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Strategic Human Resource Management and Public Sector Performance in Developing Countries: Evidence from County Governments in a Devolved Context in Kenya



Abstract

Application of a strategic approach in managing people in an organization has been touted as acritical component in improving organizational performance. Although the relationship between strategic human resource management (SHRM) and performance is well established in private sector research, empirical evidence from public sector organizations in developing countries remains limited. This dearth is even more evident since Kenya adopted a devolved system of government in 2010. This study examines the influence of SHRM practices on public sector performance using survey data from county governments in western Kenya. Data were collected from senior human resource officers, and supervisory staff in Busia, Bungoma, Kakamega, and Vihiga county governments. Data was analyzed using Multiple linear regression analysis to establish the effects of strategic recruitment and selection, performance management, training and development, and talent retention on performance. Performance was measured using service delivery metrics of organizational effectiveness, accountability and employee motivation. The results show that SHRM practices have a significant positive influence on public sector performance, with performance management and training and development emerging as the strongest predictors. However, the findings also suggest that the effectiveness of SHRM practices is dependent on institutional capacity and leadership commitment. The study extends SHRM–performance research to a devolved public sector context in the Global South and offers practical insights for strengthening county-level performance through strategic HRM.
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1. Introduction
Strategic management has emerged as one of the most utilized approach in building organizational competitiveness both in private and public sector institutions globally. Strategic human resource management (SHRM) has become an important concept in such organizations as they adopt a holistic approach to managing their human resources upon realization that human resources can be a source of competitive advantage if well utilized (Boon,2018;Knies et al, 2024). The relationship between strategic human resource management and organizational performance has been one of the most researched topic in human resource management scholarship. A substantial body of empirical research shows that organizations that align human resource management practices with strategic objectives tend to achieve superior performance outcomes. However, this evidence base is uneven. Most studies focus on private sector organizations in developed economies (Ani, 2022; Koko, 2025; Sungwa, 2025), while public sector contexts especially in developing countries remain unexplored.

The architecture and operations of public sector organizations differs significantly from private firms. They operate under political oversight, pursue multiple objectives, and are constrained by administrative rules that shape managerial discretion (Mwandihi, 2019; Kate, 2023). These characteristics complicate the strategic role of HRM and raise questions about the applicability of dominant SHRM theories in public sector settings.
Kenya’s devolved system of governance provides a compelling context for examining these issues. Since the introduction of county governments in 2010, responsibility for key service delivery functions has shifted to the sub-national level (Mutinda and Mbataru, 2020; Juma and Kilei, 2022). This transition has increased demands on county administrations and heightened the importance of effective human resource management. Despite the adoption of various HR reforms such as performance contracting, training initiatives, and standardized recruitment procedures conducted by the county public service boards, public sector performance across counties remains uneven.
While human resource management reforms in Kenya are well documented at the policy level, there is limited empirical evidence on whether these reforms function strategically to improve performance at the county level. This study addresses that gap by examining the influence of SHRM practices on public sector performance using survey data from four county governments in western Kenya.

The study is guided by the following research question:
1. Do strategic human resource management practices influence public sector performance in Kenya’s county governments?

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development
 2.1   Strategic Human Resource Management
Sohel-Uz-Zaman et al (2022) define strategic human resource management as  appreciation and utilization of people as strategic business resources and means of achieving sustainable competitive advantage. It seeks to align HR policies and practices with organizational strategy to enhance performance (Wright and Ulrich, 2017). According to Mızrak (2023), rather than focusing on isolated HR activities, SHRM emphasizes internally consistent systems of practices that shape employee skills, motivation, and behaviour. Whereas SHRM theory is well developed, scholars such as Kwong et al,(2021) and Alfwaire and Atan(2021) have questioned whether the adoption of HR practices necessarily translates into strategic outcomes, particularly in highly regulated or politicized environments. These concerns are of prime importance in public sector organizations, where HR practices may be adopted for compliance or legitimacy rather than performance improvement.

