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“The purpose of an organization is to enable ordinary human beings to do extraordinary 

things”- Peter Drucker (2011, p. 361). 

 

Executive Summary 

This report is based on employee perceptions of HR practices in the banking sector of Pakistan and its 

impact on human capital resource accumulation and employee outcomes. The research focusses on young 

professionals working in the industry and is based on in-depth interviews and netnographic analysis of 

social media pages. This continuing study argues that employee perceptions of HR practices and the 

process of implementation of HRM practices is crucial for the ‘strength’ of the HR system and 

consequently the long-term human capital resource accumulation for the sector. The research finds that 

HR policies that are potentially crucial for retaining long term talent (human capital accumulation) such as 

performance, compensation, career development, and employee engagement have low perceptions of 

effectiveness by young professionals. Major findings include the need for (i) a more thorough review of 

performance management systems (forced ranking systems) (ii) an enhanced role of line managers in 

implementing HR policies, (iii) dispelling the belief that switching firms is the only way of career 

progression for young professionals, (iv) clarity of the differences in policies for core and peripheral 

employees and (v) review of work load especially for branch level employees. 

Introduction 

This report draws from my continuing research on employee perceptions of HR practices in the Banking 

Sector of Pakistan. The report is primarily based on data collected for my Ph.D. thesis- Human Capital 

Resources, Human Resource Management and Employee Perceptions. An investigation of young professionals in the 

banking sector of Pakistan that was awarded in July 2018 by the University of Manchester. The findings are 

also based on my study exploring employee voice on social media with Professor Matthew Allen, of the 

University of Essex and Professor Miguel Martinez Lucio of the University of Manchester. 

Acknowledgements 

First, my sincere thanks to the banks and young professionals that participated in the study.  As this thesis 

was written during my affiliation with IBA, I would like to thank IBA and particularly Rd. Ishrat Husain, 

former Dean and Director of IBA in facilitating all aspects of this research. I would also like to thank Ms. 

Yasmin Zafar, Mr. Ahmed Ali Siddiqui and Mr. Asim Asif for their significant help in connecting me to 

participants. In addition, the bulk on this project has been conducted during my time as student as well as 

a lecturer at the Alliance Manchester Business School, The University of Manchester.  

Caveat and Disclaimer 

It should be mentioned that that unlike survey research which aims at statistical generalization and 

consultancy or action research which aims at solving a particular problem , the main purpose of the study 

is to examine employee perceptions and its impact on HR implementation process and human capital 

resource accumulation to inform HR theory through analytical generalization (Halkier, 2011). In other 

words, these findings should only be used as a guide to start conversations within individual organizations 

and should not be used to take direct policy action without conducting further research on your specific 

setting. 
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Key Concepts 

Human Capital Resources (HCR): A key idea behind this research is that human capital resources are 

resources, which are available to individual organizations and contribute to their competitive advantage. 

In simple terms, the organization should be able to utilize the knowledge, skills, abilities and other 

competencies (KSAOs) for the benefit of the organization (Ployhart et al., 2014). To illustrate, even if a 

firm has a highly qualified workforce but they are not engaged with the organization, then this human 

resource is going to waste and is not fully available to contribute to achieving competitive advantage. 

Employee Champion vs Strategic Partner Role: Ulrich (1998) described four roles expected of HR 

departments: administrative expert, change agent, strategic partner and employee champion. The 

employee champion role suggests that the HR speaks up and advocates on behalf of employees and at the 

same time, they have to act as strategic partners helping to achieve long-term sustainability and 

profitability for the organization. Most HR managers will experience an inherent tension between the role 

of employee champion and strategic partner.  

Core and Peripheral Workforce: In any industry, the workforce can be differentiated between core and 

peripheral workforce. The core workforce, as the name suggests, is integral to achieving the strategy of 

the organization and contributes disproportionately more to the bottom line of the organization. 

Peripheral workforce provides ancillary or support services. The categorization of core and peripheral 

workforce can change over time in the life cycle.   

Intention and Implementation Gap in HR Policy: It is also important to remember that the 

perceptions of employees about the effectiveness of HR policies, as they apply to them, might be 

different from the perceptions of senior management and HR managers who develop these policies due 

to the intention-implementation gap (Wright & Nishii, 2013). The intention-implementation gap suggests 

that a policy might appear ‘ideal’ on paper but it may not function as intended due various operational, 

institutional or cultural barriers. For example, structured interviews might not be adopted by hiring 

managers as they might think that their own intuition is a better predictor of candidate’s skills (despite 

evidence to the contrary). 

Strength of the HR system. The strength of the HR systems theory argues that it is not just the ‘content’ 

of the HR system that makes it successful but the ‘process’ of how the system is delivered which sends 

signals to employees regarding what is expected of them and what is rewarded. This signalling process 

influences employee perceptions, which in turns determines if the HR system is successful, or not. Thus 

an HR system has to be distinctive (relevance for organizational and individual goals) consistent 

(uniformity of messages to employees), and consensus based (agreed upon policies and fairness) to be 

perceived positively by employees. Put differently, even well-meaning and best practices of HR will have 

sub-optimal results if they are not perceived relevant, consistent and fair by employees (Ostroff & Bowen, 

2014). 

