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As a result of the restructuring and repositioning of the HR function, many companies are redefining the roles of human resource leaders so that they may be direct contributors to business performance.  Leadership roles are being redefined to increase emphasis on working with management to lead rapid, effective business change through the management of people.   While many human resource leaders are moving swiftly into these broader roles, others are having a difficult time adjusting to the new role demands and demonstrating the required capabilities.  Complicating matters, many client managers do not necessarily understand or fully accept the need to move away from traditional HR roles or fully appreciate what human resource leaders can contribute as “strategic business partners.”


This article examines the results of a study of self- and multi-rater assessment data provided by 490 human resource leaders and 2,463 other raters, typically line managers who are their primary clients.  The findings suggest a need to build a greater understanding of the strategic role of human resource leaders, among managers and the HR community alike, and a need to accelerate the development of capabilities that will enable human resource leaders to meet the more demanding requirements of leadership roles.

Human Resource Leadership Defined


Consistent with the strategic positioning of the human resource function, many companies have redefined certain roles as leadership roles.  Human resource generalists, including human resource managers assigned to business units, organizational effectiveness consultants, and functional experts/managers, are increasingly expected to demonstrate leadership capabilities as strategic business partners.  This shift in roles is being made possible by fundamental changes in the human resource function.  Many transactional and specialized services are being handled through technology applications, provided by internal shared services, or outsourced to external vendors.  This releases resources and time for other activities.


The human resource leadership role focuses on the alignment of organizational capabilities with business strategy – through design and implementation of human resource processes, effective facilitation of 
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organizational change, performing as a consultant to managers, and leading initiatives that address important people-related business issues.


Working with a consortium of companies, we developed a capabilities profile that articulates the behaviors expected of human resource leaders and, implicitly, spells out the capabilities required for effective performance.
  We define capabilities as observable behaviors that demonstrate knowledge and skills and make a difference in performance.   The capabilities profile defines a detailed set of behaviors that has been determined to be critical for effective performance as human resource leaders.   For purposes of feedback and development, we carefully avoided personal traits or attributes (e.g., integrity, and energy level) that may be used in hiring or selection. The profile is a normative model designed to clarify and clearly communicate leadership role expectations and to serve as a guide for individual performance and development.


Similar models have been developed within companies (e.g., GE, Kodak, Boeing, AT&T, Sun Microsystems, 3M) and through research studies.  An ongoing study of the knowledge and skill base of HR leaders, initiated in 1988 at The University of Michigan, points to five key capability areas: business knowledge, HR functional capability, managing culture, managing change, and personal credibility (Ulrich, Brockbank, Yeung, and Lake, 1995).  The Society for Human Resource Management has sponsored an evolution of HR competency models, historically emphasizing functional knowledge (Forman and Cohen, 1999).  A recent study addresses broader competencies relating to changing roles and expectations of HR (Schoonover, 1998).   Competency requirements have also been addressed by other associations (e.g., ACA and ASTD) and researchers (Yeung, Woolcock, and Sullivan, 1996; Gorsline, 1996).


Our model has two major components.  To build a solid foundation for the human resource leadership profile, we developed a model of core capabilities that are normally expected of all human resource practitioners, regardless of their job or position within the HR organization. The Human Resource Core Capabilities Profile is presented in Exhibit One.  We believe these core capabilities should be required of practitioners in any functional area of the business (e.g., marketing, finance, information technology, and operations).  The only element of the model that would change across functions is the functional knowledge element (e.g., financial instead of human resource functional knowledge).
The Human Resource Leadership Capabilities Profile is presented in Exhibit Two.  There is an intended cumulative relationship between the core and leadership capabilities profiles.  A human resource leader is expected to be proficient in core capabilities as a prerequisite.  To be recognized as a high performer, within the context of the business, the ability to demonstrate leadership capabilities is required.


Unlike many other models, the Human Resource Leadership Capabilities Profile does not merely provide a list or set of clusters of competencies.  Rather, it provides a conceptual framework that “tells a story” of the human resource leadership role.  It guides individuals toward an understanding of key, interrelated elements of the role.  A human resource leader is expected to think and work from the left side of the model toward the right, beginning with shaping business strategy and developing human resource strategy, followed by leading change, aligning human resource processes, and achieving results.  In practice, the elements are not necessarily sequential – they may be performed concurrently and iteratively.

