payroll administration 
(Farndale et al, 2009). 

HR roles and their classification 
In 1992 Story came up with his ‘Four roles of personnel 
managers’ (Story, 1992). He made a distinction between 
interventionary/non-interventionary and strategic/tactical 
managers and this led to the four personnel roles showed in 
figure 1. Advisors are the internal consultants of an organisation 
(Storey, 1992, p.168). Their job is to offer their expertise in HR 
services (e.g. training and selection of employees) to the line 
managers of the firm. However the line managers are still 
responsible for the decision which trainings will be offered and 
to whom. Therefore the advisors can best be seen as consultants 
i.e. allowing other employees to use your knowledge, with the 
main task to advise the line managers in doing their job (Storey, 
1992, p.170).  

Handmaidens are HR managers (in this study SSC’s) that offer 
supportive services, e.g. administration, to the organisation on a 
predominantly customer led basis (Storey, 1992, p.168). They 
are just as Advisors non-interventionary, i.e. they don’t make 
the actual decision, but focus more on short-term goals. This 
places Handmaidens on the bottom right corner of figure 1, 
being tactical and non-interventionary. In practise this means 
they have less complex en more repetitive tasks than Advisors. 
They also differentiate from Advisors in sense that 
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Handmaidens are more focussed on the demands from business 
units in the services they provide (Storey, 1992, p.168).  This 
means they only do the tasks line managers ask them to do. This 
responsiveness to customer requirements often results from a 
period of organisational changes and reorganisations (Storey, 
1992, p.172), which happened when the SSC was introduced.  
Regulators are the managers who make sure employees behave 
as they are supposed to. They can do this by formulating rules 
ranging from personnel procedure to agreements with labour 
unions. They are interventionary, because they make sure the 
employees work as their job description says, but are rarely 
concerned with the overall business strategy (Storey, 1992, 
p.175). I.e. other HR experts, or top-level management, 
working for the same organisation define the business strategy 
and Regulators make sure the employees follow the rules and 
procedures to execute this strategy. This role works as a 
supervisor for employees and needs to be decentralised in order 
to do this on a day-to-day basis (Storey, 1992, p.175). A SSC is 
not physically present to supervise the employees, so this role 
might not fit a SSC.  

The last personnel specialist type named by Storey (1992) is the 
Change Maker category. The ‘integration of the different 
aspects of resourcing, planning, appraising, rewarding and 
developing; and the further integration of all of this into the 
business plan are the characteristic features of this type of 
personnel approach’ (Storey, 1992, p.180). They make an 
interventionary and strategic contribution to the organisation. 
This role is seen as interventionary, because it contributes to 
organisational change for different HR functions like appraising 
and training.  It is also seen as strategic, because they integrate 
HR activities into the business plan and this is a long-term goal. 
We speak of a long-term goal, if the activities have duration of 
more than half a year.  

As found by Farndale et al. (2009) and Meijerink et al. (2013) 
SSC’s typically consists of transactional activities such as 
payroll, personnel administration, benefits management and 
employee records, traditional activities (recruitment, selection, 
training and performance management) and transformational 
activities focused on change management, knowledge 
management and strategic HRM. When comparing the 
definition of Storey’s four personnel roles with the typical SSC 
activities found by Farndale et al. (2009) and Meijerink et al. 
(2013) a SSC nowadays best fits the Advisor role, but also has 
some characteristics of the Change Maker role. As Storey 
(1992, p.168) describes Advisors act as internal consultants for 
the firm and provide their expertise on HR services to the line 
managers of the firm. Traditional activities like recruitment and 
training are good examples of activities where SSC’s can advise 
on. In recent years there have been a shift towards more change 
management and strategic HRM (Meijerink et al. 2013). These 
services better fit the description of the Change Maker role, 
because it focuses on strategy and has a more interventionary 
approach to HR.  

 

Figure 1: Story’s four roles of personnel management (Caldwell, 2003) 

A few years later, in 1997, Ulrich wrote a book named Human 
Resource Champions in which he described four HR roles. 
These roles are the Strategic Partner, Administrative Expert, 
Employee Champion and Change Agent (Ulrich, 1997).   

