Managing people

What’s next for e-HRM?

Second generation B2E is upon us. Increasingly, companies are recognising the imperative to integrate their legacy systems, as intranets, extranets and external websites expand and diversify—often in an adhoc way—creating an environment of increasing complexity, where information systems are potentially unable to talk to each other.

Enter the people manager—the go-between who recognises the importance of people in the process of technological change. It is these HR practitioners, consultants and software providers who are standing out in the crowded marketplace of technological innovation, where vendors jostle in the Australian market.

‘Workplace relations and organisational culture are more important to employees than technology,’ argues Steven Melville, managing director of Ingena, a business to employee (B2E) consultancy and solutions provider. ‘When organisations start by looking at technology solutions, they inevitably stray into issues about employee satisfaction and cultural workplace issues. And they should.’

Is B2E just another fashionable term in the most jargon-laden industry in history? Or is it, as Melville argues, leading a new business philosophy by empowering people in an organisation with the knowledge and information they want, in a format they can use?

Australia has positioned itself well, according to the Economist Intelligence Unit and Pyramid Research, coming in second to the US in ‘e-readiness’, placing it among the 13 countries considered e-business leaders, and ahead of the hundred others relegated to the categories of ‘contenders’, ‘followers’ and ‘laggards’.

In the financial services, telecommunications and utilities sectors in particular, Australian companies are implementing some of the most innovative B2E solutions in the world.

Market research commissioned by Corechange, a global provider of e-business software that entered the Australian market in 2000, found that at the beginning of 2001, 37 per cent of a surveyed 157 companies with more than 1000 employees had a portal infrastructure project underway. The vast majority (73 per cent) said they were implementing a B2E portal for the benefit of employees.

There is a clear distinction made between first and second generation B2Es. According to Ericsson’s Kate Raulings, most corporate intranets are only a first generation internet application. ‘An important distinction between a standard intranet and a portal is that, with the latter, the appropriate processes are in place at the backend and they react in a timely manner,’ she says.

B2E portals enable employee self-service—applications like Peoplesoft’s HRMS give employees control over their own personal details. For example, employees can update their own bank account details, triggering a ‘workflow’ that goes through to the payroll manager. Raulings reports that annual leave requests are now approved within            24 hours at Ericsson, a clear winner for many employees.

In contrast, most first generation intranets are generally only central document repositories that are designed in an organisation-centric, rather than user-centric, way.

‘Take travel, for example,’ says Raulings. ‘In the early days, an employee had to know they needed to look under “HR” to find our travel policy, and under “finance” to get a copy of the travel expenses claim form. Now Ericsson employees can start with “I need travel”, and run through each step of the workflow.’

Tim Drinkall, formerly management and development consultant at call centre company UCMS, and now training analyst at United Energy, notes that ‘UCMS’s adoption of a B2E portal is still in its infancy. At the moment, it’s really only an intranet that sits on the desktop as an icon. Making it “the” desktop will qualify it as a true portal’. 

‘In 12 months, the Australian market has matured significantly,’ Raulings observes. In the early days, companies were concerned with demonstrating the return on investment and arguing the business case for moving away from the first generation intranet towards a more sophisticated portal. ‘I think that argument has largely been won now, and that the focus is shifting to understanding how we can harness the technology to enable personalisation, customisation and wireless access.’

Corechange’s research study supports Raulings’ claim. It found that the most commonly sought benefit among 157 large Australian companies implementing B2E was the ability for a ‘single sign-on’. Using one password, single sign-on provides a single point of access to all appropriate content and applications.

Perhaps more importantly, single sign-on paves the way for role-based access control architecture, where all information relevant to each employee’s role within the enterprise is dynamically gathered and presented to them. It’s a user-centric approach because it also enables each employee to customise the arrangement and display of content to suit their own needs.

‘With the evolution of B2E, the “top down” push of information is a thing of the past. Employees now have the opportunity to choose the learning and development path they want, at a pace they feel comfortable, and in a format they desire.’ says Ingena’s Steven Melville. ‘A B2E portal site dynamically customises itself to present information and resources according to the personal needs of the employee. There needs to be more than one paradigm. People understand things in different ways. Generally, we give people three or four ways to navigate and they usually settle on one.’

In addition to providing personalised access, using an internet architecture enables portability—users can log in from anywhere in the world. This is why many Australian companies implementing B2E portals are not only focusing on the technology, but are also thinking about the future of their physical workplace.

Although the uptake of B2E technology is high in a global sense, at an operational level, few companies are using the term B2E, or taking a long term, wholistic approach to the technology. instead, there is a tendency      to think more in the short term, with references to the individual disciplines B2E enables, such as learning, knowledge management or records processing, or to its corporate brand—such as MX at ANZ, Inside EPA at Ericsson, Telstra’s E-Campus, and Advisor University at MLC.

But according to Steve Goldberg, vice president, Global HRMS Product Management, at Peoplesoft Inc., ‘just about any HR function, business process or transaction is handled more efficiently over the internet as long as business process workflow/rules are properly defined      up-front.’

Melville concurs: ‘A B2E portal is suitable for any company with a critical mass in user numbers.  It could be as low as 300-400 employees in a call centre environment for example.