Multi-Rater Assessment Data


We used the Human Resource Leadership Profile questionnaire to obtain assessment data on human resource leaders.  Form B (the self-assessment form) was completed by the individual and Form A was completed, in most cases, by four to six raters.  The two forms are identical except for the cover page and instructions.  In most cases, raters were business unit managers, internal clients, and other human resource managers who were in a position to assess the demonstrated capabilities of the human resource leader.


The questionnaire consisted of two parts: Part One included the 38 core capabilities (see Exhibit One) and Part Two included the 34 leadership capabilities (see Exhibit Two).  Each capability is defined in the questionnaire to promote a consistent understanding and response.


The instructions for Part One asked respondents to rate the degree to which the human resource leader demonstrates each core capability in her/his current role, using a 5-point scale from 1 = Low to 5 = High.  They were asked to leave blank any items about which they were unsure or did not know.  The instructions for Part Two asked raters to answer two questions for each leadership capability: “How important is the capability to achieving business objectives?” and “What level of capability has the human resource leader demonstrated through her/his performance?”  Both are rated on a 5-point scale from 1 = Low to 5 = High.


The questionnaires were administered to individuals from approximately 120 organizations, as part of a human resource leadership development program or as part of an ongoing development planning and review process (Stopper, 1999).  The majority were obtained as part of the Human Resource Business School one-week executive program conducted at The Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania, and as part of customized  programs conducted for individual companies, including United Technologies, Arthur Andersen, and Prudential Insurance.


The feedback process gives individuals personal feedback reports for their exclusive use in preparing individual development plans.  Also, an aggregate report is provided so that individuals can put their assessment feedback within the context of the larger group and can identify common development needs across all program participants or across all human resource leaders in a company.  We also provide reference data from our cumulative database that can be used as a benchmark to help interpret individual and group findings.  A resource guide is provided that recommends development actions for each of the 72 core and leadership capabilities, including job-related actions, readings, and workshops/courses.

Perceptions of Core HR Capabilities


Core capabilities represent the basic knowledge, skills, and abilities expected of all human resource professionals.  Exhibit Three presents the self-assessment ratings of core capabilities by human resource leaders.  Exhibit Four presents the feedback from managers/raters on these items.


Managers and human resource leaders agree that capabilities are strongest in the area of Interacting with Others, which is consistent with the traditional role of a human resources practitioner.  Managers include among highest-rated core capabilities two that human resource leaders do not: understands employee relations and networks to get things done.  Conversely, human resource leaders include among their self-rated strengths several that managers do not: adapts quickly, flexibly; things analytically; and makes decisions effectively.  However, what are striking about these findings is not the differences but the similarities.  Human resource leaders and managers/raters agreed on ten of the thirteen highest rated capabilities.


Managers and human resource leaders agree that six of the nine items that comprise Business Knowledge are among the lowest-rated capabilities, specifically: understanding external forces, market/customer opportunities, industry and competitive forces, marketing and sales, financial/management, and production and operations.  They also agree that thinks strategically; things globally; innovates, thinks creatively; applies technology; and understands organizational design and change are lower-rated capabilities.  As was the case with higher-rated capabilities, the degree of agreement is noteworthy.  Human resource leaders and managers/raters agreed on eleven of the bottom thirteen capabilities.


Managers include challenging the status quo among their bottom one-third.  We believe this reflects their desire for greater initiative and more proactive leadership from HR leaders.  Human resource leaders rate themselves lower on managing personal time and organization.  We believe this reflects their frustration in performing a heavy workload and managing competing priorities.

Perceptions of HR Leadership Capabilities

Managers and other raters perceive the leadership capabilities defined in the profile to be generally high in importance.  With the exception of one, conducts financial analysis and planning, which has an average rating of 3.2, the importance ratings range from 3.8 to 4.3.  The median importance rating is 4.2.  Given the large sample size, we believe that the data support the use of the framework (excluding the one item above) as a relevant standard by which to assess leadership capabilities strengths and gaps.

