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Human Resources as a function has always worn many hats. However, because today’s world is more complex and demanding than it was 5 years ago, the expectations of and opportunities for HR are changing. “Becoming Business Partners” is a phrase that perhaps, best captures HR’s emerging role. In this article we will first look at the context for this role; then we will examine the needs and opportunities emerging from this context; finally we will look at what a ”Business Partner” is and the challenges of “Becoming”. 

But first – a few words about our point of view. Over the last 15 years we have worked with companies of different sizes, from a variety of industries and in many countries all over the world. In almost every assignment – mostly in the areas of development (leadership, teams and HR) and change (merger integration) – we have partnered in one way or another with HR professionals. Plus many of our Learning Coaches are former HR professionals themselves. So our observations reflect our experience and the collective impression we are forming from HR professionals as well as their internal partners. During this period we have developed an appreciation of the growing expectations placed upon HR and a respect for the way HR professionals are continually challenging and renewing themselves. We are writing this article to share what we’re seeing, identify some of the implications for business and HR leaders, stimulate your thinking and, hopefully, discover new questions to contemplate.

What is the context for this emerging HR role?  

Three groups of related challenges constitute the arena in which HR operates: business challenges; organization challenges and people challenges. Let’s take a quick look at each of these.

The business challenges are in many ways the same as they were 50 years ago – remaining profitable and increasing shareholder value. However, today’s business environment has expanded and intensified due to six major factors:

· Global competition 

Almost every business today is affected by global competition in one way or the other. Home market ‘security’ is quickly disappearing. Alliances, acquisitions and mergers are increasing as strategies for survival in the global marketplace. So whether a company is global or not, it must think and base its actions from a global mindset. 

· Global economic differences 

With the economies varying significantly from one country or region to another, businesses are re-deploying resources to take advantage of lowered costs. This is particularly true of manufacturing and research.

· Heightened customer expectations 

Today’s customers are better informed and have greater options so they are more demanding around quality, service, speed and value for money. These four pressure points from the customer’s perspective have forced companies to cut costs and time while improving quality and service.

· Advances in technology 

Due to quantum leaps in electronics, telecommunications, robotics and transportation fewer people in different locations can accomplish more in less time with higher quality and reduced costs than ever before. 

· Environmental and social responsibility 

Improving the health of our people and our planet is becoming a critical concern to businesses and governments alike. Global businesses, in particular but not exclusively, are paying more and more attention to their responsibility as model citizens of a global community. Those who assume this responsibility find that it is also good for business; those who don’t, discover sooner or later that both their image and their pocketbooks suffer.

· Focusing on the core business 

Companies are finding that others (often specialty companies) can perform certain functions more economical than they can.  For example, many manufacturing companies are outsourcing IT, Purchasing, Maintenance, Accounting, and traditional HR activities at an increasing rate.  With the coming e-HR and the outsourcing of many HR activities, HR is becoming less transactional and more transformational – supporting employees and the organization itself manage a variety of changes.

These six factors all have consequences and opportunities for both HR and line professionals including re-defining, eliminating and creating jobs; digesting, analyzing and quickly deciding what to do with enormous amounts of information; adapting and succeeding in new cultures – both corporate and national; working across functions; taking more responsibility for our communities and our planet; and ultimately understanding, appreciating, communicating and working together. 

The organization challenges revolve around the word alignment – alignment of mission, vision, strategy, structure, systems and values.  Companies ‘going global’ face increased challenges due to their complexity reaching alignment in six interrelated dimensions. We have identified focus questions for each dimension.  

“What business do we want to be in?” 

As companies grow and acquire or form alliances with other businesses they often find themselves in completely new businesses. Getting clarity around this question of mission provides the foundation for alignment for the other five areas. 

“Where are we going?” 

Is frequently heard around the water cooler if the destination is not clear. Alignment around a common and shared vision is energizing and motivating. Without this alignment a business can drift or even capsize. The crew needs to know where they are headed; and obviously the captain had better know.

“How are we getting there?” 

Alignment around strategy helps everyone agree on the direction, set priorities and allocate limited resources.  Without a map it is easy to get lost or drift in different directions even when everyone expects to ultimately arrive at the same destination.

“Does our structure fit our strategy?” 

A very pragmatic approach needs to be taken that keeps the destination and strategy clearly in mind. When something goes wrong most organizations think a change of structure will solve the problem.  If the three previous questions and two following questions haven’t been investigated first then ‘reorganizing’ could be a waste of time and money. A captain doesn’t select the best means of transportation until s/he has agreement on the destination and has studied the map. And buying a new boat isn’t necessary if the radio is broken or the crew doesn’t work as a team.  

“What systems do we need in order to make our structure work?” 

All kinds of systems should be reviewed – communications (both internally and externally), financial transactions, electronic platforms, IT architecture, key software programs, meeting protocols, decision-making, planning, performance management, talent management, succession planning, career development, leadership development, learning development, knowledge management, project management, change management, etc.  In a global company it’s important to have alignment on those key systems that are vital to a smooth-running structure and strategy.

