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Working in HR, you run into a lot of unfair 
assumptions. As the face of unpleasant work 
situations like terminations or misconduct 
investigations, not to mention the enforcer 
of company compliance and employee 
policies, it’s no wonder HR deals with some 
pretty harsh stereotypes.

On a small scale, dealing with an HR stereotype is a minor 
frustration, but when it gets out of hand, a stereotype about 
HR can make you the target of hostility and disrespect, 
limiting productive collaboration and even leading to 
workplace harassment.

Here’s a breakdown of common HR stereotypes, where these 
misconceptions come from, and how your team can navigate 
the most problematic myths about HR. 

Why Do Stereotypes Exist?

Whether we intend to or not, we all sometimes use stereotypes 
when making judgments about other people or situations. 
The impulse to stereotype doesn’t inherently come from a 
bad place—the human brain uses shortcuts to process 
information more efficiently. Cognitive shortcuts are practical: 
our brain doesn’t stop to deconstruct the motivations of a 
charging bull—you just run.

But not all cognitive shortcuts work. They can be based on 
false information, irrational thinking, or unethical impulses. 
Those bad shortcuts become fuel for bias and discrimination. 
To hold ourselves accountable and avoid perpetuating 
harmful stereotypes, we need to put empathy and curiosity 
ahead of our instincts to take the path of least resistance.

http://https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/how-to-fire-an-employee
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/how-to-conduct-hr-investigation
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/how-to-conduct-hr-investigation
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9850150/
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/employees-do-the-right-thing
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Free Download: 10 Tips for 
Improving Company Culture
Strong company culture is the key to a successful 
business! Download our guide for expert tips on 
creating an amazing workplace culture that boosts 
productivity and attracts top talent.

DOWNLOAD NOW

10 Common HR Stereotypes

THE COMPANY LACKEY

We’ve all heard it before: “HR doesn’t work for you. HR works 
for the company.” At its most cartoonish, this stereotype 
paints an HR professional as a henchman to a villainous 
company leader, enforcing unfair policies and neglecting            
employee needs. 

People who buy into the company lackey stereotype might 
avoid collaborating with HR and distrust any decisions and 
strategies that come from an HR team. 

This stereotype contains a pretty big grain of truth. Just like 
every other employee, an HR professional does work for the 
company. But misconceptions about the function of HR can 
lead to people feeling disappointed or betrayed.

 HR is a very different role from a union representative or labor 
advocate. HR serves the entire company, not just a particular 
leader or employee group.

Doing what’s best for the company might not always align 
with every single employee’s personal wishes, but that 
doesn’t mean HR stands in broad opposition to employee 
needs. In fact, any qualified HR business partner will advise a 
company to comply with labor laws, invest in talent, and value       
employee wellbeing. 

“People think you’re just there for the company and 
you’re going to do whatever the company wants. 
But naturally, I don’t want to do that. I want to do          

what’s best for everyone.”

HR CONSULTANT | EMPLOYEE RELATIONS

WHAT HR CAN DO

• Clarify Your Role: Provide information to employees 
about the responsibilities of HR, emphasizing that 
HR works with other employees to reach shared      
company goals.

• Point to Appropriate Resources: For common 
employee requests that fall outside your scope, share 
a directory of relevant resources, such as an employee 
assistance program, an employee resource group, or                  
union resources.  

• Gather Employee Feedback: Make employees’ 
voices heard by regularly gathering feedback. Be 
transparent in how HR applies the feedback to policies                   
and strategies. 

THE PEOPLE POLICE

This stereotype casts HR as the office killjoys, the harsh 
enforcers of rules who shut down any sign of individuality or 
independent thought in employees. Think of the HR rep who 
scolds people for making inappropriate jokes or meticulously 
scrutinizes timesheets for signs of time theft. The perception is 
that HR is there to control you, often at the expense of morale 
and company culture. 

It’s no mystery where the stereotype comes from. HR is 
responsible for upholding company policies, and that 
doesn’t always earn you friends. When HR has to intervene 
on workplace harassment or address a performance issue, 
one of the parties involved might walk away feeling that they           
“got in trouble.”