Exhibit Five presents the self-assessment ratings of leadership capabilities by human resource leaders.  Exhibit Six presents the same feedback from managers/raters.  As was the case for core capabilities, we found a high degree of agreement about leadership capabilities between human resource leaders and managers/raters.  Both groups rated the same eleven capabilities in the top one-third and the same ten leadership capabilities in the bottom one-third.


Managers and other raters and human resource leaders agree that the strongest performance category is Achieving Results.  Managers frequently comment that they can count on human resource leaders to get things done once projects/tasks are defined.  Managers and human resource leaders also agree that the weakest capability area is Shaping Business Strategy.


We expected managers and human resource leaders to rate capabilities relatively high in Aligning HR Processes with Strategy, because of the traditional emphasis on functional knowledge.  However, the findings are to the contrary.  Both managers and human resource leaders rated capabilities in development and learning, organization design and change, and leadership succession and development among the lowest one-third.  Moreover, human resource leaders rated strategic staffing among their lowest one-third capabilities.  The only capability in this area ranked by both managers and human resource leaders in the top one-third is employee relations.


In the area of Leading Change, managers perceive that human resource leaders are more effective in implementing change than in initiating and promoting change.  They are perceived as strong in communicating change, empowering people to implement change, and operating across borders.  However, their capabilities in building a shared urgency for change, establishing success measures, and promoting needed change are rated lower.

Human resource leaders receive mixed marks by managers in Developing Human Resource Strategy.  They are rated high in their ability to assess the current organization/situation, which includes assessing current organization, capabilities, and processes to determine capacity for change/achievement of objectives.  They are also rated high in defining people-related business issues.  Managers indicate that while human resource leaders have expertise required to do this work, the business need for it is great.  This is reflected in the other largest capability gaps identified: formulating HR strategy and action plans, integrating plans with business plans, and defining the future organization/situation.  Managers indicate that human resource leaders often are not sufficiently future-oriented and challenging as they formulate strategies.

The role of human resource leaders in the area of Shaping Business Strategy is not widely recognized by managers.  Managers indicate they have not seen human resource leaders perform this role and typically would not expect them to do so.  Further, it is not uncommon for managers and human resource leaders to suggest that the word “shaping” is too strong, which partially explains the lower capability scores for this area.  At the same time, they readily admit that other functional leaders are known for their contributions to the strategic planning process (e.g., finance, marketing, or IT).  We believe that capable human resource leaders can make equally significant contributions to the strategic decision-making process and must position themselves accordingly.  This involvement ensures that people-related business issues are considered along with other business issues and are addressed in the context of business strategies, not merely in functional action plans.

Importance-Capability Gaps

While we hold that all of the capabilities are important, the variations in importance ratings by managers may be of interest.  When the actual rating of importance are examined relative to capabilities ratings, twelve leadership capabilities emerge with the largest gaps.  The difference between importance and capability mean scores are highlighted in Exhibits Five and Six (boldface type).  A close look at managers’ ratings reveals that five are in the area of Aligning HR Processes with Strategy.  Those five capabilities represent core people processes that managers frequently indicate need to be strengthened so as to support changing requirements of the business.  In addition, these processes are key to management’s ability to successfully implement the organization’s preferred business strategies.   

Human resource leaders agree for the most part with managers/raters on the largest importance-capability gaps highlighted in Exhibits Five and Six.  On two capabilities, performance management and builds a shared urgency for change, human resource leaders rated the importance lower than managers and their capabilities higher, which resulted in smaller gaps.  Managers indicate they consider these capabilities critical for energizing people to support needed change and to achieve business objectives.  They evidently expect more in these areas than do the HR leaders.


Human resource leaders’ self-assessment scores resulted in two importance-capability gaps not identified by managers: formulates business mission, vision, and values and integrates change initiatives.  These capabilities yielded larger gaps for human resource leaders because they rated them higher in importance and lower in capability than did managers.  Participating human resource leaders believe these capabilities are critical to business performance and agree they need to improve their skills and influence in both areas.