The Strategic Partner role focuses on aligning the HR practises 
with the business strategy (Ulrich, 1997, p.26). This helps the 
business to better execute its business strategy in three ways. 
‘First the business can adapt to change because the time from 
conception to execution of the strategy is shortened. Second, the 
business can better meet customer demands because its 
customer service strategies have been translated into specific 
policies and practices, Third, the firm can achieve financial 
performance through its more effective execution of strategy’ 
(Ulrich, 1997, p.26). Ulrich (1997, p.26) also states that there is 
almost in any organisation a strategy and thus the need for 
strategic partners. Because SSC’s are more concerned with 
company wide integration and long-term goals than business 
units they could fulfil the Strategic Partner role.  

A Shared Service Centre with an Administrative Expert role 
facilitates administrative services for the organisation. 
Examples of administrative services are registration of 
employees, training application and vacation requests. SSC’s 
with an Administrative Expert role are constantly seeking to 
achieve administrative efficiency. As Ulrich (1997, p.28) 
describes this can be done in two ways. First by optimizing HR 
efficiency, for example standardising registration systems, or 
cutting the time to find new employees by optimizing 
solicitation procedures. Another way to improve overall 
business efficiency is by hiring, training and rewarding 
managers who increase productivity and reduce waste (Ulrich, 
1997, p.28). HR professionals with an Administrative Expert 
role are thus constantly optimising processes in the organisation 
to improve efficiency and cut costs. Standardising processes for 
rewarding, promoting, staffing, and training and thereby 
creating economies of scale could achieve this (Ulrich, 1997, 
p.28). This role suits a SSC well, because one of its distinctive 
features is to create economies of scale. Because of its 
standardised nature and time intensity administrative services 
could very well be used for this. 

The role of an Employee Champion is to link the employees’ 
performance to organisational success. As Ulrich (1997, p.29) 
described ‘Employee contribution is essential to any business, 
not only for its own sake (the social desirability of committed 
employees), but also because it affects a business’s ability to 
change, meet customer expectations, and increase financial 
performance’ (Ulrich, 1997, p.29). Because the employees are 
the people who need to deliver the performance for the 
organisation it is very important to stimulate them to do the 
right job. Employee motivation can be achieved by giving 
attention to them end letting the employees feel connected to 
the organisation. It is also important to create a work 
environment they feel comfortable in, to improve their 
performance (Ulrich, 1997, p.29). The Employee Champion is 
responsible for creating this environment and motivates the 
employee in doing their job.  
The fourth and last role described by Ulrich is the Change 
Agent role. In this role the HR professional delivers 
organisational transformation and change, by respectively 
watching over the culture of the organisation and identifying 
and implementing the organisational change (Ulrich, 1997, 
p.30). Transformation refers to fundamental cultural changes 
within the organisation. Organisational Change has to do with 
an organisations ability to implement changes that reduce cycle 
time and improve efficiency in all organisational activities 
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(Ulrich, 1997, p.30). Because people are naturally resistant to 
change the Change Agents have to be careful how they 
implement the transformation or change. They need to respect 
the history of the organisation, their norms and values, while 
focussing on the future goals. (Ulrich, 1997, p.31)  

As described before in the section determining the current HR 
role of SSC’s, using Storey’s four roles of personnel 
management, Farndale et al. (2009) and Meijerink et al. (2013) 
found that a SSC typically performs three types of activities: 
transactional activities (such as payroll, personnel 
administration, benefits management and employee records), 
traditional activities (recruitment, selection, training and 
performance management) and transformational activities 
(change management, knowledge management and strategic 
HRM). This is of course a very broad definition and therefore 
many roles could be assigned to these activities. However by 
combining this definition with findings of Meijerink et al. 
(2013) who argue that SSC’s now fulfil a combination of both 
transactional and transformational activities, we conclude that 
the HR SSC fulfils two roles, the Administrative Expert and 
Strategic Partner role. Examples of transactional activities are 
record keeping and administrative tasks and therefore best fit 
the Administrative Expert role as described by Ulrich (1997, 
p.28).  According to Ulrich (1997, p.28) this role delivers the 
administrative infrastructure for an organisation and 
standardises processes to achieve economies of scale. The other 
role is connected to the transformational activities and is the 
Strategic Partner role. This is a more strategic role and focuses 
on aligning the HR practises with the business strategy (Ulrich, 
1997, p.26).  

