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Out with the Old, In With the New

February 6, 2006
By Vaughan Limbrick and Baldwin Tom
The phrase “paradigm shift” appears on many people’s lists of buzzwords, a sure indication the term is both well-known and overused. Yet it seems to describe what’s happening in human resources today. Major changes mean that what’s worked in the past isn’t working very well now, and certainly won’t in the future.

As senior executives, the authors believe HR vice presidents themselves are the experts in the issues they are facing. However, we also believe we have some expertise in the perceptions our management colleagues have of the HR field. This may guide you in staying ahead of the curve regarding your own professional career.




 
What’s changed? We’re seeing a reinvention of the very purpose of the human resource function. Previously, it was all about costs. HR executives earned their kudos, promotions and continued employment by being able to reduce costs. The new value is around finding ways to impact the strategic growth of the organization, facilitate revenue generation and increase the ROI of its human resources.

The “old way” is being played out in many organizations today—and it’s often showing up as outsourcing, in which functions are moved not just out of the company’s four walls but outside the country’s borders. Can an in-house HR department in North America compete on a cost basis with a service provider in India? Companies are increasingly willing to find new ways to reduce the costs of what they see as a cost center, and “off-shoring” is one possibility.

However . . . suppose we turn the issue on its head. Instead of the traditional HR view of employees as simultaneously an expense, liability and asset, we look at them just as assets? Where does this take you?

Let’s take a virtual visit to this possible future.

HR has shifted into “human capital management,” looking for ways to maximize employees’ positive impact on company success, including:
· Faster hire times mean shorter time-to-market and higher revenues.

· Better matches between job candidates and jobs mean greater productivity and higher revenues.

· More effective socialization of the workforce means higher retention and higher revenues.

· Having more knowledgeable workers means greater flexibility for the workforce and higher revenues. 

What might an HR executive’s day look like under this new model? Perhaps it would start with a meeting with this agenda:

· Recommendations for better IT tools for virtual teaming (key role for an expanded HRIS department),

· Proof of mastery results for knowledge transfer of Team Two rotation, XXX Project (key role for the repositioned training and development department, which now helps ready key personnel for new assignments),

· Update from the employee-relations representative: status report on ground rules for shared innovation across sites and with subcontractors; also, recommendations for ongoing socialization and integration of remote workers. 

This might be followed by a meeting with the CEO, who wants advice from a systems perspective—should the organization implement the pay recommendations made by an outside compensation-specialist firm? What are the pros and cons, and what implications will it have for work in progress?

You may note a few things that are missing:
· No more corporate policing: EEO compliance, employee dismissals and similar tasks are now under the legal umbrella.

· No more pay-meister: Direct and indirect pay functions are outsourced to external firms with more current comparative data and the efficiencies that come with specialization.

· No more individual job descriptions. The management role now focuses not so much on the efficiency of work, but on its effectiveness and making sure that the right tasks are being performed. 

So, in the HR executive’s role, what’s left that’s worth doing, and how can HR support a turnaround of the organization to a more effective way of working? 

Consider these characteristics:
· HR is the broker of talent, which is the key currency of flexible organizations.

· HR is the link to work, the “owner” of the role of aligning people with projects.

· HR is the custodian of innovation, capacity and social integration.

· HR is the facilitator of technology tools and human resources for customer needs.

· HR is the creator of revenue through effective direction of human capital. 

By joining with this future role today, HR professionals can become more than problem controllers, but the solution provider and the champion for building intellectual capital—hence, wealth—in organizations.

For HR executives to help companies launch comebacks, it is critical to ask your internal customers, “What are we doing to help or hinder progress?” Once you know that, you eliminate every HR constraint you possibly can, and you are on the road to greater effectiveness.

To the extent you can target the 20 percent of your efforts that will yield 80 percent of results, we suggest focusing your attention on effectiveness practices to maximize human capital contributions. Consider shedding services that view personnel as a liability and an expense, and refocus your attention on viewing people as assets that appreciate over time. 


Vaughan Limbrick is an instructor of organization development at Johns Hopkins University and former director of education at the Society for Human Resource Management. Baldwin H. Tom is chair of the national board of the Institute of Management Consultants USA and president and CEO of The Baldwin Group, a Washington-based consulting firm offering change advice to government and private sector clients.

Send questions or comments about this piece to hreletters@lrp.com.
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