Implications for Development 


Based upon the findings of this study of the capabilities of human resource leaders, there are several issues that stand out.  First, human resource leaders face the task of raising manager/rater expectations of HR in adding value to discussions of Shaping Business Strategy.  They must present their case to managers to play a more active role in managing the business. Once given the opportunity, HR leaders need to demonstrate the value of approaching human resource work from the business perspective, rather than the business from a human resource perspective, by presenting a clear business case for human resource strategies and initiatives. There is a growing body of knowledge on ways the effective management of people can build competitive business advantage (Pfeffer, 1998; Ulrich, 1997; Gubman, 1998; Walker, 1999).

This requires human resource leaders to become better equipped to fulfill the more broadly defined leadership role as an actively contributing member of the management team.  Human resource leaders can learn the dynamics of the business as well as other executives, contribute to the process of strategic analysis, and bring valuable information and ideas to the planning process.  To contribute to strategic analysis, they need to keep informed about industry and market trends, workforce and demographic changes, competitor practices, and other forces relevant to the future performance of the business.  Shaping Business Strategy capabilities are best developed by direct participation in the company’s strategic management process: strategic analysis, strategy formulation, and strategy implementation.


Second, human resource leaders need to develop more fully their capabilities in Developing HR Strategy and Leading Change.  Here, expectations have been set high, often by human resource leaders as they represent themselves as strategic business partners.   Meeting the requirements of this role requires development of their capabilities in defining people-related business issues, defining the future organization/situation, formulating human resource strategy and action plans, and integrating HR plans with business plans.  There are many resources available to guide and support human resource strategy work, including publications, workshops and courses, consortia, and consultants.  Once awareness and understanding are gained, the best way to develop these capabilities is through direct experience.


With people-related business issues defined and strategies in place to address them, human resource leaders are in a better position to lead change effectively.  It is difficult to promote needed change, build a shared urgency for change, and establish success measures solely from a human resource perspective.  Human resource leaders can become more effective change leaders by learning to build and apply a strong business case along with their capabilities in facilitating the change process.  The capability grows with experience, but it requires human resource leaders to think first as business managers as they address change issues.


Finally, human resource leaders need to redesign the support and delivery systems underlying human resource processes that are perceived by managers as critical to the performance of the business (e.g., performance management, strategic staffing, development and learning, organization design and change).  It is no longer enough to match best practices of other companies, as this merely achieves parity.  Human resource leaders must learn to aggressively promote innovative approaches to people-related business issues. This requires organizing and leading the human resource function in ways that promote learning, experimentation, and change.  Human resource leaders must champion innovative ideas and practices and promote sharing of knowledge across their organizations.  Gradually, managers will understand and accept the strategic role of human resource leaders and encourage their participation in decisions that drive the future success of the business.
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Exhibit One

Human Resource Core Capabilities

Business Knowledge

· Understands external forces

· Understands market/customer opportunities

· Understands industry and competitive forces

· Understands organizational capabilities 

· Understands business mission, vision, and values

· Understands business objectives, priorities, and action plans 

· Understands financial management

· Understands production and operations management

· Understands marketing and sales strategies and programs


Human Resource Functional Knowledge

· Understands strategic staffing

· Understands performance management

· Understands development and learning

· Understands rewards and recognition

· Understands organizational design and change

· Understands employee relations

Mindset
· Focuses on quality

· Thinks globally

· Thinks analytically

· Thinks strategically

· Adapts quickly, flexibly

· Copes with ambiguity

· Challenges the status quo


Interacting with Others
· Communicates effectively orally

· Communicates effectively in writing

· Listens actively

· Influence acceptance of ideas

· Demonstrates caring/sensitivity 

· Relates well with others

· Networks to get things done


Individual Performance
· Focuses on results

· Makes decisions effectively

· Acts with integrity

· Initiates change

· Innovates, thinks creatively

· Manages information

· Applies technology

· Manages personal time and organization

· Develops personal capabilities



Exhibit Two

Human Resource Leadership Capabilities
Shaping Business Strategy:
Understand the business context and develop plans to achieve competitive advantage


Developing HR Strategy:
Identify people-related issues and formulate plans to address them
Leading Change:
Enable the organization to implement change effectively
Aligning HR Processes:
Change roles, activities and systems to achieve desired outcomes
Achieving Results:
Implement actions and processes to achieve results 