Oftentimes, HR plays the bad guy to protect people, whether 
that means enforcing an inconvenient but important safety 
rule or calling out an off-color joke that might hurt another 
employee. But even when the policy supports a positive 
company culture, the moment of confrontation and 
enforcement can still sting for employees, especially when 
they don’t understand the intentions behind the rule. 

https://www.bamboohr.com/resources/assets/whitepapers/what-is-company-culture.pdf
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/human-resource-processes
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/mental-wellness-and-empathy-in-the-workplace
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/employee-resource-groups
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/how-to-stay-ahead-of-performance-feedback
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/onboard-company-culture
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/hr-policies-procedures
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/performance-management-5-solutions-challenges-face
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/what-is-company-culture
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/what-is-company-culture
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/difficult-conversations-with-employees
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WHAT HR CAN DO

• Focus on the “Why”: When communicating policies and 
procedures, emphasize how the guidelines contribute to 
a safe, fair, and productive environment for everyone. 

• Champion Company Culture: Lead initiatives to 
boost morale, like social events and recognitions of 
achievements. Find opportunities for your HR team 
members to be the representatives of fun times, not just 
corporate compliance. 

• Give Yourself a Break: Being the bad guy isn’t easy. 
Give yourself time to step away and recharge, and 
advocate for leadership to play a more active role in 
certain enforcement-related tasks. 

THE GATEKEEPER

When HR works in recruiting, they often bear the burden of all 
of a job seeker’s hopes and frustrations. From the job seeker’s 
perspective, the recruiter is the obstacle standing in the way of 
getting a job they may desperately need.

The recruiter is the face of poor communication, unfair job 
qualifications, and low compensation offers. Given the stress 
of a job hunt, it’s not surprising that people aim their anger at 
recruiters—as one Redditor puts it in r/recruitinghell, “I think 
most HR people are straight up EVIL.” Ouch!

Recruiters are the first to review applications and conduct 
screening interviews. So in that sense, yes, the recruiter is 
a meaningful gatekeeper in the hiring process. But recruiters 
are often fighting battles on two fronts: the avalanche of 
applications they have to sort through and the demands of 
hiring managers. 

Unfortunately, not every boss looking for a new employee 
is good at hiring. They might have conflicting expectations, 
poor interviewing skills, or bad time management. But even if 
someone else in the hiring chain is responsible for a negative 
candidate experience, the recruiter is typically the job seeker’s 
primary contact, and therefore, in the job seeker’s eyes, the 
one to get all the blame. 

“I’ve had people apply to a position and think that I’m 
the one making a decision on who’s getting hired. I’m 
just the messenger who’s putting forward candidate 

profiles to the actual hiring manager. And then they’re 
the ones that are making the decisions.”

TALENT ACQUISITION MANAGER | SUPPLY CHAIN INDUSTRY

WHAT HR CAN DO

• Practice Clear Communication: Strive for timely 
and transparent communication with job candidates, 
even if it’s just an update that there’s no update. Job 
seekers will appreciate being kept in the loop and the 
reassurance you haven’t ghosted them. 

• Educate Hiring Managers: Proactively train all 
hiring managers on best practices for identifying job 
qualifications, interviewing candidates, and making 
job offers. Additionally, set clear policies for ethical 
hiring practices, such as recusing oneself from a hiring 
committee when there’s a conflict of interest. 

• Advocate for the Candidate Experience: Speak up 
on behalf of the candidate experience (and your 
own workload). Provide constructive feedback to 
hiring managers when possible and offer guidance on 
efficient and professional strategies at each step of the         
hiring process. 

THE BUSINESS AMATEUR

Some leaders assume HR isn’t engaged with core business 
objectives. Executives who subscribe to this view might see 
HR as a necessary but ultimately administrative function, 
brought in to handle personnel issues rather than contribute to 
strategic decision-making. It’s the belief that HR deals with the 
“soft stuff” while other leaders take care of the real business.

Much like other departments, HR has an administrative arm, 
managing payroll, benefits, and compliance. These functions 
are essential, but HR handles so much more than admin. HR 
professionals understand that a company doesn’t exist without 
its people—analyzing workforce trends and developing talent 
strategies directly contributes to a business. 

When leaders don’t appreciate the strategic value of HR, the 
organization misses out on crucial insights and tools.

“It bothers me that HR is seen as a personnel 
function and a welfare function, and not as a                           

strategic partner to the business.”

HR DIRECTOR | HOUSING ASSOCIATION

https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/meaningful-employee-recognition
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/meaningful-employee-recognition
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/guide-effective-recruitment-process
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/types-of-compensation
https://www.reddit.com/r/recruitinghell/comments/1fekwon/i_think_most_hr_people_are_straight_up_evil/
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/5-powerful-interview-questions-a2
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/5-powerful-interview-questions-a2
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/interview-best-practices-train-hiring-managers
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/interview-best-practices-train-hiring-managers
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/how-to-create-great-candidate-experiences
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/payroll-mistakes-how-to-avoid
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/creative-benefit-ideas
http://ahttps://www.bamboohr.com/blog/procedures-employees
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/data-year-review-2025-predictions-hr
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/talent-development-strategies
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/talent-development-strategies
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WHAT HR CAN DO

• Speak the Language of Business: Frame HR initiatives 
in terms that resonate with business leaders, focusing 
on ROI, productivity gains, cost savings, and risk 
mitigation. Explain how people strategies connect to 
specific business goals. 

