
Although HR leaders and HR business partners aim to have a 
strategic impact on the business, three critical barriers prevent 
HRBPs from serving as true strategic partners. This research 
offers chief HR officers a set of solutions for identifying and 
overcoming these barriers at their organizations.

How to Identify and 
Overcome Barriers to 
Strategic HRBP Impact
by Liana Passantino

For decades, HR leaders have tried to maximize 
the strategic impact of HR business partners 
(HRBPs), but many of these efforts have 
not been fully successful. Chief HR officers 
(CHROs) often attribute this to the burden of 
operational work that HR must complete and 
to the HR function structure. However, our 
research has found that regardless of operating 
model and organizational structure, three key 
barriers prevent HRBPs from reaching their full 
strategic potential:

• HRBPs’ interests, skills or role expectations are 
unclear or misaligned.

• Tactical or operational work takes precedence 
over strategic initiatives. 

• HR and business unit leaders are misaligned.

Underlying each of these barriers is the inherent 
difficulty in changing deeply ingrained habits 
and processes.
To increase HRBPs’ strategic impact, CHROs must:
• Manage and assess HRBPs’ interest, skills 

and role expectations through candid 
conversations and timely training.

• Ensure the right HR systems and processes are 
in place to support HRBPs in their work.

• Empower and support HRBPs in clarifying their 
partnership with the business, and hold both 
managers and HRBPs accountable for outcomes.

• Leverage best practices in change 
management, understanding that the shift in 
HRBPs’ roles and expectations toward more 
strategic work will take time.
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Five Questions for 
Diagnosing Barriers to 
Strategic HRBP Impact
CHROs can ask the following questions to 
identify which of these barriers are preventing 
their HRBPs from maximizing their strategic 
impact. Working through these questions 
in this order leads to different solutions 
depending on the location and complexity  
of the barriers they face (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Diagnostic Questions to Identify Barriers to Maximizing Strategic HRBP Impact

Source: Gartner
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Question 1: Does the HRBP 
Have an Interest in Strategic  
or Operational Work?
Shifting the HRBP role to more strategic work is 
important, but not all HRBPs may be interested 
in or qualified for a more strategic role. CHROs 
must consider whether their staff are interested 
in strategic work, whether they have the skills 
and capabilities required and whether they 
understand the new expectations. We often 
hear that “HR is full of people pleasers.” The 
truth is, many HRBPs may enjoy the immediate 
gratification of resolving problems for employees 
and would not enjoy the longer-term projects of 
a strategic role that are more removed from daily 
employee interaction. 

If HRBPs are not keen on shifting into a more 
strategic role, HR leaders must have candid 
conversations to understand the type of work 
each individual is interested in. For some 
individuals, internal mobility to a role in shared 
services may actually be more welcome than 
expecting them to become more strategic. If 
no role within HR would be appropriate, work 
to identify if any roles outside of HR might 
be a good fit.

Question 2: Does the HRBP 
Have the Skills and Abilities  
to Be Strategic?
Once you have established that an HRBP is open 
to more strategic work, ensure they have the 
right skills and capabilities — or that you are 
providing training for them to increase their 
proficiency in core competencies. Unfortunately, 
only 39% of HR leaders believe their organization 
provides development that is designed to close 
HR staff skills gaps.1

In today’s hypercompetitive talent market, 
organizations must not only demonstrate their 
willingness to invest in their HRBPs’ ongoing 
development but also equip them with the 
specific skills they need by providing tailored 
and timely training. Although many HRBPs may 
lack the necessary skills, given sufficient interest, 
training and support, they can become valuable 
strategic contributors to the function. 
By this point in the process, HR leaders should 
understand which of their HRBPs are well-suited 
to strategic work based on their interests and 
abilities. Having categorized HRBPs by their level 
of interest and strategic skills, HR leaders can 
then determine what to do next with those who 
fall into each category (see Figure 2):

Figure 2. Mapping Strategic HRBP Interest and Skills
Identifying Talent for Strategic HRBP Roles
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• High skill, high interest — These core HRBPs  
are ready to serve in strategic roles.

• Insufficient skill, high interest — Target these 
HRBPs for career conversations, clarify strategic 
responsibilities, and provide training and 
support to help them build the skills they need.

• High skill, low interest — Have career 
conversations with these HRBPs as well. 
Consider involving them in change 
management processes to leverage their 
skills in the transition to a more strategic HR 
function. Then, either convince them to stay on 
as strategic HRBPs (perhaps by allowing them 
to shape their role through job crafting) or help 
them transition into more suitable roles. 

• Insufficient skill, low interest — Strategic HRBP 
roles are not a good fit for these employees. 
Steer them toward more suitable roles elsewhere 
in the HR function or the organization.

Question 3: Does the 
HRBP Understand the Role 
Expectations?
Even with an interest in more strategic work 
and proficiency in critical skills, HRBPs often 
struggle to act strategically because they do 
not fully understand the expectations that come 
with the role. When managing changes to roles, 
CHROs must ensure clarity and transparency 
in communications. Leaders often refer to 
their strategic HRBPs as “unicorns” because of 
how infrequently they observe truly strategic 
work in practice, but leaders are unable to 
define or communicate their expectations for 
strategic work.
For example, many HRBPs may think sharing 
information about diversity, equity and inclusion 
(DEI) initiatives is strategic, given the importance 
of these initiatives to the organization’s goals 
and priorities. In reality, this task is quite 
transactional. Through training and support,  
an HR leader could guide the HRBP toward more 
strategic actions. In this example, a strategic 
HRBP would instead focus on adapting the 
organization’s DEI goals and programs to their 
business unit or auditing HR processes, such  
as performance management, to mitigate bias. 

