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What’s old in this 
profession gets new again

 

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 
In his book HR Champions, 
David Ulrich famously 
speculated that, "the 21st century 
will belong to human resources 
and to organizational 
capabilities." If that's true, and 
we are indeed now firmly 
entrenched in the 21st century, 
then those people who consider 
themselves leaders in human 
resources, and those people who 
write about HR, face a time of 
heightened importance. 
Unfortunately, before those 
writers and leaders can be taken 
seriously, they need to get out of 
the rut of repeating the same old 
trends, year after year. 

Take the Conference Board of 
Canada's latest list of current 
"hot" HR issues — please. For 
the next two years, according to 
the Conference Board of 
Canada's research, HR leaders 
will need to focus on the 
following:  
� Building   your   leadership 

pipeline;  
� Leadership must be dispersed 

throughout die organization;  
� Employment branding will 

get you the talent you seek;  
� Organizations must capture a 

bigger portion of the 
employee mind share;  

�  Organizational capacity must 
exceed the rate of change in 
the business environment;  

�  Get ready for a 
heterogeneous workforce and 
make diversity a living value;  

� Line management must 
communicate   effectively   
with employees; and  

� Measurement leads to 
credibility; make HR 
measures meaningful. 

What's depressing about this list 
is not the daunting set of 
challenges it represents. No, 
what's depressing is that it 
represents nothing more than a 
shuffle of the same old ideas 
spun differently. For the last 
fifteen years, HR has been 
listening to a persistent blaring 
warning siren. Ever since the 
discovery was made that 
repetitive activities such as 
benefits, rewards, pensions, etc., 
could be out-sourced, HR has 
felt diminished and threatened. It 
was around this time that bright 
and innovative HR leaders and 
thinkers began talking about HR 
becoming a "strategic partner" 
with the business. According to 
such folk, real corporate capital 
in the future would be human 
capital. Since HR was people-
oriented by nature, the 
opportunity existed for it to seize 
the initiative and steer the 
business toward maximizing its 
efforts through people — thus 
producing a competitive 
advantage and elevating the 
appreciation for HR. And, while 
we're at it, why not measure the 

success of those HR efforts by 
formulating a Return on 
Investment concept for human 
capital? 

Nothing in the Conference Board 
of Canada's list is different from 
the host of topics I have seen 
discussed, regurgitated, bandied 
about and PowerPointed to death 
during the last fifteen years. In 
fact, I would propose that top 
performing companies are 
already doing these activities, 
and are hopefully ready for new 
challenges. For the companies 
that still view this list as a set of 
visionary to-dos, I have a 
suggestion: pare the list down 
dramatically. In fact, if you 
concentrate on knocking just one 
pin down, you will have yourself 
a strike. 

The first four items on the list 
are the most concrete. But what 
do they mean? Building a 
leadership pipeline, dispersing 
leadership throughout the 
organization, employment 
branding and capturing mind 
share are all neo-HR phrases 
which sound great, but signify 
the same thing. Mind share is 
about aligning employee 
behaviours with the culture of 
the organization. Employment 
branding is no more than a 
celebration of the culture of the 
organization as it comes to life 
through those aligned 
behaviours. Meanwhile, the 
successful organization 
concentrates on identifying 
leaders who demonstrate those 
behaviours, and making sure 
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they are nurtured, rewarded and 
coached wherever they show up 
— your leaders at all levels. 
Finally, that old pipeline is the 
way we winnow down our 
choices for top executive 
positions to those leaders who 
have long exemplified that 
alignment of behaviours and 
culture which in the real world 
gets described as the "right fit." 

So, in our ongoing efforts to 
build, brand, share and pipe, how 
are we doing? A recent study I 
saw stated that out of every 100 
people promoted in 
organizations today, only seven 
have any real fit when it comes 
down to the overlap of necessary 
skills, knowledge, behavioural 
competencies and values. Not 
very encouraging, and when you 
consider the poor success rate of 
CEO appointments, you can get 
even more worried. In a recent 
Booz Allen Hamilton study of 
CEO tenure they stated the 
average in 1995 was 9.5 years 
and by 2005 the average was 7.6 
years. Another study, by the 
Corporate Leadership Council, 
notes that in 2003, 53 percent of 
new CEO appointments brought 
in from the outside were out 
within the first 18 months. In 
Europe the number of CEOs 
brought in from the outside that 
left in the first year and a half 
was at 70 percent. 

Despite the fact that this should 
be a company's most important 
selection, many CEOs are poor 
fits for their organizations. Either 
they rose up through the ranks 
despite a lack of alignment with 
the culture, or they came from 
outside the culture altogether. 
How can this still be? When you 
read a famed guru like Ram 
Charan in the February 2005 
issue of Harvard Business 
Review ramble on about CEO 

succession and only briefly touch 
on the issue of culture fit, you 
know that it's just not high on the 
list of priorities — despite all the 
evidence that it is actually the 
most important consideration of 
all. 

If you want to get the HR 
business partner thing right, 
worry about one thing and one 
thing only: How am I doing with 
values? Do I know what my 
organizations values are? Can I 
articulate them as concrete 
behaviours for employees at all 
levels? Do my managers hire, 
fire, promote and coach with 
those values first and foremost in 
mind? Do my senior leaders 
demonstrate and live by those 
values always? 

Organizational capabilities can 
be honed and developed. People 
can learn new ways of executing 
the business plan. Change can be 
anticipated through strategy. But 
corporate culture is built around 
a never-changing core of values, 
a kind of organizational DNA 
that dictates what's right and 
wrong, and how people should 
behave and think. It's the HR 
leader's duty to get the values 
right and hammer on those 
principles. 

If HR leaders are sick of hearing 
the same old warning siren year 
after year, then they could 
replace that tune with one of 
their own. Start singing about 
values, culture and alignment at 
every opportunity. Few HR 
leaders are going to make 
contributions to strategy that 
would cause a CEO to sit up and 
ask questions. But many CEOs 
are unaware of the extent to 
which values underpin corporate 
success. Show them the data. 
Make the business case. Build 
the programs. Impact the 

organization's performance. 
Then you'll be a real partner, and 
you won't have time to ponder 
next year's list of emerging HR 
trends.  
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