As Caldwell (2003) described in his article about the changing 
roles of personnel managers, ‘neither model (Ulrich nor Storey) 
can adequately accommodate the emergent tensions between 
competing role demands, ever-increasing managerial 
expectations of performance and new challenges to professional 
expertise, all of which are likely to intensify in the future’ 
(Caldwell, 2003, p.1). This suggests HR managers will have to 
deal with more demands for HR services and improved 
performance in the future. Since there is a continuing increase 
in centralizing HR practices in SSC’s these centres will face the 
same demands for improved performance. It is not stated which 
changes Caldwell (2003) suspects, but with more demands and 
therefore more services it is likely the roles will be more 
complex. This is in line with the expectations from Ulrich and 
Brockbank (2005), who argue that there will be a shift to more 
strategic, transformational, activities and that transactional 
activities will be outsourced. (Ulrich et al. 2008) They did not 
study Shared Service Centres, but since both, managers and 
SSC’s, fulfil HR practises we assume the results from Ulrich et 
al. (2008) are interchangeable.  With this said there is a 
possibility the current HR roles as determined by Storey and 
Ulrich will change to more strategic roles. Further research will 
have to prove if this is true.   
Hypothesis 1: Within five years HR SSC roles will shift to more 
strategic roles.  

Institutional theory 
As described in the introduction, another phenomenon we want 
to study is if the HR roles will get more alike over time. The 
institutional theory by Dimaggio and Powell (1983) argues this 
is the case for organisations, but we want to find out if it also 
applies to HR roles of SSC’s.  

Several researchers like Caldwell (2003), Dimaggio and Powell 
(1983) have argued that organisations will get more alike over 
time. ‘The concept that best captures the process of 

homogenisation is isomorphism. Isomorphism is a constraining 
process that, say Dimaggio and Powell (1983), forces one unit 
in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of 
environmental conditions’ (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003, p.5). 
This concept captures the challenges SSC managers have to 
deal with. To deal with the uncertainty of which HR role SSC’s 
will fulfil within five years they resemble other SSC’s. HR 
SSC’s are especially prone to institutional pressures, because 
they have to deal with the relatively new concept of shared 
services.  

According to Dimaggio and Powell (1983), there are three 
institutional mechanisms that influence decision making in 
organisations. Coercive mechanisms have to do with legislation 
that organisations have to abide. This could be a governmental 
rule from the country where the company is located in, or 
socially accepted rules they have to live by (Dimaggio and 
Powell, 1983). Over time there will be more and more rules and 
as a result of this a SSC can only act within certain boundaries. 
Each SSC has to respect these rules and in the long term they 
will therefore get more alike.  

Mimetic mechanisms describe the response to imitate 
competitors to deal with uncertainty (Dimaggio and Powell, 
1983). When organisations have to deal with uncertainty they 
may benchmark themselves to successful organisations to see 
how they use HR roles and imitate them (Paauwe and Boselie, 
2003). Since Shared Service Centres are a relatively new 
phenomenon there is more likeliness for uncertainty. For 
example, which services to provide in the centre or where to 
locate it. Following the theory from Paauwe and Boselie (2003) 
all the SSC’s will benchmark to the best centre, imitate them 
and therefore adopt the same HR role in the long term.  

The third institutional mechanism is the normative mechanism, 
which argues that organisations get more the same because 
managers get the same information about new trends and 
innovations (Dimaggio and Powell, 1983). This could be from 
scientific magazines like The International Journal of HRM, 
information lectures or from consultants. Dimaggio and Powell, 
(1983) found that, because HR managers from SSC access the 
same information about new trends and innovations on SSC 
expected behaviour they will get more alike over time. This 
theory leads to the following hypothesis for SSC roles within 
five years.  

Hypothesis 2: Within five years HR SSC roles will get more 
alike. 

Methodology 
The challenging part of this study is that we do research into the 
future of SSC roles and so far there is no evidence how this will 
look like. Literature has not proven it and therefore we need to 
look at other research methods. Because of its use of experts’ 
opinions to find consensus about the unknown future, a Delphi 
study is a good research method for this study. Its multi stage 
process and use of expert opinions to find consensus 
distinguishes it from other research methods. A Delphi study 
normally consists of four rounds where respondents are asked to 
answer mail-distributed questionnaires anonymously (Cookson, 
1986, p.5). The type of Delphi study we use here is slightly 
different from normal and is called the Policy Delphi. It is 
different, because this Delphi type not only seeks consensus but 
also stimulates divergent responses, which is useful when 
exploring multiple alternatives like future SSC roles (Boberg 
and Morris-Khoo, 1992). The first step is to ask SSC managers 
to give their opinion about the responsibilities and task they 
expect their SSC to have within the next five years. We ask 
SSC managers because they are the experts in the field of 
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SSC’s. They work in these centres every day and know the ins 
and outs. If they want to share their knowledge on this subject 
with us, this will be very useful for our research. In the follow-
up we ask them to rank the opinions of other experts and score 
the most likely outcomes. The outcomes will show the most 
likely responsibilities and tasks of SSC’s within five years and 
with this information we can determine which HR role fits best 
to this expectation.  