2.2 SHRM and Public Sector Performance
Public sector performance is multidimensional, encompassing service delivery effectiveness, efficiency, accountability, and employee motivation. The introduction of new performance management model in the public sector has entrenched performance contracting in many jurisdictions (Zainudin and Othman, 2024; Partoip, 2025; Okolie et al., 2021). Human resources are central to these outcomes, particularly in devolved systems where local governments are responsible for frontline service delivery. Strategic HRM practices such as strategic recruitment and selection, training and development, performance management and talent management practices have been identified as determinants of enhanced firm performance. Studies from developing countries suggest that such SHRM practices can improve public sector performance (Mwaura et al,2022; Francois et al,2025). However, the strength of these relationships is often contingent on leadership commitment, institutional capacity, and the extent to which HR decisions are insulated from political interference. Recruitment reforms may improve workforce quality, training may enhance service competence, and performance management may strengthen accountability. However, these effects are not automatic.

Based on this literature, the following hypotheses are proposed:
H1: Strategic recruitment and selection are positively associated with public sector performance.
H2: Training and development are positively associated with public sector performance.
H3: Performance management is positively associated with public sector performance.
H4: Talent retention practices are positively associated with public sector performance.

3. Theoretical Framework
The study draws on the resource-based view (RBV) and strategic fit theory. According to Barney et al(2012) and Gerhart, & Feng,(2021), RBV conceptualizes human capital as a strategic resource that can generate sustained performance advantages when effectively developed and deployed. In public sector organizations, employees’ skills, commitment, and professional judgement are critical resources through which policy objectives are realized.
Strategic fit theory on the other hand emphasizes alignment between HR practices and organizational goals(Wang and Shyu,2008;Kariithi and Ogutu,2016). In devolved governance systems, this alignment is shaped by institutional mandates, leadership practices, and administrative capacity. Together, these perspectives provide a useful lens for understanding how SHRM practices influence public sector performance at the county level.

4. Methodology
The study adopted a cross-sectional survey and explanatory research design to examine relationships between SHRM practices and public sector performance across county governments With the data collected being analyzed using multiple regression analysis. The study was conducted in Busia, Bungoma, Kakamega, and Vihiga counties in western Kenya. These counties share broadly comparable socio-economic characteristics while exhibiting variation in administrative capacity and service delivery outcomes. The target population comprised human resource officers, and supervisory staff involved in HR implementation and service delivery in the county departments of health, finance, public administration, and social services.The respondents were assured of anonymity and confidentiality. Census technique was used to target all human resource officers and supervisors involved in Human resource implementation in the selected departments. A total of 420 questionnaires were distributed by the researcher and his trained research assistants using a drop-and-pick method, out of which 312 were usable responses were returned, representing a response rate of 74.3 %.
All items were measured on a five-point Likert scale. SHRM practices were operationalized across four dimensions, that is strategic recruitment and selection (looked at in terms of merit, transparency, skills alignment, training and development (looked at in terms of relevance, frequency, linkage to service needs), performance management (goal clarity, appraisal processes, feedback) and talent retention (seen in terms of career development, recognition, intention to stay).
Public sector performance on the other hand was measured using perceptual indicators of service delivery effectiveness, accountability, operational efficiency, and employee motivation. The statements were checked for validity and reliability with Cronbach’s alpha values for all constructs exceeding 0.70, indicating acceptable reliability. Diagnostic tests were done and none indicated serious violations of regression assumptions. Variance inflation factor values were below 5, suggesting no multicollinearity concerns.

5. Results and discussion
The data collected was then analyzed using multiple linear regression analysis. Public sector performance was specified as the dependent variable, while the four SHRM practices were entered simultaneously as independent variables. The results are presented on table 1.

Table 1: Effect of SHRM Practices on Public Sector Performance
	Variable
	Unstandardised Coefficient(B)
	Standard Error
	Standardised Coefficient(β)
	t-value
	p-value

	(Constant)
	0.872
	0.214
	-
	4.08
	< 0.001

	Strategic recruitment and selection practices
	0.184
	0.073
	0.19
	2.52
	0.012

	Training and development practices
	0.321
	0.058
	0.33
	5.53
	< 0.001

	Performance management practices
	0.401
	0.062
	0.41
	6.67
	< 0.001

	Talent retention practices
	0.247
	0.067-
	0.26
	3.69
	< 0.001

	Model Statistics
R2                                                =0.62
Adjusted R2                         =0.60
F-Statistic                   =68.42(p < 0.001)
Sample size(N)           = 312


