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HUMAN RESOURCES – ARE WE IN THE 
MIDDLE OF A CONFIDENCE CRISIS?
 
Human Resources in Asia Pacific has come a long way from being a purely administrative 
function, commonly referred to as “Personnel”, to a business partnering one with 
closer relationships to an organisation’s leaders. As the world becomes an increasingly 
unpredictable place, CEOs have increasingly relied on their HR leaders to assist with 
growth, restructuring and directional changes, which have become more common and 
complex in recent years. Although in some organisations HR has not moved from simply 
doing the payroll and creating policy, most have moved firmly down the strategic route. 

But how are HR functions really perceived at the moment? What are their strengths 
and weaknesses according to the business, and according to HR professionals? What 
specific skillsets do HR professionals see as being crucial now and in the future in 
order to develop and maintain its significance?  

All these questions, and more, were posed in a recent survey we conducted in 
conjunction with the Roffey Park Institute, a UK-headquartered leadership development 
consultancy, and The Next Step, a specialist HR recruitment company in Australia, for 
our fourth edition of a survey entitled Working in Asia Pacific: Key HR and Leadership 
Priorities for 2019. 

Close to 3,000 people, half of them HR professionals and half from outside the profession, 
filled in the survey questionnaire and the results came out earlier this month. Of the 
total number of respondents 84% were manager level through to board director, and 
94% were based in Hong Kong, Singapore, China or Australia. 

We asked everyone who responded, whether they worked in HR or elsewhere in the 
business, to rate the capability of their HR function with respect to 13 areas of HR, 
ranging from its ‘Use of Analytics’ to its ‘Ability to facilitate learning’. For all capabilities 
here are the results of how HR was rated:

Confidence in HR capability - average % ratings for all capabilities

Not exactly a cause for popping open the champagne bottles.  
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So what is HR doing, or not doing, that is stopping internal clients from jumping up 
and down with joy?

Firstly let’s look at what HR is doing right. Below is a table showing the top capabilities 
as rated by both HR professionals and non-HR professionals. For the latter group many 
thought HR have done a great job at developing an inclusive and diverse workforce, but 
also in developing digital HR tools and facilitating learning. HR professionals’ thoughts 
mirror a couple of these but they also feel they are doing a great job at ‘Talent acquisition’ 
and ‘Approach to performance management’.

And where is HR going wrong? According to both HR professionals and the business, 
the top three are exactly the same - the ‘Use of Artificial Intelligence’ (AI), the ‘Use of 
Analytics’, and finally ‘Succession Planning’. 

Top three areas in which the HR function’s capability is considered to be excellent

Top three areas in which the HR function’s capability is considered to be weak

No one can blame HR for the speed at which it has picked up AI given it is at an early 
stage of its adoption. Although a few companies have adopted machine learning HR 
helpdesk chat bots and the like, many of these companies are extremely large with 
economies of scale, and the initiatives have been global ones. Other companies that are 
sifting through the dizzying array of products available and being peddled to them, are, 
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potentially rightly so, waiting to see which rise to the top, and are probably 2-5 years 
away from implementation. 

But the other two areas of weakness highlighted do need to be addressed. The need 
for data analytics has been around for many years and the ‘could do better’ result in our 
survey is probably deserved. ‘Succession Planning’ is a little more complex as business 
leaders should also take responsibility for this, but as an initiative many would argue it 
is HR’s responsibility to instigate.  

As an aside, the two areas of HR where there was the biggest difference in opinion 
between HR and non-HR professionals on the rating, were the ‘Approach to 
performance management’ and ‘Talent acquisition’. HR thought they did well in these 
areas but the business did not. Better communication might be one solution when 
it comes to organisational change - in reality it can be incredibly difficult to execute 
well, and business leaders may not be recognising this. Acquiring talent, particularly in 
specific areas of the job market, can also be problematic with the business not realising 
this, and the difference in opinion might simply be because HR has not been managing 
expectations.

So, what do HR professionals feel are the skills needed right now and in the future 
in order to develop and add value? In the current business environment, across the 
region, change skills are the name of the game, and specifically broad-based change 
management skills as well as organisational development and design skills. Other areas 
of importance, skill set wise, include employee engagement, talent management and 
leadership development.