• Leverage Data: Present data-driven insights to 
leadership to inform strategic decisions. Track and 
analyze workforce metrics like turnover rates, time-to-
hire, and employee engagement scores to demonstrate 
HR’s impact on business outcomes. 

• Partner with Business Leaders: Break out of the HR 
bubble and work with business leaders to solve their 
challenges and support their goals. If it doesn’t already 
exist, establish the role of HR business partner to 
incorporate people strategy into every department’s 
leadership team. 

THE MODEL CITIZEN

HR can be stereotyped as being the “perfect employees.” As 
the upholders of company policy, HR pros always say and 
do the right thing, follow every rule to a T, and never slip up. 
They also don’t have much fun. This assumption can create 
the perception that HR is overly serious and judgmental—and 
probably not the people you want to hang out with after work. 

It makes sense for HR to set a good example for following 
company policies. Otherwise, HR would come across as 
hypocrites. But that doesn’t mean HR should be put up on a 
pedestal or that HR is looking down at other employees. 

An HR team member is still a regular person, with their own 
personality, habits, and flaws. Having unrealistic expectations 
of perfection is unfair, and can leave HR pros feeling isolated 
from their colleagues. 

The Most Useful HR Reports, 
According to HR Pros

HR teams that use data and reporting are 10x 
more likely to effectively provide insights to 
leaders. Learn how to put your data to good use 
with a breakdown of the 7 most useful reports, 
recommended by HR experts.

START READING

“We’re not stuffy, boring people. 
I just hate those clichés.” 

HR MANAGER | ECOMMERCE

WHAT HR CAN DO

• Be Authentic: Reject any expectations that you should 
be a robotic enforcer of workplace rules. Within 
the bounds of professionalism, feel free to let your 
personality and communication style come through in 
your interactions with coworkers. 

• Share Your Learning Experiences: Be open about your 
challenges and missteps. When appropriate, share your 
own experiences of professional growth. Let employees 
know that you’ve been in their shoes and you’re there to 
support, not judge. 

• Host HR Social Events: Encourage employees to get to 
know their HR colleagues in a social capacity by inviting 
them to a lunch or activity hosted by HR. 

THE DICTATOR

From an employee perspective, HR can feel like the puppet 
masters—every major decision about policies, hiring, 
promotions, and raises seemingly comes from the HR team. 
This belief frames HR as having an unfair level of influence 
over an employee’s career and their quality of life, creating 
resentment and distrust. 

HR definitely doesn’t have unilateral control over company 
decisions. While HR plays a collaborative role in developing 
policies and shaping the employee journey, the final decision-
making authority on matters such as promotions or raises rests 
with executive leadership and individual department heads.

A functional HR team always advocates for fair processes 
and compliance. An unfair decision may actually be a result 
of someone ignoring HR’s advice, rather than HR having 
an outsized influence. However, that decision-making 
conversation usually happens behind closed doors, so 
employees don’t always know the role HR played.

If HR is responsible for communicating the decision, it can give 
the impression they made the final call. Even more difficult, 
certain managers may try to avoid confrontation by delivering 
bad news with the preface of “HR says” or “HR decided,” 
passing responsibility on to HR. 

https://www.bamboohr.com/roi-calculator/
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/employee-performance-metrics-you-need-to-track
https://www.bamboohr.com/resources/assets/ebooks/definitive-guide-to-hr-data-and-reporting.pdf
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/effective-communication-at-work
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/compensation-conversations-tips
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WHAT HR CAN DO

• Be Transparent: Share with employees how decisions 
are made. Tell employees what to expect during 
performance reviews and annual raise cycles, and 
provide timelines and workflows for processes like 
policy changes or promotion requests.  

• Emphasize Your Advisory Role: When communicating 
decisions, use language that accurately reflects 
HR’s consulting role, highlighting collaboration and 
partnership with other departments. 

• Coach Leadership: Advocate for leaders to be 
transparent and take accountability for their decisions. 
Recommend processes that facilitate open and honest 
communication between leaders and their teams.