Our Delphi study consists of two rounds. But first we need to 
select the HR experts based on predetermined criteria. Criteria 
for this study are that the experts work in a SSC and know how 
these centres operate. We selected eleven SSC managers to 
participate in this study from different organisations and sectors 
in the Netherlands. Next is the divergent phase, which consist 
of asking SSC manager’s open questions about the 
responsibilities and tasks of their centre. The goal for this phase 
is to generate possible responsibilities and services that can later 
be used as indicators for the HR role of SSC’s. Asking open 
questions that allow participants freedom in their responses will 
do this. In these questions ‘they are encouraged to donate as 
many opinions as possible so as to maximize the chance of 
covering the most important opinions and issues’ (Hasson F., 
Keeney S. & McKenna H., 2000, p.1011).  

During the first round of the Delphi study the following 
questions will be asked:  

Welke verantwoordelijkheden verwacht u dat uw HR SSC over 
vijf jaar zal hebben?  
Welke taken verwacht u dat uw HR SSC over vijf jaar uit zal 
voeren om van waarde te zijn voor {naam organisatie}?  
We chose to ask these questions as it gives us a good view of 
the responsibilities and tasks SSC managers think their centre 
will fulfil within five years. The next step is analysing the 
experts’ opinions and coding them into specific categories using 
existing literature on HR roles from Ulrich (1997) and Storey 
(1992). We also check the responses for duplicates so the 
answers are all unique. The results of the coding are showed in 
table 1 and 2. To ensure inter-coder reliability we asked two of 
our colleagues how they would decode our responses and check 
whether we could find inter-coder reliability between the 
responsibilities/tasks and the corresponding HR role. The 
results of this were 80% reliability between our colleagues and 
this is seen as sufficient.  

Responsibility Role 
 

Verantwoordelijkheid voor HR 
administratieve taken.  
 

Administrative Expert.  

Verantwoordelijkheid voor het 
toegankelijk maken van 
betrouwbare management 
informatie, met voorspellende 
waarde naar de toekomst, basis 
& high-end (talentmanagement) 
via IT technologieën 

Strategic partner 

Verantwoordelijk voor het 
afstemmen van de HR 
dienstverlening op behoefte van 
de gebruiker (line management) 

Employee Champion 

Verantwoordelijk voor het 
leveren van HR expertise aan 
line management                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

Advisors 

Langere openingstijden voor de 
HR afdeling en meer 
gebruiksgemak voor employees 
m.b.t. contact opnemen.  

Employee Champion 

Ontzorgen van leidinggevende 
zonder verantwoordelijkheid 
over te nemen 

Handmaidens 

Verantwoordelijk voor 
functioneel beheer van alle HR 
systemen. 

Handmaidens 

Verantwoordelijk voor het 
beheren van Employee Self 
Service en Management Self 
Service.   

Handmaidens 

Table 1: Coding of question one of the first Delphi round results.  

Task Role 
 

Het monitoren van werknemers 
in HR processen 

Regulators 

Volledige digitalisering van 
administraties 

Administrative Expert 

Het verwerken van alle 
administratie tot en met de 
payroll 

Administrative Expert 

Het beheren van HR Analytics 
en op basis daarvan adviseren 

Advisors 

Helpdesk functie of eerste 
aanspreekpunt voor 
leidinggevenden en 
medewerkers op HR gebied 

Handmaidens 

Het beheren van HR gegevens Administrative Expert 

Het beheer en onderhoud van 
het intranet 

Handmaidens 

Adviseren van leidinggevenden 
op basis van aanwezige 
informatie.  

Advisors 

Table 2: Coding of the second question of Delphi round one.  