Top four most important technical skills for a HR professional to possess in the current business environment
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All in all, although HR has come a long way over the past two decades, it seems that 
more work needs to be done in specific areas of HR - namely in change management, 
technology adoption and data analysis. None of this will happen overnight, but real steps 
need to be taken to fill the gaps. None of these areas are renowned to be cornerstones 
of an HR professional’s tool kit, so either upskilling needs to take place, or another 
solution would be to move staff internally with the right skillset and from outside of HR, 
or to hire externally. 

 

Written by Richard Letcher, Managing Director, Profile Search & Selection

And what are the HR skills required in the future according to HR professionals? From 
the below table it seems like the ‘Culture change ability’ is key but also the ‘Ability to 
influence decision-makers’.

Top three compentencies HR functions most need to change or develop over the next 5-10 years

KEY CONTACTS 
For more information or individually tailored advice, please do not hesitate to contact 
our regional Human Resources team:

Hong Kong Office - Richard Letcher and Amanda Clarke
Singapore Office - James Rushworth
Shanghai Office - Shelya Zhou
Beijing Office - Ming Ming

mailto:rletcher%40profileasia.com?subject=
mailto:aclarke%40profileasia.com?subject=
mailto:jrushworth%40profileasia.com?subject=
mailto:szhou%40profileasia.com?subject=
mailto:mming%40profileasia.com?subject=
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CITY MARKET UPDATES: 
HONG KONG
 

• 2018 was a very active year for hiring in Hong Kong. Candidates were more 
confident about moving jobs than the preceding year and clients were keen to add 
headcount where they could.

• Throughout 2018 Financial Services gained momentum across the market and we 
saw hires in Insurance, Asset Management, Alternative Funds, and Banking. 

• By the second half of 2018, mass market retail, luxury brands and professional 
services had also picked up their talent acquisition activities, with a number of 
these firms seeking to upgrade roles as HR teams restructured and created new 
hubs in the region.

• In particular, specialist areas such as Talent Management saw a huge increase in 
demand for talent as clients created new roles and expanded existing teams.

• By contrast, the hiring market in 2019 has so far been more subdued, particularly 
over the last couple of months. In part this has been due to the volatility in financial 
markets in the first half of the year and the trade war between China and the US. As 
a result, clients have struggled to get headcount approved internally. 

• Nonetheless, niche roles within Talent Management and Rewards, for example, are 
still in demand, and rather more promisingly, we have seen an increased number of 
recruitment positions come into the market in Q2.

• Over the last year and into this year we are also seeing more Chinese domestic 
Financial Services firms expanding offshore into Hong Kong, and with this, the 
need to recruit HR professionals. 

• Salaries in 2019 have increased largely in line with inflation yet bonuses paid in 
early 2019 were a little mixed. Despite a strong financial year, there were a number 
of people who had expected a higher payout.

• Nonetheless, the rest of 2019 looks tentatively upbeat, particularly at the junior 
to mid end of the market with new vacancies opening up and a refreshed desire to 
upskill current teams in a number of areas across HR.

• With a continued shortage of strategic, mid to senior level HR talent, especially 
within Talent Management, it will be the clients who can offer strong learning and 
growth experiences, flexible working, holistic/unique benefits and an inclusive 
company culture who will be able to better attract the top talent in 2019.
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CITY MARKET UPDATES: 
SINGAPORE
 

• Off the back of a very strong 2018, hiring activity and sentiment this year has 
varied, depending on the industry, with the overall picture being a bright one.

• Partly fueled by the government’s initiatives to encourage technological innovations 
and the start-up ecosystem, the IT and Communications sector has performed very 
well in recent months and we have seen demand for HR talent in this space. 

• The Finance and Insurance sectors also grew, and this has been bolstered by the 
ramp up of ‘new economy’ activities such as digital payments.

• Sectors experiencing continued challenges include oil and gas, shipping, construction 
and retail, with significant change programs and retrenchment work on the cards 
within these industries. 

• In demand are strong HR Business Partners as well as specialists in Talent 
Acquisition, Compensation & Benefits and Talent Management. 

• Talent Acquisition professionals with excellent stakeholder management skills 
have been particularly sought after, and companies have found these individuals 
increasingly hard to find. 

• Generally, the market for high potential HR candidates has been particularly 
tight given the length of this bull run in hiring, and often these professionals have 
multiple offers on the table at one time. Winning organisations in this battle are 
ones that focus on the speed and professionalism of their hiring process, selling 
their organisational culture, as well as having a competitive compensation package 
on offer. 