 THE DOUBLE AGENT

“Don’t tell HR—they’ll just use it against you.” This is a common 
refrain among employees who don’t trust HR. Some people 
view HR as spies within the employee ranks: they feign 
empathy, lull you into a false sense of security, and once you 
share sensitive information, they’ll use it against you. The fear 
is that any vulnerability or honest feedback shared with HR will 
be weaponized, used to serve management’s interests over the 
employee’s wellbeing. 

HR may have to mediate conflicts or investigate misconduct, 
so it’s valid for employees to be intentional about how and 
when they disclose information. However, the same policies 
should be applied to everyone, and managers definitely 
shouldn’t get a free pass. An effective HR pro will be quick 
to address leadership misconduct, especially considering 
the harm it can cause to employees and the damage it does          
to a company. 

“People feel like they can’t be honest. They think 
they have to talk to me differently. It happens 

daily that people won’t share the full truth                                   
without me having to dig first.” 

HR MANAGER | ECOMMERCE

If the “double agent” stereotype comes up a lot, it could be a 
sign of bad company culture. HR serves the company, and if 
employees feel the company is so hostile to them that HR can’t 
be trusted, that’s a big problem. In a healthy workplace with a 
functional HR department, there should be a collective trust in 
HR’s ability to make fair decisions that protect the welfare of 
the entire company, not just the leaders. 

WHAT HR CAN DO

• Prioritize Confidentiality: Strictly enforce your 
confidentiality policies and make sure every employee 
knows what information is or isn’t confidential when 
talking with HR. 

• Validate Employee Concerns: Practice active listening 
and validate an employee’s feelings, even if you can’t 
give them the solution they want. Clearly communicate 
that their concerns are being factored into the process.

• Practice Impartiality: Fairly apply all workplace policies. 
Conduct internal compliance audits, and review 
investigation and mediation processes to identify any 
vulnerabilities for bias. 

Get the Definitive Guide to 
Company Culture

Want a vibrant workplace that supports 
employees and helps your organization achieve 
its goals? Our guide offers a step-by-step plan 
for leveling up your company culture.

DOWNLOAD NOW

THE TERMINATOR 

Does HR get treated like the grim reaper at your office? Past 
trauma from being laid off and anxiety about unemployment 
can leave some people paranoid and scared that any 
interaction with HR is taking them down the path of getting 
fired. Whether it manifests as fear or anger, the assumption 
that HR exists to kick you out the door can really damage 
employee relationships. 

It’s accurate that HR is responsible for certain steps in the 
termination process. That’s because HR handles every 
moment in the employee lifecycle, from hiring and onboarding 

https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/the-best-questions-to-ask-in-performance-reviews
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/importance-of-transparency-in-leadership
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/importance-of-transparency-in-leadership
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/conflict-resolution-in-workplace
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/bad-company-culture
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/is-hr-confidential
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/hr-compliance-audit
https://www.bamboohr.com/resources/assets/ebooks/definitive-guide-to-company-culture.pdf
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/how-to-handle-layoffs
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/offboarding-why-it-matters
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/the-many-purposes-of-the-onboarding-process
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“I really don’t enjoy dismissing people.                                   
I don’t think most HR people do.” 

DIRECTOR OF HR | REAL ESTATE AND CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT

WHAT HR CAN DO

• Showcase HR’s Work: Keep employees informed on 
what HR is up to—increasing awareness of the full scope 
of HR’s contributions will help dispel any misinformation.

• Reassure Employees: Don’t let employees’ imaginations 
run wild. Preemptively reassure people they aren’t in 
trouble and be mindful that someone may feel anxious 
around HR. 

• Make Performance Management Proactive: Implement 
comprehensive performance review processes that 
facilitate constructive feedback and actionable 
goals. Ensure that a performance improvement 
plan is never the first time an employee hears about          
performance issues.   

THE SOCIAL BUTTERFLY

If someone works in HR, it’s easy to assume that they’re 
an extrovert. HR seems like a job that’d attract outgoing 
people—why else would you want to spend your day managing     
people strategy? 

While HR roles often require interpersonal skills, that doesn’t 
necessarily mean you have to be an extrovert to be successful. 
Plenty of people in HR can listen deeply, practice empathy, 
think strategically, and pay attention to details, but they’d 
still rather spend their weekends relaxing at home than going        
to a party. 

Assumptions about having an “HR personality” can cause 
misunderstandings at work, and can even lead to biases when 
hiring for an HR role.

WHAT HR CAN DO

• Highlight Diverse Communication Styles: Emphasize 
the diversity of strengths and communication styles 
within your HR team. Call out the successes of 
thoughtful listeners just as much as the successes of 
outgoing morale-boosters. 

