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Fast Fact
“HR professionals are uniquely well placed to help current leadership produce the next generation of leaders by establishing leadership brand, assessing the gaps in the present leadership against this brand and investing in future leaders.”

Source: Ulrich, D., & Brockbank, W. (2005). The HR value proposition. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.

Introduction
“Effective HR leaders align their departments with the organizations they serve and match their resources with business requirements. At the top, HR needs to help make the whole corporation greater than the sum of its parts and to implement practices that support corporate strategies, build shareholder value and shape the corporate image. At the business unit level, HR needs to focus on strategic objectives, identifying and serving target customers, creating wealth in the marketplace and delivering an employee value proposition.”1
During the last 25 years, HR resource strategy has grown and changed dramatically—from functional strategies in the 1980s and capabilities strategies in the 1990s to today’s result-oriented strategies. Strategic shifts in HR reflect changing labor market conditions and new business thinking. Research suggests that in the future there will be a need for increased contributions from HR business strategy, including ethical and cultural leadership.2 In the immediate future, strengthening HR strategic leadership is one of today’s most critical goals.

HR’s Strategic Partner Role
Definition
Strategic HR—The process of taking a long-term approach to human resource management through the development and implementation of HR programs that address and solve business problems and directly contribute to major long-term business objectives.3
Expectations regarding HR’s role have shifted significantly (see Figure 1). The strategic role of a business partner calls for HR to increasingly focus on areas that provide value in the organization. HR is well-placed to be proactive and provide guidance on strategic issues. Thus, the development of HR goals related to the overarching organizational goals reflects today’s emerging result-oriented focus: 1) attracting, developing and recruiting talent; 2) aligning, engaging, measuring and rewarding performance; and 3) controlling or reducing people costs.4
Figure 1: Strategic HR: New Roles in Today’s Workplace
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Source: Holbechke, L. (2001). Aligning human resources and business strategy. Woburn, MA: Butterworth-Heinemann.

The Strategic HR Function
Establishing a strategic HR function requires proactive, capable leadership. HR professionals at all levels must understand the business requirements to best align their roles, objectives and priorities. Research shows that HR professionals play three roles: strategic partner/change agent, administrative expert and employee champion. Developing human resource leaders through focusing on leadership competencies is critical to achieve a strategic HR function.5 In addition, developmental assignments for human resource professionals that provide educational opportunities must not be overlooked. Through vision, knowledge and thoughtful actions, the HR function will gain the required credibility needed for organizational success (see Figure 2).6
Figure 2: Architecture for Intangibles
Level
Area of Focus 
Action Potential
1 

Keep your promises.

Build and defend a reputation among external and internal stakeholders for doing what you say you will do.

2

Imagine the future. 

Define growth strategy and manage trade-offs in customer intimacy, product innovation and geographic expansion to achieve growth.

3

Put your money where strategy is.

Provide concrete support for intangibles by building core competencies in R & D, sales and marketing, manufacturing, etc.

4

Build value through organization and people. 

Develop capabilities of shared mindset, talent, speed, collaboration, leadership, accountability and learning throughout the organization.

Source: Ulrich, D., & Brockbank, W. (2005). The HR value proposition. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.

Strategic HR Planning
A tool for strategic HR planning, developed by Wayne Brockbank at the University of Michigan, examines the linkages between business strategy and human resource management and assesses the level of alignment. The theory of the strategic HR planning tool is that the closer the alignment between HR and the business strategy, the better the responsiveness at the company level and the corresponding ability to adapt to client needs and thus maintain competitive advantage. A detailed examination of the workforce culture, behaviors and competencies promotes the successful execution of business strategy. HR’s role includes developing a plan of HR initiatives to achieve and promote the behaviors, culture and competencies to help the organization achieve its goals.7
Ideally, the company mission, vision and philosophy are translated into the strategic business plan. HR plays a key role in developing systems and structures that reflect the organization’s mission, vision and values and, in conjunction, supports employee performance at the organizational, team and individual level. HR’s leadership in organization development is also essential for the organization’s success (see Figure 3). Areas such as change management (including organizational culture), team effectiveness, leadership and management processes, organizational learning, and corporate knowledge top the list of organizational development strategies that forward competitive advantage.8
Figure 3: Human Resource Leadership Capabilities
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Understand the business context and develop plans to achieve competitive advantage. 

Identify people- related issues and formulate plans to address them. 

Enable the organization to implement change effectively.

Change roles, activities and systems to achieve desired outcomes.

Implement actions and processes to achieve results.