When this is done the results from round one will be emailed to 
the SSC managers again. In the second round of the Delphi 
study we asked the respondents to rank the answers found in the 
first round. Every number could hereby only be used once and 
the highest scoring number would be the task or responsibility 
that HR SSC’s will most likely fulfil within five years. With 
this method we can see which task and responsibility will be 
most likely to be fulfilled by the SSC as this has the highest 
score. To answer our hypothesis we also need to find the level 
of consensus between the respondents. To do this we will 
analyse how often each number is answered at each category. 
The next step is to calculate how often this number is answered 
out of the total responses for this category. This results in a 
percentage. When two categories next to each other combined 
score more than 51% of the answers, there is consensus about 
this category. This is a norm used in most Delphi studies 
according to Loughlin K. & Moore L. (1979). With this method 
we can confirm of reject our hypotheses. The numbers that 
respondents could score ranged from 1 to 7 on the first question 
and 1 to 8 in the second question. With the first question the 
numbers 1-3 would mean the respondents do not think it is 
likely that these responsibilities will be fulfilled by the SSC in 
the future, number 4 is intermediate and numbers 5-7 would 
mean the respondents think it is likely that these responsibilities 
will be fulfilled by SSC’s in the future. With the second 
question we did the same, but since this question had eight 
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possible answers 1-3 were defined as not likely, 4-5 as 
intermediate and 6-8 as likely tasks to be fulfilled by the SSC in 
the future.  

First round findings 
In this section we present the findings from the first round of 
the Delphi study. As described before there were two rounds of 
this study. The first round is the divergent round, whereby 
respondents were encouraged to answer the open questions as 
detailed as possible. This has led to several tasks and 
responsibilities HR SSC experts think their SSC will fulfil 
within five years. One of the findings that stood out was that 
seven out of ten respondents expected their SSC to fulfil 
administrative or transactional activities within five years. 
These tasks and responsibilities are characteristics of the 
Administrative Expert role as described in the theory section. 
This finding also complements the statement that SSC’s will get 
more alike over time, but further conclusions about the 
hypothesis will be done in the discussion section. 

According to the responses the SSC’s will also adapt to the 
needs of the users. By the users we mean the line-managers and 
employees of the organisation. ‘Longer opening hours, one stop 
shopping and a wider range of services’ (Personal 
communication, 24 June 2015) The employees and line-
managers make contact with the SSC and they help them with 
their questions. This is primarily customer led, since they need 
to make contact with the SSC.  

Another finding is that the managers also expect their SSC to be 
responsible for managing the E-HRM systems. This includes 
keeping the system up and running, but also checking the data 
for possible flaws. This supports the experts’ predictions for 
more Employee Self Service (ESS) and Management Self 
Service (MSS). A good E-HRM system that allows employees 
and managers to check for vacation days, salary, insight in 
strategic data for their department and organisation etc. supports 
the implementation of ESS and MSS. These systems support 
employees and line-managers in doing their job. They can 
access this information on demand when they want to. These 
services accommodate to the needs of employees and managers, 
and motivate them to do a good job and contribute to 
organisational success. 

Although a detailed reflection of the hypotheses will be given in 
the discussion section the first round of the Delphi study 
already shows a conformation for a shift to more strategic roles 
within five years. ‘Further implementation of ESS and MSS 
brings HR responsibilities more to line-management. The SSC 
can therefore take the role of a strategic business partner’ 
(Personal communication, 24 June 2015). With only four out of 
ten respondents mentioning the increase in strategic 
responsibilities for their SSC, this might not be the strongest 
confirmation, but the second round will provide more 
information and allow us to check the validity.  

The most striking result from the first round of the Delphi study 
is however that there is not just one role, but in most of the 
cases a combination of roles, dependent on the layout of the 
organisation and level op responsibility of the line-
management. Based on the literature review we expected the 
SSC’s just to fulfil one role, but this seems not to be true. From 
the responses we see multiple roles applicable to the 
responsibilities and tasks SSC managers think their SSC will 
have within five years.  
From the findings up to this point we can conclude that most 
(7/10) SSC’s within five years will fulfil an Administrative 
Expert role. Hereby consists the possibility for an additional 
role. This addition can be various roles dependent on the layout 

of the organisation and the level of responsibility for the line-
management. Organisations with a non-interventionary SSC are 
more likely to adopt a Handmaiden role, but interventionary 
and more strategic organisations will tend more to an additional 
Strategic Partner role in order to wider their range of activities.   

Second round findings 
In this section we will present the findings of the second round 
of the Delphi study. In this round we asked the respondents to 
rank the answers found in the first round. Every number could 
hereby only be used once and the highest scoring number would 
be the task or responsibility that HR SSC’s will most likely 
fulfil within five years. The results of this study are presented in 
table 3 and 4 

Table 3: Het results of the question ‘Welke verantwoordelijkheden 
verwacht u dat uw HR SSC over vijf jaar zal hebben?’  