• Hire for Skills: Don’t look for just one personality type 
when hiring for an HR role. Focus on the skills and 
unique attributes the candidate brings to the table and 
try to build a well-rounded team. 

• Empower Extroverts on Other Teams: Encourage 
outgoing employees from other teams to get involved 
with engagement and culture events. Doing so boosts 
engagement, lets other employees shine, and takes 
some pressure off HR team members who need a    
social break. 

to performance reviews, promotions, and, yes, offboarding. 
Employee terminations are just one part of HR’s job, and HR 
definitely doesn’t enjoy doing it. 

Despite stereotypes to the contrary, working in HR doesn’t 
make you a cruel person, and the vast majority of HR pros 
don’t want someone to suffer the emotional and financial 
impacts of losing a job. From a business perspective,                                 
HR wants to put resources toward cultivating and retaining 
talent—high turnover rates and lengthy hiring processes cost 
time and money! 

Terminations also present compliance challenges: firing an 
employee puts a big burden on HR to make sure everything is 
done in a legal and ethical way. This is all to say, HR is far more 
likely to do everything they can to avoid a termination, not root 
for it to happen. 

THE HR LADY 

Look for online complaints about HR, and you’ll find the same 
character emerging across anecdotes: the “HR lady.” The 
so-called HR lady tends to be rude, nagging, and unqualified. 
Tellingly, there are far fewer mentions of an annoying “HR guy” 
or “HR fellow.” It’s a semantic habit that points to a bigger 
stereotype: HR is a job for women. 

There’s a big gender disparity in the HR field. According to the 
US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 76% of HR professionals are 
women. This wasn’t always the case—in 1948, the founding 
year of the American Society of Personnel Administration (the 
precursor to SHRM), only 6 of the 92 members were women. 
Since then, the portion of women HR workers has skyrocketed. 

When the demographics of an occupation shift from majority 
men to majority women, people start to view the job as 
“women’s work,” often resulting in a lowering of professional 
status and wages.

https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/subjective-performance-reviews
https://www.bamboohr.com/resources/hr-glossary/performance-improvement
https://www.bamboohr.com/resources/hr-glossary/performance-improvement
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/job-candidate-qualities
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/exit-formalities-for-offboarding
https://www.reddit.com/r/jobs/comments/1gzshy6/lol_truth_this_meme_cracks_me_up_but_its_the_damn/
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat39.htm
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/hr-magazine/how-got-75-year-evolution-shrm-hr
https://sk.sagepub.com/ency/edvol/sociology-of-work/chpt/feminization-work
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For women in HR, this prejudiced attitude can devalue their 
immense contributions to the field. For men in HR (nearly 
1 in 4 of all HR pros), the stereotype can leave them feeling 
discouraged and excluded from their chosen career path.

The stereotype of HR as “women’s work” hurts the entire 
business. When an HR department gets associated with 
a feminine-coded stereotype (more soft skills than hard 
skills, service-oriented, secondary to other departments, 
etc.) the crucial role of people strategy is locked out of              
leadership decisions. 

WHAT HR CAN DO

• Set Boundaries and Self-Advocate: No one should 
be treated differently at work because of their gender. 
Set expectations and standards for how coworkers 
treat you. If a behavior has created a hostile work 
environment, speak up—HR has the right to ask for   
help, too! 

• Call for Change: Leverage your role in HR to encourage 
an inclusive company culture. For example, you can 
invest in more anti-discrimination training, create 
employee resource and affinity groups, and host an 
employee-led discussion panel on culture issues in     
the workplace. 

• Recruit Strategically: Find strategies to recruit from 
a more diverse talent pool for HR roles. Make it clear 
that candidates of all backgrounds and identities are 
welcome to apply. How you write job descriptions, the 
job boards you choose to post on, and the recruiting 
events you host can all influence the types of candidates 
you attract.

Gather Powerful Insights, Create 
a Better Employee Experience

Don’t leave your company culture to chance. 
With accurate, reliable employee surveys in 
BambooHR, you’ll gain the insight you need 
to prevent burnout, improve morale, and stop 
costly turnover in its tracks.

 GET A FREE DEMO

https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/womens-history-month
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/womens-history-month
https://www.reddit.com/r/humanresources/comments/h9zui4/is_it_harder_for_men_to_break_into_hr/
https://www.reddit.com/r/humanresources/comments/h9zui4/is_it_harder_for_men_to_break_into_hr/
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/strategic-hr-are-you-doing-it
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/creative-recruitment-ideas
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/creative-recruitment-ideas
https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/how-to-write-job-description
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https://www.bamboohr.com/pl-pages/bad-company-culture