Source: Adapted from “Human resource leaders: Capability, strengths and gaps.” (2003). In Building a strategic HR function. New York: The Human Resource Planning Society. 

Literature and Research
How Whirlpool’s HR Department Got ‘Strategic’9
Whirlpool has been concentrating on its corporate strategy, from a focus on manufacturing and distribution to building customer loyalty. The HR 2005 global priorities include talent and leadership development (also addressing succession planning), diversity representation, employee engagement and inclusion, and global competitiveness. Toward this end, Whirlpool targeted employee engagement as a goal and has seen a dramatic improvement in the past two years. To determine the drive behind engagement at this organization, the company designed an engagement survey with 13 drivers of engagement. The survey results revealed that corporate social responsibility was one of the significant drivers of both customer and employee loyalty.

CEO Transformational Leadership and Organizational Outcomes: The Mediating Role of Human-Capital-Enhancing Human Resource Management10
Using a survey and data of 170 organizations in Singapore, this study considered an integrated model relating CEO transformational leadership, human-capital-enhancing human resource management and organizational outcomes. The study focused on organizational performance, absenteeism and sales. This study found that human resource management fully mediated the relationship of CEO transformational leadership and the subjective assessment of organizational outcomes and partially mediated the connection with CEO transformational leadership and absenteeism. The study results are considered logical, given the important part played by the CEO in an organization’s success. Further, the essence of transformational leadership is to motivate and inspire the workforce to achieve organizational and individual excellence.

Skills Development: The Missing Link in Increasing Diversity in Leadership11
In a study on representation of women/ethnic minorities at the senior management level, this research examined strategies to increase diversity in leadership within organizations in the United Kingdom. The study focused on three independent leadership studies that addressed the differences in perception of male and female managerial success, barriers to the career process of ethnic minorities and changing leadership behavior. Interviews with HR/diversity specialists, senior managers and ethnic minority employees were also used. The study findings emphasize the organizational and individual barriers that ethnic minority employees face and the differences related to male and female managerial success. This study highlights the need for diversity policies that address skills development, progression and recruitment. The study results point to questions regarding bias, discrimination and underlying stereotypes regarding the development and implementation of performance appraisal systems.

In Closing
As noted earlier, the role of HR has transitioned from an administrative function to the opportunity to be a true strategic business partner. With the movement toward demonstrating HR strategic leadership capabilities, the demand on HR professionals to expand their leadership skills and competencies—including business acumen—is increasing. Ultimately, the future of HR may well depend upon the degree to which it adds value to the organization. 

Online Resources
Center for Creative Leadership: www.ccl.org
Corporate Leadership Council: www.corporateleadershipcouncil.com
Human Capital Institute: www.humancapitalinstitute.org
Institute of Leadership & Management: www.i-l-m.com
Society for Human Resource Management: www.shrm.org
The Conference Board: www.conference-board.org
Endnotes
1Ulrich, D., & Brockbank, W. (2005). The HR value proposition. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.

2Gubman, E. (2004). HR strategy and planning: From birth to business results. Human Resource Planning, 27, 1, 13-24.

3Society for Human Resource Management. (n.d.). SHRM HR glossary of terms. Retrieved October 17, 2005, from www.shrm.org/hrresources/hrglossary_published/a.asp.

4Ibid.

5Walker, W. J., & Vosburgh, R. M. (2003). (Eds.). Building a strategic HR function. New York: The Human Resource Planning Society.

6Ulrich, D., & Brockbank, W. (2005). The HR value proposition. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.

7Holbechke, L. (2001). Aligning human resources and business strategy. Woburn, MA: Butterworth-Heinemann.

8Ibid.

9How Whirlpool’s HR department got ‘strategic.’ HR Focus, 82, 11, 7-10.

10Zhu, W., Chew, I. K. H., & Spangler, W. D. (2005, February). CEO transformational leadership and organizational outcomes: The mediating role of human-capital-enhancing human resource management. Leadership Quarterly, 16, 1, 39+.

11Kandola, B. (2004). Skills development: The missing link in increasing diversity in leadership. Industrial and Commercial Training, 36, 4, 143+.

Also in the Leadership Series:
Part I: The Changing Nature of Leadership
Part II: Ethical Leadership
Did You Know…
• You are able to access toolkits on a multitude of HR topics by accessing www.shrm.org/hrtools/toolkits?
• You are able to read in-depth survey reports on critical issues that provide current information to HR professionals by visiting www.shrm.org/surveys?
• You are able to learn about current academic research in HR in an abbreviated, informative format by reading Research Translations at www.shrm.org/research/researchtranslations?
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