For the first question that asked about responsibilities the 
responsibilities they expected their SSC to fulfil within five 
years, there was just one question where the respondents 
couldn’t find consensus in. Only on the question about longer 
opening hours respondents disagreed too much to find 
consensus. This means that in the other questions there were 
always two numbers next to each other that made more than 
51% of the answers. The responsibilities that the HR experts 
agreed on fulfilling within five years are responsibilities for 
administrative HR activities (question 1) and the responsibilities 
for delivering HR expertise to line-managers (question 4). 
Looking at the coding showed in table 1 this would mean that 
SSC’s fulfil respectively the Administrative Expert and Advisor 
role within five years.  

 
Table 4: The results of the question ‘Welke taken verwacht u dat uw HR 
SSC over vijf jaar uit zal voeren om van waarde te zijn voor {naam 
organisatie}? ‘ 

For the second question that asked HR experts about the tasks 
they expected their SSC to fulfil within five years, the answers 
were more dispersed than the first question. Consensus was 
found on only half of the categories. Full consensus (numbers 
6-8) was only found on SSC’s fulfilling the task of a helpdesk 
function and first point of contact for line-managers and 
employees. Using the coding we did in table 1 this results to a 
Handmaiden role. The category that involved digitalising 
administrations scored consensus on place 5-6 which is not very 
strong, but worth mentioning. This task belongs to the 
Administrative Expert role as can seen in table 1.   

As shown in table 1&2 the highest percentage of consensus 
over two scores in this study is only 66,6%. This means that the 
HR experts asked to participate in this study have not a high 
level of consensus about the responsibilities and tasks SSC’s 
will fulfil within five years. This suggests that organisations 
will not get more alike over time. 
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Discussion 
In this section we will discuss if the hypotheses can be 
confirmed or rejected based on our study results. We also 
discuss what these results mean for further research and what 
this implicates for organisation.  
In the first hypothesis we expected the HR SSC to fulfil more 
strategic roles within five years. But analysing the results from 
Delphi study, we have to reject this hypothesis. In the first 
round of the Delphi study there were only four out of ten 
respondents who said their SSC would fulfil responsibilities and 
tasks related to a more strategic HR role. We already mentioned 
this was not a very strong conformation, but the results of the 
second round also suggest the rejection of this hypothesis. Four 
categories from round one were assigned to a role concerned 
with strategy. This was one time the Strategic Partner from 
Ulrich role and three times the Advisor role from Storey.  Only 
in the category ‘delivering HR expertise to line-management’ 
there was 55,5% consensus among the respondents. In the other 
categories there was no consensus, or even consensus that this 
role would not be fulfilled by the SSC within five years, so 
there is very little conformation of our hypothesis. The not very 
convincing results from round one and two of our Delphi study, 
combined with the fact that there are already some 
transformational/strategic activities performed by the SSC’s 
nowadays (Meijerink et al., 2013) and that it is therefore not 
‘more’ than now, has led us to reject this hypothesis.  

The second hypothesis we tested in this study is if 
organisations, and therefore HR roles, will get more alike 
within five years. As stated in the theory section this would be 
the case according to Dimaggio and Powell (1983). However on 
the basis of our study results we have to reject this hypothesis. 
In the results section we already described that the highest 
percentage of agreement on two scores combined was only 
66,6%, and although we say this is enough for reaching 
consensus, it not very high. Table 3 and 4 also show that the 
results are very dispersed and that it is hard to confirm the 
hypothesis that SSC’s will fulfil the same role over time. The 
only finding that confirms our hypothesis is that the first round 
results showed that 7/10 respondents thought their SSC would 
fulfil and Administrative Expert role within five years. In the 
second round however, the HR experts reached 55,5% 
agreement about this finding, so we say they found consensus 
and that SSC’s will fulfil this role within five years, but it is not 
a strong conformation.  
Although we do not know for sure, we think both the rejections 
of our hypotheses have to do with how we measured the results 
of the second round. Our method limited respondents to use 
each number only once and this obligated them do make a 
distinction. There is a possibility that they thought more 
responsibilities and tasks will be fulfilled by the SSC in the 
future, but they did not have this choice to answer this in the 
survey. If we would have let them score each category on how 
likely they think this will happen in the future on a five or seven 
point scale, we could have analysed responsibilities and tasks 
individually and we think there might be more consensus 
among respondents this way.  