Core Objective 

To investigate why employee perceptions of HR policies vary and how this is linked to human 

capital resource allocation and employee outcomes. 
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Methodology 

The bulk of this analysis is based on 69 in-depth interviews with HR and senior managers, young 

professionals and industry experts collected in two phases between 2015-2016 and the continuing 

netnographic analysis of employee perceptions about their jobs on public social media discussion boards. 

In addition, 10 other pilot interviews were conducted in the initial stages of the project. The majority of 

the interviews were conducted on five Pakistani banks of various sizes whereas the netnographic analysis 

covers views from the sector as a whole. 

The underlying thesis behind this report and all our work in progress ensures the anonymity of the 

participants and the organizations. Thus, only generalized findings will be presented in this report. Being 

cognizant of the time pressures on senior managers, the findings are presented in a simple and non-

academic manner 

Major Findings 

Employee outcomes of Job Satisfaction and Turnover intentions: Although this is predominantly a 

qualitative research, I was able to glean some descriptive statistics from the data to contextualize the 

perceptions of young professionals. The significant figure in the table below is that 44.4% of those 

interviewed planned leave their current position in less than two years or whenever an opportunity 

presented itself. This naturally will lead to the loss of human capital resources. 

 

 Turnover 

Intentions 

% Job 

Satisfaction 

% 

High  24 44.4 19 35.2 

Moderate 8 14.8 13 24.0 

Low 22 40.7 22 40.7 

Total 54 100.0 54 100.0 

 

Long Human Capital Accumulation policies perceived weaker: Generally, policies related to long- 

term human capital accumulation i.e. policies important for retaining talent were perceived to be weaker 

such as career development, performance management, compensation and employee engagement and 

voice. Recruitment & selection and induction and orientation had much higher perceptions and training 

and development had moderate perceptions of effectiveness. 

Instances of discriminatory practices: Practices that demotivate and discriminate female young 

professionals also lead to negative perceptions about HR policies. Participants talked about sexist 

questions like ‘What will you do when you have babies?’ or suggestions of changing the department if 

they are being bullied or harassed by managers. There was a feeling in these instances that HR is more 

concerned about placating senior managers than address the issues of young professionals. 

Internal promotions vs external switches: There were strong perceptions that switching firms instead 

of waiting for promotions is the only option for career growth. This leads to a loss of human capital for 

the individual bank that loses the talent. There was a widespread belief that career progression is faster in 

external switches rather than internal promotions. This was primarily attributed to promotion policies that 
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give more weight to seniority than performance. This is an industry-wide problem and a major reason for 

high turnover intentions. 

Almost universal denouncement of forced ranking systems or how they are implemented: These 

perceptions stemmed from the fact that in some instances the force ranking system (or the bell curve) is 

not entirely meritocratic and according to some professionals was incorrectly applied. For example, young 

professionals reported the cases of ‘negotiations’ about who gets slotted into the higher band. There were 

also instances of senior people within a grade or in the department getting higher rating regardless of 

performance. 

Lack of understanding of barriers to achieving targets: There were perceptions that there is lack of 

appreciation of the barriers to achieving targets by top management. Young professionals noted that 

targets were not always adjusted based on the state of the economy and area potential. This problem was 

specifically highlighted by branch banking personnel. There were also instances of young professionals 

having implicit pressure to market certain products by over-selling their benefits to customers. 

Perpetuation of the ‘seth’ culture: There is some evidence that employees feel that the ‘seth’ culture 

persists in the minds of managers even in a professionally organized sector like banking. This term 

emerged in our interviews and we formally defined it as ‘a peculiar type of business culture where there is 

preservation of status quo and importance of seniority and hierarchy. It is a kind of inefficient patriarchal 

bureaucracy peppered with distinction of ranks and nepotism and is influenced by our British colonial 

roots, feudalism and the legacy of military rule’. In short, it is akin to managers acting on whim and 

intuition with less consideration for formal practices. 

Importance of line managers: Our findings validate other literature in the field, that a supportive line 

manager is a key linchpin in higher perceptions of HR policies. In other words, line managers are 

enforcers and arbiters of all HR policies. For example, fairness and transparency of performance 

appraisals and access and approval of training opportunities is driven by HR managers. In theoretical 

terms, line managers are crucial for the strength of the HR system but there is a great variability in the 

quality of line management. As one young professionally expressed sarcastically, ‘A good mother-in-law and a 

good boss are only in the destiny of a fortunate few’.  

Small acts of kindness appreciated: The workforce in general seems very appreciative of fair and 

timely appraisals and bonuses, For example, certain banks gave bonuses during COVID lockdown or a 

young professional who felt motivated when the CEO took five minutes to talk to her. 

Pride in work: Bankers want to express pride in their work and identity. This is evidenced by the sharing 

of positive news or achievements on social media pages such as a bank getting an award or a branch 

being decorated on festive events like the Independence Day 

Issues with upward communication: Some evidence suggest these mechanisms for employee voice are 

present in substance, rather than form. In practices such as town hall meetings or appraisal meetings, 

young professionals felt reluctant to speak up or share their views for fear of retaliation. 

