Managing people

The future for the Hr function: challenges and opportunities

In the workplace of the future, only two things will matter: people and knowledge. Forget the current fixation on information technology and e-commerce —workplace experts say that five or ten years from now, technology will be a commodity and today’s IT heroes will be long forgotten. The new heroes will be people with sophisticated human-resources or knowledge-management skills. 

The chief knowledge officer for KPMG, Ian McBride, says his job is a good indication of where big companies will head in the next few years. He is responsible for collecting, collating and categorising all the processes and knowledge of KPMG in Australia and New Zealand. The information, which includes solutions to client problems and news updates, is transferred to an intranet-based knowledge-sharing system called K-World. 

‘Re-use of knowledge is the way that organisations like ours make money,’ McBride says. ‘If you keep re-inventing ideas, you are going to have a very high cost of operation. If you can re-use an idea a number of times, your input cost averages down.’ 

Although knowledge management has been a trendy topic for several years, McBride says surprisingly few Australian companies have a designated knowledge manager. KPMG and other consulting organisations are beginning to advise big corporate clients on how to introduce the role, but McBride believes the new title will be manager of intellectual capital, rather than knowledge manager. 

‘I think the term “knowledge management”  is a bit too esoteric, people have trouble coming to grips with it,’ he says. ‘If you have to keep explaining what you are, you have to come up with a better title. There will be a move away from knowledge management titles to intellectual capital titles.’  

McBride says introducing the role, under either title, is likely to cause conflict with what has been a very fashionable title: chief information officer. He says this title is a misnomer, as it should be something like chief technology officer, chief information technology officer or chief information systems officer. 

‘You don’t go to the chief information officer and say “can you show me how to keep this piece of information and work off it many times”. Information technology is the platform, and that is all. It gives us the wherewithal to do what we do. You don’t get any value out of a computer system, it is the content that is in the computer system that is important. We are worried about the content, they are worried about the bits, the bytes, the wires, the connections, the bandwidth and all that crap. Important crap, but crap nevertheless to me.’ 

In McBride’s vision of the future workplace, business will lose interest in information technology except as a commodity to achieve its real aims. It is a vision shared by Jeff Patrick, a lecturer in the school of management at Griffith University in Queensland. 

‘Businesses are orienting less to their IT and more to their knowledge,’ Patrick says. ‘In future, we’ll have far more chief knowledge officers, who work a lot with technology, but it is not the technology per se that is important. That is like thinking that a cab service is all about cars. Sure, the car is there, but it is really about transporting people.’  

Patrick gives a ‘micro-example’ about knowledge management from one of his students who works in a hotel. Different staff members knew different pieces of information about regular clients and their interests, but that knowledge was lost if the staff member left. The hotel set up a database to pool all the information about regular guests—a mini form of McBride’s K-World. 

With the decline of information technology and the rise of knowledge management will come a renewed emphasis on people. McBride prefers to call it ‘the human element’ rather than human resources, and predicts a change in HR titles to something ‘warmer and fuzzier’. He believes HR roles will evolve into two distinct parts: those responsible for the processes (such as pay and maternity-leave policies) and those responsible for keeping the workforce happy. For example, a company might have a head of people processes, and a head of enhancement of human-resource capital or a head of culture. 

McBride says: 

Generally, companies have treated their human resources a bit too much like commodities, especially in the 1980s. In the future, they will realise that knowledge and human resources are the two vital components. They will move away from the attitude that IT is king and get sick and tired of the computer experts being held up as the gurus of everything. Organisations will come back to realising that their real asset is managing what they already have.

Others envisage the HR role becoming even more fragmented. Mohan Thite, a colleague of Patrick’s at Griffith University’s school of management, says workforces of the future will have three types of employees: core, contractors and temps. He forecasts new HR roles as manager of temps and manager of contractors. He also expects that companies may require a manager for diversity, as workforces become more multicultural. 

HR roles will also need to reflect the hot demand for creative, skilled workers, dubbed by consulting group McKinsey & Company ‘the war for talent’. The head of the online recruitment firm Seek, Paul Bassat, says that retention managers will emerge, people who develop strategies to minimise employee turnover. They will also develop models to predict when an employee is likely to resign, allowing companies to take steps to prevent this. 

These ‘people’ jobs of the future go far beyond the traditional boundaries of HR and use much more sophisticated techniques to get the right people in the right place at the right time. The director of the Centre for Workplace Culture Change at RMIT, Professor Anna Bodi, describes future workforces as ‘dynamic jigsaws’, in which a company must juggle rapidly changing job titles and skills, a short-term workforce and different employment relationships, such as contractors and consultants. 

Bodi says traditional HR processes, such as remuneration strategies and performance reviews, might not work. Companies will not be able to manage their people as one workforce, they will need to have different strategies for different types of workers. 

‘A twenty-two-year-old graduate who might stay with you for three years needs to be seen as quite a different skill package from, say, a thirty-five-year-old world-class technical specialist, whose skills you might be capturing for a two-month project,’ she says. ‘In the past, most of a company’s skilled staff came to them as graduates and stayed for twenty years, giving the company quite a lot of flexibility to manage that workforce as a whole.’ 

It is not just HR roles that will change over the next five to ten years. Although people skills and knowledge-management skills will be in great demand, traditional corporate jobs such as sales and marketing will also adapt to the twin forces driving much of this workplace change: technology and globalisation. In marketing, Seek’s Bassat says companies will make much better use of the customer information that they collect. This will lead to an explosion of jobs for those with the technology skills and the marketing knowledge to put together detailed customer profiles. One possible title is data mining officer. 