Theoretical implication 
And important part is what these findings mean for other 
researchers and companies. Where do they need to do more 
research in, and which adaptions do companies need to make to 
deal with future HR SSC roles?  

To start from the researchers perspective, this study has shown 
that there is little consensus on which HR roles SSC’s will fulfil 
in the future. Due to our limited time we did not study which 

variables caused the lack of consensus. There could be multiple 
factors that influence this outcome, but as said we did not study 
this. Because we did not find consensus on country level, 
further research have to study the SSC’s on a smaller 
organisational level to find the differences that caused us not to 
find consensus. Our study showed very dispersed answers and 
this means that the SSC’s we studied are very different from 
each other and they cannot reach consensus about the future 
role SSC’s will fulfil.  

For organisations our findings mean they have to invest in 
database and ICT facilities. The Administrative Expert role 
facilitates administrative services for the organisation and tries 
to maximize efficiency (Ulrich, 1997). In order to fulfil this role 
to its potential SSC’s need to have access to online databases 
and ICT facilities to do their job. Also the Advisor role uses 
strategic HR information to deliver their HR expertise to line 
managers (Storey, 1992). To do this they need the facilities to 
access this information as efficiently as possible. Another role 
we found was the Handmaiden role. This role is non-
interventionary and offers customer led services to the 
organisation (Storey, 1992). As can be seen in table 1 and 2 
responsibilities and task of Handmaidens involve helpdesk 
functions and managing HR systems to improve ESS and MSS. 
For both of these services Handmaidens rely on ICT facilities. 
This, combined with the importance for the other roles, ICT and 
databases can be seen as the most important requirement for an 
SSC.  

Conclusion 
The research question we tried to answer in this paper is: Which 
HR roles will shared service centres fulfil in the next five years 
from a SSC manager perspective? The answer to this is that 
there is no universal role that all the SSC’s will fulfil. The 
results from the Delphi study have shown that SSC’s will most 
likely fulfil the Administrative Expert role as described by 
Ulrich (1997) in combination with other roles. We think the 
SSC will in most of the organisations fulfil the A.E. role, 
because the first round of the Delphi study showed that seven 
out of ten experts thought their SSC would fulfil this role within 
five years and the finding that experts reached consensus in 
round two on multiple responsibilities and tasks that 
characterise this role.  

The results however also show that there are other roles that can 
be performed by the SSC alongside the Administrative Expert 
role that was mentioned before. Results from the first round of 
the study showed responsibilities and tasks related to the 
Strategic Partner, Employee Champion, Advisors, Handmaiden 
and Regulator role. This however, does not say anything about 
the likeliness of actually happening of these roles. Therefore we 
studied in the second round of the Delphi study if there can be 
found consensus, which reached by more than 51% agreement 
among respondents (Loughlin K. & Moore L., 1979), about the 
existence of these roles within five years. Results showed that 
respondents found consensus on the Advisor and Handmaiden 
role, next to the Administrative Expert. The Advisor role will 
be fulfilled by SSC’s that are more long-term/strategic focussed 
and the Handmaiden role by SSC’s that are more short-
term/tactical oriented (Storey, 1992).  

Therefore we can conclude that SSC’s in five years will fulfil 
the Administrative Expert role and that is the possibility for an 
additional Handmaiden or Advisor role, dependent on the long-
term view of an SSC.  
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Limitations and suggestions for further 
research 
Naturally this research has several limitations. First there is the 
problem with the small sample size. We conducted the Delphi 
study with only eleven SSC’s and since not every respondent 
filled the questions in the right way there were only nine left in 
round two. As can be seen in the findings section the results are 
quite dispersed and the SSC managers have different opinions. 
For a better validity of this study there should have been more 
respondents. With more respondents the results would better 
represent the opinion of all the SSC’s and be better 
generalizable to other SSC’s.  

Another limitation of our study is the small number of Delphi 
rounds. According to Cookson (1986, p.5) a Delphi study 
normally consists of four rounds with different rounds of 
follow-up questions. Due to time limitation we did only two 
rounds of this study type. One round of questions and one round 
of scoring the answers to find consensus among the SSC 
experts. Because of this we could not ask all of the questions we 
wanted to ask, to achieve the best possible outcome. When the 
responses of the first round came back we wanted to ask some 
respondents for future elaboration of their answers, but this was 
not possible. For this reason some answers are a bit vague and 
not as reliable as we hoped.  

