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HR at the crossroads 
Organizations need HR to do more 
than just more of the same. But can 

we deliver?

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 
In a recent issue of the 
magazine Fast Company there 
was an article entitled: “Why We 
Hate HR.” At a recent Linkage 
conference in San Diego this 
article generated some 
interesting conversations. You 
know HR is in bad shape when 
the majority in attendance 
agreed with the article’s 
premise. 
 
Some time ago in this column, 
we reported that while many of 
the North American business 
schools offering MBAs are 
proudly increasing the number 
of courses on human capital 
management, most students 
don’t take those courses unless 
they are mandatory. It's easy to 
understand the graduate's 
perspective when job 
interviewers ask questions 
about Michael Porter’s theories 
of global competitive advantage 
and never ask questions about  
Dave Ulrich’s theories of human 
capital management. But all of 
the buzz in corporations is about 
human capital. Strategy, after 
all, needs to be executed by real 
people to be successful. If 
Human Resources isn't critical 
for finding the right people, what 
good is it? 
 
As we noted in "The Mutter 
About The Next War For Talent" 
(December 2003) our business  
 

 
 
leaders, those high-potential 
recruits from the finest of MBA 
schools, are coming into 
companies with a preconceived 
notion that HR is at best an evil 
necessity to keep you out of jail 
and at worst useless. The 
problem is exacerbated by the 
widely held notion that HR 
practitioners working in 
companies and organizations 
never spend more than the 
obligatory time in the field with 
their clients. Put the two 
together and you have a 
Molotov cocktail that explodes in 
the face of HR. 
 
Often HR professionals don’t 
ask enough questions about the 
business because they don’t 
know the business from the 
inside out; in turn, that 
reinforces the preconceived 
notion that HR is not a partner. 
To overcome this I have seen 
HR and OD people spend 
considerable time in the field job  
shadowing or actually rolling up 
sleeves and getting engaged 
with the workforce. The most 
important thing they do while 
working with their clients is ask 
questions. 
 
Unfortunately, the article “Why 
We Hate HR” points out that the 
knowledge of real business 
issues, like finance and 
customers, isn’t high enough on 
the list of most HR employees. 
And what many HR continuing 
education programs focus on 
are the things that keep the  

 
 
executive out of court or jail. 
Important as that might be, it’s 
neither strategic nor business 
oriented. So why should HR be 
given a seat the executive round 
table? 
 
Deepening this crisis is a gap in 
semantics. HR and OD people 
have developed their own coded 
language featuring terms like: 
the “empowered employee”, the 
“enabled employee”, “action 
learning”, “organizational 
design”, “maximizing human 
potential”, “employer of choice”, 
“transformation”, the list goes on 
and on. There used to be an 
expression, you can’t tell the 
players without a scorecard; 
now, you can’t have a 
PowerPoint enabled 
conversation with an HR 
professional without a lexicon to 
translate the code into human 
speak. 
 
At the Linkage conference, 
Professor Michael Porter spoke 
of “competitive convergence”. 
Simply put, through the act of 
imitation of “best practices”, 
companies become so similar to 
one another that the field of 
competition narrows until it 
merges and competitors 
become more or less identical. I 
suggest that we in HR have 
devalued the contributions we 
make because we believe in 
“benchmarking”. Who cares 
what the competition is doing for 
their people? We are not the 
competition. We will be more 
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successful as business partners 
if we learn the strategic plan and 
build home-grown and unique 
people practices true to our own 
culture and values that no one 
else can replicate. 
 
I understand that benchmarking 
processes for the production of 
goods or for the concept of work 
flow or improving the steps to 
get things done is essential to 
be successful. But how can you 
say your culture or your 
environment is unique if you 
benchmark your people 
practices against other 
companies who are 
benchmarking their people 
practices against yours? That's 
an incestuous cycle leading to 
mediocrity. 
 
Outsourcing people 
development is another form of 
strategy convergence. If you 
allow someone else to do your 
leadership development 
training, you will be developing 
your leaders the same way with 
the same trainers and the same 
courses as others who 
outsource to the same firm. If 
you outsource your recruiting 
and hiring you will have people 
who might read your 
behavioural competencies, but 
will probably not feel them or 
understand them. How many 
times do we hear internal 
managers complain about 
search firms not really 
understanding the fit equation? 
Outsourcing hiring is like giving 
away the entire foundation for 
your strategic competitive 
advantage through your human 
capital. 
 
In short I would recommend that 
HR and OD people do the 
following: 

• Work on the line and know 
their environment from the 
inside out. 

• Learn how to read a profit-and-
loss-sheet to understand the 
ramifications of the financial 
issues. 

• Know your strategic plan from 
the inside out and link 
everything you do to it. If 
there’s no link then don’t do it. 

• Ask more questions. 

• Attend more conferences with 
your business leaders about 
your company’s industry and 
bring them along to HR and 
OD conference 

• Drop comparisons to others 
and work to be the best you 
can be within your 
environment and according to 
the strategic plan to build 
unique internal support 
systems. 

• Stop outsourcing those things 
that mean something to your 
people’s success like 
recruitment, selection, 
leadership development and 
anything that you feel helps 
your people make the 
company successful. 

• Trust your intuition based on 
the strength of knowing both 
the business and the people. 

• Drop the PowerPoint 
presentations and speak to 
the issues. 

There are many HR and OD 
people I have met in the last 20 
years of consulting who have 
been leaders and who have 
taken a seat at the table. They 
have done all of these things 
and more. Perhaps the best 
example of HR leadership was 
one that I heard many years 
ago. An HR manager pushed for 

his company’s executive 
meeting to be postponed 
because he was the only one 
that could not make it. 
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