The corollary to the cross-referencing and merging of customer information is rising consumer concerns about privacy. In the past, the focus has been on government use, or misuse, of private information. But now the spotlight has turned on the private sector. The Privacy Amendment (Private Sector) Bill, now before Federal Parliament, will require companies to comply with strict standards for collecting, using and storing personal information. Observers expect most big companies to create new roles, with responsibility for making sure that the company complies with the new laws. Titles such as privacy officer or director of privacy compliance will emerge. 

Sales jobs will still be focused on meeting budgets, according to Diane Humphries, a divisional manager at the recruitment firm Morgan & Banks. She expects titles such as sales representative and sales manager to remain for quite some time, but she says there is an increasing trend to use the words ‘consultant’ or ‘customer’ in the title. Humphries expects the technology skills required for sales jobs will increase and face-to-face selling will decline. 

Griffith University’s Patrick forecasts the development of many sales jobs into a form of brokering. He says: ‘Globalisation means increased diversity of choice for what is essentially the same product. What does that mean in terms of jobs? Ultimately, I think it means brokers for everything. Mobile phones, fridges, you name it. They will make all the selection choices about quality and cost for you.’  

Another mainstay of corporate careers, finance, will undergo an extraordinary transformation if the predictions of the co-managing director of The Ambition Group, Paul Lyons, are correct. Lyons, a former accountant who headed the recruiting firm Michael Page International for six years before setting up his own recruitment group, says that in five to ten years, no-one will be called an accountant. 

Lyons foresees a world where there is a shortage of clean air, timber, raw materials and other resources, forcing companies to manage their resources much more effectively and efficiently. Accountants will take a lead role in allocating and managing these resources, under specialist titles such as financial environmental controller and resource allocation adviser. Accountants will also help to manage customer resources to make sure a company is dealing with its customers effectively. Lyons says consumers will have a wider range of choices, forcing companies to focus on building the consumers’ trust. Accountants will feature as customer resources managers. 

Lyons says the legal and regulatory framework for business will become even more complex, particularly as globalisation forces the introduction of more international laws. Companies will need in-depth knowledge of the laws, and how to best use them, creating opportunities for accountants (and lawyers) to become world experts on one small area, or perhaps just one law. The biggest companies will have teams of specialists in particular areas, and the big accounting firms will have specialists who are leased to other companies. Lyons suggests a title such as compliance adviser zone 43B, to denote how specialised the roles will be. 

Globalisation will force changes at the Australian Taxation Office, as cross-border transactions make it increasingly difficult to work out where income has been generated. Lyons says the focus will shift to consumption rather than income, and tax officers will become consumption-control officers. 

This shift to consumption taxation, rather than income-based taxation, will also affect the role of accountants who advise people on their personal tax returns. Their new titles, Lyon says, will be something like personal choice advisers or personal consumption advisers. 

As well as transforming traditional roles and titles, the workplace of the future will spawn jobs that do not currently feature in any organisational chart. One example is chief futurist, which Bassat says will describe a role that helps companies to predict the future. 

‘The rate of technological change will make companies increasingly paranoid about being cannibalised by the development of these technologies,’ he says. ‘New roles will emerge incorporating deep technical understanding, futurist skills and strategic skills. Their job will be to identify trends and help companies to ride the waves of change.’ 

Another title that Bassat suggests is chief evangelist. This person is charged with ensuring that the company’s vision is reinforced and that the company works cohesively to achieve its priorities. 

The workplace of the future will also eliminate some job titles that at present seem unassailable. KPMG’s McBride talks of ‘the elimination of the C-class’, meaning titles beginning with chief, such as chief executive officer or chief financial officer. He says ‘chief’ has authoritarian connotations that are out of step with the move towards team-based cultures. 

McBride says the change will go further than simply swapping the ‘chief’ titles for something else. He believes the roles will also change, and will be broken down into smaller jobs, more aligned with processes. 

‘I don’t think there will be quite so many “pointy bits” in organisations,’ he says. 

I think organisations will find it increasingly difficult to explain the huge compensation packages for the pointy bits to their shareholders, and there is a shortage of talent to fulfil these roles anyway. So organisations will start to have heads of smaller groups, who have less power and get paid less, so it is less risky.

Fast forward to 2005, or perhaps 2010. The latest organisational restructure for Future Company has just been announced. The chief executive position is abolished, leaving two equally senior positions at the top of the chart: director of intellectual capital and director of people. The chief information officer has been downgraded to IT manager, reporting to the director of intellectual capital. Also reporting to the director of intellectual capital are the privacy manager, the customer data manager (formerly the marketing manager), the customer relationship manager (formerly the sales manager) and a new position, the manager of future trends. 

The director of people oversees a manager of people processes and a culture manager. Reporting to the culture manager are an officer for core staff, an officer for temps and contractors, a retention officer and an evangelist officer. And sitting outside the two branches, on a two-year contract from a big accounting firm, is the financial environmental controller.

Source: Extracted from L. Schmidt, ‘Jobs of the future’, Business Review Weekly, 24 November 2000, pp. 62–7.

Questions

1.
What challenges does this article suggest for the HR function and HR professionals in the future?

2.
What opportunities does this article suggest for the HR function and HR professionals in the future?

3.
What methods and outcomes might be used to evaluate HR programs and practices in this scenario?

