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The New Challenge

HR Directors are in one of the most changing areas of the organization. Their roles and their responsibilities have shifted more significantly over the last 50 years than many other corporate functions. While they always have been dealing “with people issues”, the nature of their daily duties have gone from a mainly administrative focus to what is now the strategic management of human talent. This is a big change in scope, and the reason for this evolution is simple: the way we do business has changed. 

In these days, to be global is no longer an option. Even if the business is local, the market has become global, and vendors, customers and competitors are not limited to the local geography. 

For the corporations that already were multinational, it also implies a change, because the mere fact of being located in diverse geographical areas does not mean that the organization is ready to operate in a global sense. As R.Moran and J.R.Riesenberger point it out, there is a need of a paradigm shift in the vision. In the old paradigm “although the global strategic vision is developed centrally, it frequently differs in non-domestic subsidiaries. This difference develops as a result of the high degree of independence of subsidiaries and their lack of centralized control and coordination. The new paradigm indicates that “successful multinationals need to develop work processes that result in a unified, understood and accepted global strategic vision” (Moran, Riesenberger, The Global Challenge, McGraw Hill 1994).
Here it is where the HR Directors are facing a new challenge, which is to ensure that the people of the organization are prepared to understand and respond to the new requirements of the business world.

The role of HRD becomes highly strategic, in that they need to understand where the Corporation is in the present, where it has to be to remain competitive, and what are the people skills needed to fill the gap. 

It’s all about attitudes

 The new ‘people skills’ required differ markedly from those that were prized even 20 years ago.

What does the organization expect from its leaders?

· A new type of manager:  the “leader- coach”

The profile of the leader has changed. In the past, the  most valued aspect for selection of a leader was often professional expertise , but  organizations now realize the severe shortcomings and of the “expert leaders” who merely instruct their subordinates what to do. The Leader-Coach is an empathic leader who understands how to get the best out of his/her direct reports is  concerned with their personal and professional development as a way to achieve the business goals, and accepts that their input can be as valid and effective as those with greater experience.

· Global mindset

Steve Rhinesmith mentions the ability to “look for the big picture”, while Moran & Riesenberger talk about “being geocentric”, that is, “to integrate diverse viewpoints through a global systems approach to decision making”

· Team orientation

The global organization needs teams that get together for specific projects and work cross functionally or cross culturally  with high performance. Team members need to learn to deal with differences, make decisions by influence and consensus, and work virtually most of the time

· Long term orientation

According to Warren Bennis, to thrive in the global marketplace, organizations need “a new generation of leaders – leaders not managers”. One of the distinctions is that leaders “possess clear goals, both personal and professional, a strong determination to achieve them and perhaps most importantly, a long-term orientation”.

· Understands and facilitates change

Peter Vaill (Learning as a Way of Being, Jossey Bass, 1996) says that we are in “permanent white waters”, and thus the need to understand the nature of complex change processes, how to go about transitions and how to lead people through them has become a major leadership skill

This also refers to go at the speed of change: to think ahead, to anticipate what could be next, and to learn how to deal with uncertainty.

· Values and creates learning systems

It is well known that the strongest competitive advantage of an organization is the ability of its members to learn permanently, in order to improve their practices day to day. Leaders of the new generation need to be aware of the imperative of reflecting on the actions, in order to extract learning. They also need to promote the creation of systems and processes that enhance the exchange and distribution of knowledge.

· People skills: knows to handle conflict, motivate, communicate

While this is not something exclusive to the global organization, one of the most serious deficiencies in the professional development of our leaders is the knowledge about human behavior. Interestingly, while this is something absolutely everyone of us is exposed to, namely how to get along with others, it’s not taught as generically as we all learn about math and literature. In consequence, leaders with business background, engineering, law, IT or finance are faced with situations that they struggle with, daily. 

· Cultural sensitivity

To belong to a global corporation requires in first place to gain awareness of the own cultural bias, and to recognize and accept differences in values, perceptions, traditions, habits.

How do you train the leader-coach generation?

Those HR professionals who share the responsibility of taking the organization to the next level through development of the new attitudes that are required, should always follow the old advice “Begin with the top “.

No sustainable change is possible if it is not role-modeled by those who are recognized as the leaders. So it’s HRD’s challenge to find a way to begin helping the first line to “walk the talk’.

One of the classical obstacles is the lack of time “to spend in training rooms”. Business is too fast paced to miss a day of those who are key decision makers. This has been a problem for decades now, as they invest their time in more serious matters, which are priority for the organization’s health. And they are absolutely right. 

It signals the need to change the paradigm on how learning takes place. 

In the methodology first defined in the late ‘40s by Reg Revans as “action learning”, organizations are discovering a better way to develop their leaders. – It’s  the “earning while learning” approach, where the executives work on strategic business issues, and as they work on them with peers, are coached to receive tools and concepts “just in time”, that help them in developing the attitudes and the skills they need to best accomplish the task. This experiential learning approach breaks the classroom paradigm, and brings learning back to where it was needed, to begin with: into real life.

Once the top leaders of the organization are in the process of transforming their attitudes and developing the new skills, the process can cascade to the next levels, through what is known as “communities of practice”, groups of employees who work on tasks and exchange their learnings.

Conclusion

The role of HRD has certainly evolved – and this could be seen as the highest point in their corporate level, as they are key designers of the new global organization. When the strategy of the organization has been defined, HRD comes in to make it happen through the people. They have the canvas and the tools to do it.
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