• Flexibility and agile working is on the rise, with many organisations using this to 
differentiate themselves in the talent market. Companies who have not considered 
these policies are losing their competitiveness in the war for talent. 

• Digitisation, transformation and HR analytics are key conversation topics that are 
trending, and clients are looking for HR candidates who have relevant exposure as 
current capability in many organisations is weak in these areas. 

• Health and Wellbeing remains high on the agenda for many organisations, with a 
focus on how organisations can increase engagement and talent retention through 
such channels. This is also filtering through to benefit packages, ensuring that 
companies’ insurance coverage and internal policies cover the relevant support 
required.

• Salary increments and bonuses in early 2019 were modest in many sectors, so the 
focus for the candidate remains quite heavily on base salary uplift during the hiring 
process.
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CITY MARKET UPDATES: 
SHANGHAI 
 

• In recent years, and with the US/China trade war as a catalyst, China’s economy 
has been slowing down. However, relative growth in the real estate, hospitality, 
consumer and professional services sectors, reflects the government’s strategy 
to shift away from investment in infrastructure to investment in services and 
consumption. This shift has been reflected in the job market generally, as well as 
specifically for HR talent. 

• In general, the demand for full function HR generalists in the HR talent market is 
greater than for HR specialists. HR full function professionals with strong business-
partnering skills and capability of driving organisational change and development are 
highly sought after. 

• This demand for strategic HR business partners has been driven by the extensive 
business transformation and re-organisation activities happening in many 
organisations in China. Dealing with ambiguity and navigating complex organisational 
structures are key skills required of candidates. 

• There is also an increasing demand for senior Talent Acquisition professionals, with 
the skill-set focus shifting from just fulfilling volume vacancies and promoting an 
employer brand, to driving team collaboration, implementing digitalisation strategies 
and talent succession expertise. 

• A trend which is gathering momentum is the move to using technology more 
effectively in HR. MNCs predominately are driving this through the use of talent 
digitalisation tools used for talent pool management and market insights analysis, as 
well as the use of AI in talent acquisition and learning. 

• Senior HR leaders with high levels of resilience are highly sought after across 
different sectors; individuals who can thrive under the pressure of an increasingly 
complex and changing environment. 

• Dealing with organisational politics and implementing HR strategies with limited 
budget and resources are two of the main challenges that senior HR leaders have 
been facing. 

• HR professionals received salary increments of around 5-7% (excluding increases as 
a result of promotions), which is slightly lower than in previous years, with variations 
seen between different industries and levels.
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CITY MARKET UPDATES: 
BEIJING
 

• 2018 was a year of two distinct halves for the Beijing HR job market. Although 
there were good levels of activity in the first half, the second half saw investment 
for many organisations dry up somewhat, with a corresponding negative impact 
on hiring activity. Up to that point there had been almost blind over-hiring, in some 
cases, of HR professionals. 

• Although the first half of 2019 has gradually become more active with regards 
to hiring, organisations are being far more cautious with their recruitment, and 
redundancies have affected quite a few companies. Business leaders are now 
focused on cost saving, from travel to hiring and training costs.

• HR professionals are more cautious about moving jobs this year, as they are nervous 
about being ‘last in, first out’. Many will choose to stay put and stabilize their CVs 
this year. This is particularly the case for more high potential candidates, which 
will cause frustration for many organisations, from big multinationals to domestic 
unicorns, who are looking for top talent.

• With a number of multinationals putting the brakes on growth in China, many HR 
professionals have been more interested in opportunities in domestic, listed or 
state owned companies. This is particularly the case for candidates whose hukou 
is not in Beijing, as joining these organisations would mean this residency permit 
problem is solved.

• The market has been more active at the junior to mid-levels of the market with 
senior level roles being fewer and further between, and when they are being hired 
a cautious, considered approach is taken. 

• For senior HR heads who have been working for startup companies or internet 
firms, many are choosing to return to a larger, more stable company that has already 
listed in order to bring some stability to their career.

• Demand for talent acquisition candidates, although very healthy in the first half of 
2018, is now at lower levels, and we have seen more roles in rewards, organisational 
development, as well as talent and performance management in recent months.

• Salary increases in early 2019 have been mainly subdued and have varied from 0 to 
7%. Bonuses have also been on the lower side compared to previous years.  
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