· Assesses external forces

· Assess industry and competitive forces 

· Assesses market/customer opportunities and requirements

· Assesses the current situation

· Conducts financial analysis and planning 

· Develops business mission, vision, and values

· Develop company objectives and action plans

 
· Defines the future  organization/situation 

· Assesses the current  organization/situation

· Defines people-related  business issues 

· Formulates human resource strategy/ action plans

· Integrates plans with business plans

· Defines required changes in the human resource function
· Builds a shared urgency for change

· Motivates/involves stakeholders

· Communicates the impact of change

· Empowers people

· Integrates change initiatives

· Operates across borders

· Promotes needed change

· Establishes success measures


· Strategic staffing

· Performance management

· Development and learning

· Rewards and recognition

· Organizational design and change

· Employee relations

· Leadership succession and development
· Organizes work

· Builds partnerships

· Manages conflict 

· Builds team effectiveness

· Coaches others

· Evaluates results
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Exhibit Three

Human Resource Core Capabilities as Perceived by Human Resource Leaders


Highest Rated One-Third
Middle Rated One-Third
Lowest Rated One-Third



Business Knowledge
· Business mission, vision, and values (4.0)
· Business objectives, priorities, and action plans (3.8)

· Organizational capabilities (3.8)


· External forces (3.6)

· Market/customer opportunities (3.3)

· Production and operations (3.3)

· Industry and competitive forces (3.2)

· Financial management (3.1)

· Marketing and sales (3.1)

Human Resource Functional Knowledge


· Performance management (4.2)

· Strategic staffing (4.1)
· Development and learning (3.9)

· Rewards and recognition (3.9)

· Employee relations (3.9)
· Organization design and change (3.5)

Mindset


· Adapts quickly, flexibly (4.2)

· Focuses on quality (4.1)

· Thinks analytically (4.0)
· Copes with ambiguity (3.9)

· Challenges the status quo (3.9)
· Thinks strategically (3.7)

· Thinks globally (3.6)

Interacting with Others
· Relates well with others (4.3)

· Demonstrates caring/sensitivity (4.2)

· Communicates effectively in writing (4.1)

· Communicates effectively orally (4.0)

· Listens actively (4.0)
· Networks to get things done (3.8)

· Influences acceptance of ideas (3.8)


Individual Performance
· Acts with integrity (4.5)

· Makes decisions effectively (4.0)
· Focuses on results (3.9)

· Initiates change (3.9)

· Develops personal capabilities (3.8)


· Manages information (3.7)

· Innovates, thinks creatively (3.7)

· Manages personal time and organization (3.6)

· Applies technology (3.5)

Note:  The number in parentheses is the arithmetic mean score for that item.
Exhibit Four

Human Resource Core Capabilities, as Perceived by Managers/Raters


Highest Rated One-Third


Middle Rated One-Third
Lowest Rated One-Third

Business Knowledge
· Business mission, vision, and values (4.1)
· Organizational capabilities (4.0)

· Business objectives, priorities, and action plans (4.0)


· External forces (3.8)

· Market/customer opportunities (3.5)

· Industry and competitive forces (3.5)

· Financial management (3.5)

· Productions and operations (3.5)

· Marketing and sales (3.4)

Human Resource Functional Knowledge


· Strategic staffing (4.2)

· Performance management (4.2)

· Employee relations (4.2)
· Development and learning (4.0)

· Rewards and recognitions (4.0)
· Organization design and change (3.8)

Mindset


· Focuses on quality (4.1)
· Thinks analytically (4.0)

· Adapts quickly, flexibly (4.0)

· Copes with ambiguity (3.9)
· Thinks globally (3.8)

· Thinks strategically (3.8)

· Challenges the status quo (3.8)

Interacting with Others
· Communicates effectively orally (4.3)

· Relates well with others (4.3)

· Listens actively (4.2)

· Demonstrates caring/sensitivity (4.2)

· Communicates effectively in writing (4.1)

· Networks to get things done (4.1)
· Influences acceptance of ideas (3.9)


Individual Performance
· Acts with integrity (4.5)
· Focuses on results (4.0)

· Develops personal capabilities (4.0)

· Makes decisions effectively (4.0)

· Manages information (3.9)