“What values will enable us to enjoy working productively together?” 

The answer to this question will shape the culture and serve as the platform for the ‘contract’ individuals, functions, regions and business units, need to work effectively. Values can become the glue that holds the people and the business together. However, when identifying values becomes just an ‘exercise’ the power is lost. When values are part of the criteria for measuring and rewarding performance people pay attention. 

Once these questions have been addressed for the overall enterprise then each business unit and function needs to do the same. This will allow the organization to work as an interdependent coherent network with each part pulling in the same direction.  One role HR can play is partnering with each of the business units and functions in facilitating the process of reaching alignment. As a result HR adds value and increases its understanding of all roles and responsibilities.  

The people challenges are the ones most familiar to and frequently still led by HR.  We have identified twelve – attracting, selecting, assessing, appreciating, motivating, challenging, developing, promoting, listening to, supporting, measuring and rewarding.  Two items, not usually on anyone’s ‘front burner’ – appreciating and listening to employees – can unleash untapped human potential and contribute significantly to the financial and organizational health of a company.  Once the sustaining factors (compensation and benefits) are met, then the retaining forces (being heard, being valued and adding value) kick in. Retaining key talent is then the result of doing a good job on these twelve people challenges and requires line and HR cooperation.

These three groups of challenges – business, organization and people – are best tackled with the combined experience, expertise and knowledge of HR professionals and line managers. In the past, many line managers thought that they should address most of the business challenges alone, HR professionals should handle most of the people challenges alone, and together they could manage the organizational challenges. The result was that HR professionals failed to get a full understanding of the business challenges and line managers didn’t fully appreciate all the people challenges. And, in truth, these challenges are all very much interdependent – requiring teamwork from all parties. And HR professionals, like no one else, understand employees’ perspectives, assets, aspirations and concerns. Their knowledge is vital in making sound strategic business decisions. And line managers need to take on greater responsibilities in coaching and building high performing teams with their business teams.

What does it look like when HR professionals act as Business Partners?  

First, both parties must see and believe that there is a ‘business case’ – added value to the management team, the business and the organization – for partnering. If this business case is co-developed by the potential partners there’s a greater likelihood that it will work because the potential partners will be creating their own ‘contract’ (shared expectations). Once the business case and ‘contract’ have been established then it comes down to competence, credibility and chemistry.  These three may be more difficult to achieve than building the business case but are key if the partnership is to work. Each partnership will be different because of the nature of the business but the many of the following elements would probably be included:
· Management expects HR to actively participate as a member of the management team and contracts this role with the other members of the management team;

· HR is equally engaged in all of the strategic business and organizational challenges and decisions identified earlier;

· They coach one another on tough business, organization and people challenges;

· Together they own and link leadership development, succession planning, career planning, performance management, compensation and recognition;

· Both partners are equally concerned and actively involved in becoming employer of choice and retaining talented people;

· Both partners appreciate, listen to and support all employees;

· Both partners reflect on what they’re doing, how they’re doing; what they’re learning; and give feedback to each other;

· Together they work as a high performing team, modeling the kind of behavior they expect others to follow;

· They both live the corporate values and share the responsibility of continually shaping the corporate culture;

· Both are equally concerned about customer satisfaction and employee satisfaction knowing that if both aren’t satisfied there will be no business;

· They no longer separate functions into ‘my world’ and ‘your world’; the business, organization and people become ‘our world’.

As a result both partners add value to the organization in areas where they had marginal roles in the past. Everyone gains including the customer and the employee.



So what does it mean to “Become”? 

As we mentioned previously, a partnership has implications for both partners – line and HR.  Assuming that both parties desire to become business partners then both must take some developmental steps. The amount of development required will depend upon the current state and the desired state. In addition to being an ‘expert’ in the HR basics, HR professionals will probably require some knowledge and expertise in the following areas:

a) The business basics – products, services, different business sectors, key organizational leaders, key customers, key competitors, market trends, stakeholder concerns, key financial indicators, etc.
b) Making and maintaining alliances, acquisitions, joint ventures and mergers
c) The ins and outs of downsizing, re-engineering and growing the business
d) Change management, strategic planning and scenario planning
e) Teamwork and facilitation

f) Consulting, contracting and coaching

g) Giving feedback and having difficult conversations

This list is a sample of some of the key areas identified by many HR professionals as important elements of their own development plan. In addition, line managers need to draw up their own development plan so that HR professionals and business leaders are becoming business partners together. To achieve adequate competence in every key area will take planning, commitment and time and everyone need not be an expert in every area. Where credibility has been absent all partners need to make an effort to overcome this deficit. This is easier said then done, but not impossible. Actions speak louder than words.

Conclusion

So in closing we leave you with a reflection question:  How can HR professionals engage line managers to join them as business partners?  This is a whole new chapter.
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