‘Potentially, a B2E portal can be many things to many people, but in reality most companies start small, with solutions limited to specific business units that can demonstrate quick wins, which both encourage employee uptake and benefit the bottom line,’ he says.

Goldberg says most of Peoplesoft’s clients aim to ‘build up a groundswell by starting with the basics—such as enabling employees to manage their own personal profile or enrol in courses online.

‘Then they can move further up the HR food chain to functions like performance management and job transfers. Given that many of the more complex HR functions are interdependent with other business processes, it takes time to build trust and acceptance.’

There is ready consensus among technology consultants and HR practitioners about what makes B2E portals work effectively. Global business technology consultancy the Gartner Group says that the majority of e-business initiatives have been executed as IT projects, rather  than strategic business initiatives, which is why many   have failed.

Melville agrees: ‘I routinely come across companies implementing a knowledge management system where the vendor is only interested in selling user licences. When you think about the physical workplace, a generic “one size fits all” floor plan is not going to meet the needs of an entire workforce. Nor is a one size fits all technology solution going to work.

‘A complete and robust solution requires an investment that doubles the spend on software. My advice is that only 50 per cent of the budget should be spent on technology and that it needs to matched by an equal investment in research, change management and communication.’

Tying the B2E solution into core business functions maximises potential uptake, he advises. ‘The primary benefit of a B2E portal is the fact that you are working with a captive audience. If employees have to access the B2E portal to request important information and perform mandatory HR functions, they will also be exposed to optional learning, information and communication tools on a regular basis.

‘But you need to thoroughly understand the needs of end users. In my experience, this is one of the biggest stumbling blocks. Many companies fail to grasp the importance of involving the user from the outset. They think they understand what their employees need.’

Kate Raulings agrees. ‘The introduction of a B2E portal requires a complete re-engineering of an entire workflow. It only succeeds when everyone involved in that workflow plays a role in saying how it can work better and you need to allow employees to make decisions. It’s a great way to bring employees on board if you can actually demonstrate how they’ve had input and influenced its design.’

Perhaps the most critical factor in the maximisation of user uptake is the management of the change process. While the implementation of a B2E portal can support cultural change, it can’t drive the process alone. A combination of road shows, tutorials, user support and integrated help ensures effective communication and education of the user population throughout all stages of the system lifecycle.

Walking in and switching on a shrink-wrapped portal solution is clearly not going to work, says Melville, adding that Ingena’s approach is based on a combination of change management consultancy and technology development.

As a pure technology vendor, Peoplesoft has adopted a slightly different approach. While Goldberg observes that some organisations’ HR functions or business architecture are traditionally very closed, centralised and non-collaborative, ‘our focus is on enabling an organisation to have open, distributed and collaborative HR business processes. Clients plot their own course and there are other domain experts who can assist with change management’.

But both Melville and Goldberg agree that the other vital ingredients for successful deployment include a first-class IT&T infrastructure, good comfort levels with new technology and integration with enterprise-wide business processes.

‘HR should be at the strategic end of the business. It’s not a separate supply chain,’ observes Goldberg.

B2E portals are particularly suited to companies with a high number of knowledge workers with internet access at home, and Melville argues that uptake will be better if access at home is provided. ‘A B2E portal solution particularly appealed to Telstra, for example, because their team leaders wanted home access to career development.’

Drinkall notes that at home access is planned for stage two of UCMS’s portal. ‘At the moment, remote access is somewhat limited because we use a rich multimedia environment for online training delivery, which is difficult to deliver over a dial-up connection.’

According to Jupiter Media Metrix, only about three per cent of internet users in metropolitan areas are using cable, ADSL or satellite (and a tiny one per cent outside the capital cities).

Whether performance management can be achieved in an online environment has caused some debate in the industry.

Peoplesoft, which conducts on average three to four focus groups every week somewhere in the world to inform product development, thinks it will work. The company has spent 27 per cent of revenue on research and development leading up to the introduction of Peoplesoft 8 on the market. Its Enterprise Performance Management is a new product line, ‘designed to help businesses to carve out a performance score card’.

However, Adrian Cropley, internal communications manager at Ericsson, says he is ‘wary about online performance management, which would only be suitable in rare circumstances.’

‘While we tend to think of our B2E portal as a base upon which to build, I think performance management has to start with face-to-face communication (or phone or video conferencing at the very least). The portal then becomes a platform for the next steps in the process, but not the first.’

Melville agrees: ‘You have to be very careful about removing the whole range of face-to-face communication, even in the learning arena. Blended training delivery is important.’

Kate Raulings believes the implementation of ‘personalisation’ is still 12 months away at Ericsson. The technology is available, but understanding the needs of users takes time. Ericsson is equally focused on making its B2E portal ready for wireless delivery, and in this it is not alone.

Corechange’s director of business development, Gari Johnson, says the research they conducted showed a surprisingly high number of organisations are looking to deploy wireless mobile devices.

The number of organisations that consider wireless access an important feature of enterprise portals can be expected to double to around 42 per cent by early 2002. What most companies today might call a B2E portal won’t he recognised as such in coming years.

Source: K. Sunderland, ‘Portal power’, HR Monthly, August 2001, pp. 18–26.

Questions 

1.
What are the likely challenges or problems for Australian organisations considering using B2E technology for human resource management purposes?

2.
Does information technology enhance or conflict with the role of human resource managers as strategic business partners?