Question 4: Does the HRBP 
Have the Necessary Time and 
Support for Strategic Work?
All too often, HR leaders focus on the tasks that 
must be completed and upskilling individual 
HRBPs. However, ensuring HRBPs have a 
supportive ecosystem surrounding them is 
critical in enabling them to act strategically. This 
means HRBPs must have the systems, processes 
and data that allow them to focus their time most 
efficiently on strategic work. 
According to HRBPs, the most common barrier 
to doing more strategic work is the burden of 
transactional work. In fact, 67% of HRBPs report 
that they often help managers with tasks they 
could complete themselves via self-service 
tools.2 The immediate nature of many operational 
requests means HRBPs will prioritize requests 
from the line over longer-term strategic projects. 
This is problematic because over 70% of HR 
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leaders believe completing transactional work 
takes away from the function’s ability to act 
strategically and provide value to the business.3

To provide an enabling ecosystem for strategic 
HRBP work, HR leaders should:
1. Ensure employee self-service systems are 

user-friendly — Identify the highest-volume 
transactions HRBPs are handling, and determine 
whether these processes can be completed via 
self-service systems. If the HR function already 
has an HRIS or HCM, find out why managers are 
not using the self-service tools, and consider 
ways to make the system more user-friendly 
(e.g., by adding functionality such as a chatbot).

2. Leverage shared services to take on more 
transactional work — HRBPs may be unwilling 
to redirect the business line to shared services 
or share work with COEs, often because they 
are unsure of the capabilities of other areas 
of HR or their service levels. HR leaders must 
ensure all staff across the functional areas of HR 
understand HR’s priorities and each functional 
area’s responsibilities. Developing transparent 
service-level agreements (SLAs), RACI matrices 
and clear processes for handing off work can 
help address some of these concerns. 

3. Provide easy access to data — To efficiently 
monitor talent within the business unit, HRBPs 
must be able to easily review key metrics. 
Yet 40% of HRBPs report that they don’t have 
the data or dashboards they need to provide 
strategic support to the business.2 HRBPs often 
find that they need to regularly manually check 
and download data or that they are unsure about 
where to get the most accurate information 
when multiple systems exist. To identify a single 
source of truth for data and create user-centric 
dashboards, HR leaders should facilitate 
coordination between HRBPs, shared services, 
HR technology and talent analytics.

Question 5: Does the  
Business Expect Strategic 
Insight and Support?
To act strategically, HRBPs must have trusted 
relationships with their business leaders. 
However, just 58% of HR leaders believe their 
function is viewed as a strategic partner to the 
business.4 This means that business leaders often 
do not expect strategic insights from HRBPs. 
However, HR leadership must also empower  
and incentivize HRBPs to act more strategically: 
First, ensure HRBPs know how the HR function’s 
priorities and actions are connected to the 
business unit strategy and priorities they support. 
HRBPs should be able to tie their day-to-day work 
to these priorities. 
Second, encourage HRBPs to use their 
business acumen to challenge business 
leaders’ assumptions, ask probing questions, 
present data along with explanations and teach 
business leaders about the talent impact of their 
business decisions. 
Finally, collect performance feedback by asking 
business leaders more targeted questions, such 
as: “How has your HRBP helped your business 
unit achieve its strategic priorities?”
Despite encouraging HRBPs to challenge 
business leaders and push back against 
transactional requests, performance 
management processes often measure HRBP 
performance by soliciting quantitative and 
qualitative feedback from the business about 
its satisfaction with the help the HRBP has 
provided. This means HRBPs will be reluctant to 
tell a leader that they have to use the self-service 
tools or contact shared services for fear of being 
perceived as unhelpful and receiving a lower 
performance rating at year-end. 
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Conclusion
To increase HRBPs’ strategic impact,  
HR leaders must:
• Manage and assess HRBPs’ interest, skills 

and role expectations through candid 
conversations and timely training.

• Ensure the right HR systems and processes  
are in place to support HRBPs in their work.

• Empower and support HRBPs in clarifying 
their partnership with the business, and 
hold both managers and HRBPs accountable 
for outcomes.

• Understand that HRBPs’ shift in roles and 
expectations to more strategic work will take 
time, but leveraging change management best 
practices is critical.

1 2022 Gartner HR Score Diagnostic; n = 4,431 HR leaders
2  2021 Gartner Future of HRBPs Survey; n = 156 HRBPs. Scores were taken 

in aggregate to analyze the HR business partner (HRBP) viewpoint of 
transactional and strategic responsibilities in their role. Cross-tabs and 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) were used to compare frontline HRBPs 
to those at the manager level or above regarding role preferences, 
responsibilities and barriers to performing strategic responsibilities.

3 2021 Gartner HR Priorities Survey; n = 128 HR leaders
4 2019 Gartner HR Structure Survey; n = 104 HR leaders
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