         Source: Research Study 2025

Multiple linear regression analysis sought to examine the association between strategic human resource management practices and public sector performance in the four county governments. The overall model was statistically significant (F = 68.42, p < 0.001) and explained a substantial proportion of variance in public sector performance (R² = 0.62; adjusted R² = 0.60) as shown on Table 1.
As shown in the table, all the four strategic HRM practices under study were positively and significantly associated with public sector performance. Performance management emerged as the strongest predictor (β = 0.41, p < 0.001) of public sector performance. This indicated that counties with clearer performance targets, regular appraisal processes, and structured feedback mechanisms reported higher levels of service delivery effectiveness, accountability, and employee motivation.
Training and development also demonstrated a strong positive association with performance (β = 0.33, p < 0.001). Respondents from counties that invested in relevant and continuous staff development reported better operational outcomes and improved employee engagement. This finding suggests that skills development is a critical imperative in performance improvement in devolved public sector organizations.
Further, talent retention practices were found to be positively related to public sector performance (β = 0.26, p < 0.001). This is a pointer to the importance of career development opportunities, recognition mechanisms, and perceived employment stability in sustaining organizational performance. Whereas retention practices exerted a weaker influence than performance management and training, their effect remained statistically meaningful to overall public sector performance.
In addition, strategic recruitment and selection exhibited a positive but comparatively modest association with performance (β = 0.19, p = 0.012). This result suggests that although merit-based and transparent recruitment processes contribute to performance outcomes, their influence may be impeded by limited hiring flexibility and legacy staffing arrangements within county governments arising from inherited staff from the previous local authorities. All four hypotheses were therefore supported.


The findings provide clear empirical evidence that SHRM practices are associated with improved public sector performance in Kenya’s county governments. The counties reporting stronger performance management systems and more structured training practices also reported higher levels of service delivery effectiveness, accountability, and employee motivation.These findings are consistent with Roba et al(2024), Milhem et al (2024) and Omollo and Juma(2025) although they were done in different territories.
The relatively stronger effects of performance management and training suggest that post-entry HR practices may affect performance more than recruitment alone. This reflects the realities of devolved systems of government, where counties often inherit staff from predecessor organizations and have limited flexibility in initial hiring decisions as also established by Jobando and Odollo(2024).
Respondents consistently noted that leadership commitment and administrative capacity shape how HR practices translate into performance outcomes. These findings are similar to those of Milhem et al (2024) and Okolie et al(2021).  In organizations where senior leadership actively supported performance management and staff development, SHRM practices were more likely to produce substantial performance gains. This reinforces the view that SHRM–performance relationships are contextually contingent and such relationships enhance organizational competitiveness. 

6. Conclusion
From the findings of this study, it can be concluded that strategic human resource management plays a critical role in shaping public sector performance in Kenya’s county governments. While SHRM practices are positively associated with service delivery, accountability, and employee motivation, their effectiveness depends on institutional capacity and leadership support, not merely legal compliance. For devolved governance systems, the findings highlight the need to professionalize the HR function by ensuring that is manned and carries out its operations as per the professional dictates needed for service delivery. Further, strategic HRM should firmly be embedded within county development strategies.

7. Contributions to Theory and Practice

7.1. Theoretical Contribution
The study extends SHRM–performance research to a devolved public sector context in the global South scenario. It demonstrates that SHRM theory remains relevant beyond private sector settings where it has gained popular acceptance. However, it but must be interpreted through an institutional and governance lens especially in the public sector where political, legal and governance issues may define applicability.

7.2. Practical Contribution
For policymakers and practitioners, the findings suggest that in order to improve county-level performance, there is need to move beyond compliance-oriented HR reforms. Strengthening performance management systems, aligning training with service delivery priorities, investing in retention-oriented practices and prioritizing service delivery focus through institutional talent are likely to yield the greatest performance benefits. County Public Service Boards and Directorates of Human Resource Management in counties should lead in championing and implementing these strategic human resource management practices to enhance service delivery.

8. Limitations
This study focused on four counties in western Kenya yet the country has 47 counties in total. Whereas the legal frameworks guiding county operations are the same, regional disparities may affect the applicability of these findings universally. However, this study serves as a starting point in SHRM discourse in devolved units and how it can improve organizational performance in such entities. Further research on the issue can be done in all the counties to give a better picture on the relationships.
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