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I have marveled during my 
37-year career at how HR wants to
“be at the table”, “have an impact” and
“be strategic”.   Yet, when surveyed, HR 
professionals will acknowledge that they are spending  30% of their time on transactional mat-
ters (benefits enrollment, recruiting, etc.) and 60% of their time on tactical matters (budgeting, 
workforce planning, etc.).  Only 10% of their time is spent on strategic matters – inventing the 
future and being a true business partner in the shifting tides of business.  

How should the HR function be reinvented?  Why? 

Let me deal with the why first: Have you asked an HR professional how they currently spend
their time? It is complying with the latest rule, regulation, or law du jour, preparing for the next 
regulatory agency visit, fighting fires of employee relations, and/or dealing with requests for 
data and information to assuage the needs of the CEO or the Board. In short, they are forced to 
be reactive and transactional at best. Yet, when you ask them how they want to spend their 
time, it is on matters strategic and at the leading edge of best practices in the profession. It is 
my opinion after many years in this business, that HR is still in a holding pattern – wanting to be 
something that it can’t find the time, energy, or support to be. 
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T R A N S F O R M I N G  T H E  P E O P L E  F U NC T I O N  – 
f r o m  t a c t i c s  t o  s t r a t e g y

Let’s reinvent the human resource 
function once and for all.  Or put it out of 
its misery as we know it today. Move it to 
a place so we once and for all do not need 
to attend a session at the annual 
conference on “making human resources 
strategic”.   
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What should the reinvention look like? You have two choices – change the status quo or destroy it as we know it
today. Any reinvention of HR needs to tackle the key strategic issues facing business today: 

a. Creating an environment and culture that engag-
es, motivates, and retains all people to show up
and deliver above and beyond. Service excellence
is more than just customer service and employee
satisfaction metrics.

b. Defining and managing a people supply chain to
ensure that there is an adequate depth and
breadth of talent to staff the business. This is
more than just filling the current pipeline of
needs. We need to think and look long-term.

c. Examining the structure and organization of the
way business is conducted (within the limits of
specific industry “standards”) to ensure maxi-
mum efficiency and effectiveness. We need to
break some of the rules in order to experiment
with better people delivery systems.

d. Building effective reward and motivation pro-
grams that “melt the butter” of people working
or wanting to work in a specific industry. Let’s get
outside the box of traditional compensation and
benefits programs to make this happen.

In short, if “people are our most important asset,” then we need to get mindshare and creative strate-
gies in the areas listed above. But, many (not all) HR professionals today don’t have the time, the skills, 
or the support to make this happen. 

What should replace the HR function as we know it today? What is a future HR model? What 

functions will it fulfill?  These are the questions that address changing or destroying the function as we know it
today. In order to answer this question, you first have to define the essentials of what is necessary and what is not. 
What businesses do I need to have in order to serve the needs of people that work in my industry? What functions 
should I manage internally? Where should they be located in our organization? What functions can be handled by 
outside vendors? 

For example, I can build a strong case to use the following model: 

a. Create a new position – the Chief People Strategy Officer (“CPSO”) – that reports to the CEO
and strategically addresses the issues raised above, which are essential to the long-term survival and
success of any entity. In addition, the CPSO, with a broad mandate, would be able to focus on key issues
to build the bench strength and capacity of an organization such as succession planning, leadership initi-
atives, and true long-term workforce planning.  We have business strategy and development, financial
development, and research and development strategic functions within industries – why not people
strategy?  In fact, the CPSO should be the #2 in any organization that takes the stance that “people mat-
ter” or “people are our most important assets”.

b. Next, redefine human resources (which implies that our employees are a commodity) not as
human capital (which can be depleted or used up) but rather as people, which at least honors the di-
verse and complex contributions that might be truly made by our most important assets.  The definition
of people (see http://dictionary.search.yahoo.com/search?p=people) is “a body of persons sharing a
common religion, culture, language, or inherited condition of life.”

c. Then, either build, in-source, or outsource components of a function called People Manage-
ment (“PM”), which handles the transactional and tactical components of the essential businesses that
we need to be in to serve people. The PM function could report to the COO, CAO, or CPSO. Components

http://dictionary.search.yahoo.com/search?p=people
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could be combined as sub-departments in PM or outsourced – depending on the business model of the 
entity.  Here are some examples: 

Compensation, benefits, and payroll administration could be handled by finance. 
Employee relations, including labor relations, risk management, and compliance could be han-

dled by legal. 
Employee communications, including employee research could be handled by marketing. 
Recruiting, onboarding, and basic training could be handled directly by operations. 

We need to reinvent HR as we know it today.  It is often stuck, constantly referring over the past years to
its same desired future state – that is, being strategic– and not yet taken seriously as a partner in determining the 
business direction.  So how do we make some progress in this arena?   

A Realistic Assessment 

Oftentimes, the conceptual and the realistic ap-
proaches don’t match.  Consultants, whether 
internal or external, are often accused of being 
too theoretical; practitioners are often chastised 
for lack of vision.  In theory, management of the 
people investment has been well discussed in 
the literature.   
Topics such as “human resource accounting”, 
“the HR department as internal consultant,” 
“maximizing returns on the human resource in-
vestment” have appeared for over 50 years.  The 
roles and functions described earlier are not rep-
resentative of new thinking in the field.  Rather, 
they are a description of the evolutionary pro-
cess to help identify where your organization is 
today and where your organization might be, 
philosophically, in the future. 

To date, available literature still has been lacking 
in concrete, practical examples of how to begin 
(or continue) moving a people department in the 
direction of a leadership and highly strategic 
role.   While there is no infallible solution, the 
three steps listed below will begin strategizing 
for people managers, ways to gain access to top 
management’s ear. 

The First Steps 

Step 1: To position themselves as business plan-
ners and leaders, people leaders must recognize 
their relationships to the corporate business 
planning cycle.  They must fully understand the 
corporation’s goals and should develop people 
strategies accordingly. 

Step 2: To be positioned in the best light, cost 
control or cost containment programs now offer 
the people department financial status among 
its peers.  Changes that result in savings are 
readily apparent and well accepted in the organ-
ization.  But rather than focusing just on “slash 
and burn” strategies, we can also start looking at 
ways to improve efficiency and effectiveness of 
processes, programs, organization design and 
other components that impact people’s ability to 
get work done.   

Step 3: To remain well positioned with top man-
agement, the skilled people leader will continue 
to demonstrate sound business planning and 
financial practices.  “Internal worth” measures, 
such as a time accounting system similar to 
those used in consulting firms, will help prove 
the potential productivity and profitability of the 
people function.  Scorecards of standards of ex-
cellence – a People Financial Statement – which 
leverages key metrics of success need to be re-
viewed and discussed as regularly as the P&L 
and Balance Sheet.  

Final Thoughts 

The People Strategy and Management func-
tion(s) that has successfully built or has begun to 
build credibility with top management has 
moved decisively. Actions have emphasized the 
department’s position within the organization, 
have enhanced its visibility, and have clearly 
demonstrated its impact on both the financial 
and cultural climate.◘◘              - Jim Finkelstein 
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