· Manages personal time and organization (3.9)

· Initiates change (3.9)


· Innovates/thinks creatively (3.8)

· Applies technology (3.8)

Note:  The number in parentheses is the arithmetic mean score for that item.
Exhibit Five
Human Resource Leadership Capabilities as Perceived by Human Resource Leaders*


Highest Rated One-Third
Middle Rated One-Third
Lowest Rated One-Third



Shaping Business Strategy



· Assess the current situation (3.4)
· Formulates business mission, vision, and values (3.3)

· Develops corporate objectives, priorities, and action plans (3.3)

· Assesses external forces (3.2)

· Assesses industry and competitive forces (3.0)

· Assesses market/customer opportunities and requirements (2.9)

· Conducts financial analysis and planning (2.7)

Developing HR Strategy
· Assesses the current organization/situation (3.6)

· Defines people-related business issues (3.6)
· Defines required changes in the human resource function (3.5)

· Formulates human resource strategy and action plans (3.5)

· Integrates plans with business plans (3.4)
· Defines the future organization/situation (3.3)

Leading Change
· Communicates the impact of change (3.8)

· Empowers people (3.6)

· Operates across borders (3.6)


· Promotes needed change (3.5)
· Builds a shared urgency for change (3.5)
· Motivates/involves stakeholders (3.4)
· Integrates change initiatives (3.3)

· Establishes success measures (3.2)

Aligning HR Processes with Strategy
· Employee relations (3.8)

· Performance management (3.7)
· Rewards and recognition (3.5)
· Strategic staffing (3.4)


· Leadership succession and development (3.3)

· Development and learning (3.2)

· Organization design and change (3.2)

Achieving Results


· Coaches others (3.9)

· Manages conflict (3.8)

· Builds partnerships (3.8)

· Builds team effectiveness (3.8)

· Organizes work (3.7)
· Evaluates results (3.5)


* The twelve boldface capabilities are those with the largest importance-capability rating differences.

Exhibit Six
Human Resource Leadership Capabilities as Perceived by Managers/Raters


Highest Rated One-Third


Middle Rated One-Third
Lowest Rated One-Third

Shaping Business Strategy



· Assesses the current situation (3.7)

· Develops corporate objectives, priorities, and action plans (3.7)
· Assesses external forces (3.6)

· Formulates business mission, vision, and values (3.6)
· Assesses industry and competitive forces (3.4)

· Assesses market/customer  opportunities and requirements (3.3)

· Conducts financial analysis and planning (3.2)

Developing HR Strategy
· Assesses the current organization/situation (3.8)
· Defines people-related business issues (3.7)

· Formulates human resource strategy and action plans (3.7)

· Integrates plans with business plans (3.7)
· Defines required changes in the human resource function (3.7)
· Defines the future organization/situation (3.6)

Leading Change
· Communicates the impact of change (3.9)

· Operates across borders (3.9)

· Empowers people (3.8)
· Motivates/involves stakeholders (3.7)

· Integrates change initiatives (3.7)

· Promotes needed change (3.7)
· Builds a shared urgency for change (3.6)

· Establishes success measures (3.5)


Aligning HR Processes With Strategy
· Employee relations (4.0)
· Performance management (3.7)

· Rewards and recognition (3.7)
· Strategic staffing (3.6)
· Development and learning (3.6)

· Organizational design and change (3.6)

· Leadership succession and development (3.6)

Achieving Results


· Builds partnerships (4.0)

· Manages conflict (3.9)

· Builds team effectiveness (3.9)

· Coaches others (3.9)

· Evaluates results (3.8)

· Organizes work (3.8)



* The twelve boldface capabilities are those with the largest importance-capability rating differences.

� The Human Resource Leadership Consortium is an association of 100 companies working together to promote and facilitate sharing of knowledge that will enable more effective HR leadership of business change.  We worked closely with Otis Elevator Co. as the lead company in developing and initially applying the Human Resource Leadership Capabilities Profile.


� Definitions of all capabilities are included in the Profile and are available at www.hrbiz.com.


� The resource guide is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.hrbiz.com" ��www.hrbiz.com�. 


� A full set of the data base analysis reports is available upon request.
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