HR manager passion: Three of the HR managers who genuinely displayed passion for their field were 

not surprisingly mentioned and referenced glowingly in interviews by young professionals. This feeds into 

the idea that visible and sincere HR work is noticed and appreciated by employees. 

Lack of communication about core and peripheral or strategic employees: Branch banking and 

employees in peripheral or support roles expressed a feeling of being secondary or second-class citizens. 
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There is a sense of feeling the facilities and wages are disproportionately higher for staff and the 

headquarters and for higher management. It is natural that core employees are rewarded more but the 

lack of communication regarding different roles and market parity may have led to these perceptions. 

Management trainees and high-potential employees: There were widespread dissatisfaction in the 

participants who had been recruited through the management trainee route. In almost all cases, they felt 

that the recruitment and selection and the support during the first couple of years were brilliant but there 

once this ‘honey moon’ period passes they are forgotten. In addition, there can be a mismatch between 

the number of management trainees hired and the demand of these for different departments of the bank. 

There were perceptions that some senior employees and branch banking staff are resentful of the perks 

and accelerated promotions offered to these MTs. Since these are high potential employees, who are 

groomed to take over management positions and their recruitment is costly, premature turnover or lack 

of acceptance by other staff can have a detrimental effect on human capital resource accumulation. 

Workload: There is broad dissatisfaction especially from branch banking employees who feel that it is 

essentially a 12-hour job and they are grossly underpaid for the back office work that actually begins after 

customer interface hours finished. 

Lack of internal configuration: There was also evidence that in many cases HR policies existed in 

isolation of not just other departments but also other HR policies. Put differently they are not configured 

as part of a larger system. For example, training programmes not relevant or consistent with strategy 

seemed to be offered or performance not fairly represented in compensation decisions. 

Identification with the firm’s mission: Young professionals who strongly identify with the mission of 

the bank or the work they are doing are less likely to report negative perceptions. This was especially true 

for employees who identified with the mission of popularizing Islamic Banking. 

Turnover due to Non-HR company related issues: It was an important finding of this research that 

close to 30 percent of young professionals leave because of personal reasons such as switching the 

industry, studying abroad and immigrating to other countries.  

Practical Recommendations 

These recommendations are based on the recurring themes in this study with the idea that focussing on 

these issues would have a proportionately higher impact on the strategy of the organization. 

 HR departments should conduct a review of their performance management system. More 

specifically, the review of forced ranking systems is needed as well as investment in training line 

managers. In addition, better monitoring of appraisal by the HR department to reduce biases at 

the departmental level. 

 The use of more granular data analysis would yield better insights and decision. For example, 

data from exit interviews would reveal specific areas to be addressed to improve HR systems. As 

I mentioned, employees might be leaving the organization for reasons that are unrelated 

dissatisfaction with different aspects of work. Hence, HR departments need data on the key 

drivers of turnover and job satisfaction. 

 The perception (and reality) that job switches accelerate careers rather than internal promotions 

needs to be dispelled. There is evidence that internally promoted employees lead to better 

outcomes for organizations than ‘buying’ talent from the market (Bidwell, 2011). Human Capital 



8 
 
 

resources are internal sources of competitive advantage and firms need to build their human 

capital reserves by retaining internal talent rather than depending on ‘job hoppers’ 

 Attracting and retaining talent within HR who are passionate about their field and can balance 

the tension between the employee champion role and the strategic partner role. 

 For HR systems strength there needs to be a level of trust in the system. This requires more 

engagement and communication with employees and managers and a balance between the 

employee champion and strategic partner role of HR managers. 

Conclusion 

Theoretically, the findings support the view that the strength of the HR system is not based on the quality 

of the content of the HR policies alone. Rather it is based in the process of their implementation and 

acceptance by employees (Ostroff & Bowen, 2014). The analysis suggest that negative perceptions of HR 

policies, especially that could ensure long term capital accumulation exists and can be partially attributed 

to high turnover intentions and low job satisfaction. This is despite the fact that the banking industry as 

reported by HR managers in our interviews and previous studies (Ahmed and Allen, 2015; Khilji, 2003) 

have one of the strongest HR policies of any industry in Pakistan. Thus, examining these perceptions are 

extremely important, especially for an industry that has tremendous scope for growth, where only 20 

percent of the population have a bank account (Yasir, 2020). As the economy grows and more sectors 

come under the fold of the formal economy there will be a huge demand for banking services in the next 

20 years. Superior human capital resources will ensure growth and sustainability of the sector that not 

only competes with other banks for talent but also other sectors and more attractive destinations abroad, 

Further Information and Future Research 

The report provides a summarized version of the findings, keeping in mind the time constraints of senior 

managers. For any detailed aspects or discussion about the findings, please feel free to contact Dr Imran 

Saqib at Email: syedimransaqib@yahoo.com,   s.saqib@mmu.ac.uk  or linkedin.com/in/dr-imran-saqib-

2ba56238 as well as for further interest in participating in different aspects of this research and for 

consulting advice. 
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