The third limitation of this study is that our study only involved 
Dutch SSC’s. Findings from this study might therefore not be 
generalizable to other countries, because of other legal 
regulations or cultural differences.  

The final en largest limitation of our study is the method we 
used to find consensus among HR experts in this study. We 
already mentioned this in the discussion section, but because we 
asked the respondents to ranking the responsibilities and tasks, 
we could not analyse the likeliness of them becoming reality 
individually. Because of our dispersed responses, we think 
respondents might be limited by having to make a choice, while 
there might be two responsibilities or task equally likely to be 
fulfilled in the future. We think this limited our chances to find 
consensus and we would suggest using a five-point scale for 
each category in further research.  

Future research could study if the size of the organisation has 
influence on the role of the SSC. Large companies like Coca 
Cola have multiple SSC’s not only for Human Resources, but 
for example also for the Finance department (novinite.com, 
2013). There is not yet studied how these centres operate 
together and what this means for the roles of these centres, so 
this could be an interesting topic. Another suggestion for further 
research is if there is a difference in between different sectors of 
the market. Based on the responses of the Delphi study we 
expect a difference between market sectors. It was clear that not 
every SSC was as developed as the others and we think this 
might have to do with different market sectors and their culture 
to change or the usefulness of a SSC for their sector.  
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Appendix 
Second round questions.  
De volgende vragen gaan over de toekomstige rol van uw HR 
SSC. Een rol wordt hierbij gezien als de verwachting die de 
klanten en gebruikers van uw SSC hebben.  
Hieronder zijn zeven mogelijke verantwoordelijkheden van een 
HR SSC beschreven. Wilt u deze verantwoordelijkheden 
rangschikken van 1 t/m 7. Hierbij kunt u het cijfer 7 geven aan 
de verantwoordelijkheid die uw SSC over 5 jaar het meest 
waarschijnlijk heeft en het cijfer 1 aan de verantwoordelijkheid 
die uw SSC over 5 jaar het minst waarschijnlijk heeft. Elk cijfer 
mag hierbij 1 keer gebruikt worden, om zo tot een 
rangschikking van 1 t/m 7 te komen. 

Verantwoordelijkheid Ranking 
 

Verantwoordelijkheid voor HR 
administratieve taken.  
 
Bijvoorbeeld: correcte salarisverwerking, 
personeelsadministratie, inclusief digitaal 
personeelsdossier, subsidieprocessen, 
wagenparkbeheer, arbeidsongeschiktheid, 
Opleiding en Ontwikkeling.   

 

Verantwoordelijkheid voor het toegankelijk 
maken van betrouwbare management 
informatie. 
 

 

Verantwoordelijkheid voor het afstemmen 
van de HR dienstverlening op behoefte van 
de gebruiker.  
 

 

Verantwoordelijk voor het leveren van 
expertise aan lijnmanagers/leidinggevende.                    
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

 

Langere openingstijden voor het HR SSC en 
vergroten gebruiksgemak voor medewerkers. 
Bijvoorbeeld: ‘One stop shopping’ en ‘Call 
me back’.  
 

 

Ontzorgen van leidinggevenden zonder 
verantwoordelijkheid over te nemen.  
 

 

Verantwoordelijkheid voor functioneel 
beheer van alle HR systemen. 
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Hieronder zijn acht mogelijke taken van een HR SSC 
beschreven. Wilt u deze mogelijke taken rangschikken van 1 
t/m 8. Hierbij kunt u het cijfer 8 geven aan de taak die uw SSC 
over 5 jaar het meest waarschijnlijk heeft en het cijfer 1 aan de 
taak die uw SSC over 5 jaar het minst waarschijnlijk heeft. Elk 
cijfer mag hierbij 1 keer gebruikt worden, om zo tot een 
rangschikking van 1 t/m 8 te komen. 
 

Taak Ranking 
 

Het monitoren van werknemers in HR 
processen. 
 

 

Volledige digitalisering van 
administraties. 
 

 

Het verwerken van alle administratie tot 
en met de payroll. 
 

 

Het beheren van HR Analytics en op basis 
daarvan adviseren. 
 

 

Helpdesk functie of eerste aanspreekpunt 
voor leidinggevenden en medewerkers op 
HR gebied. 
 

 

Het beheren van HR gegevens. 
 

 

Het beheer en onderhoud van het intranet. 
 

 

Adviseren van leidinggevenden op basis 
van aanwezige informatie.  
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