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The industrial age practice of employing 
people ‘from the shoulders down’ is 
outdated. In today’s knowledge economy 
HR must capitalise on individuals ‘from 
the neck up’ to create a culture in which 
every employee is liberated and contributes 
meaningfully. By ANDREA ADAMS

t’s no longer an over-dramatisation 
to say ‘business will never be the same 
again’. Smart leaders who have sur-
vived the recession and who are re-
building their organisations are 
realising existing business models 

must be overhauled. Old ways of improving 
performance and managing change will no 
longer work. It is only the so-called ‘future-
proofed’ organisations that will have the ca-
pabilities to enable them to continuously win 
in their marketplace, anticipate and adapt to 
changing circumstances and create the condi-
tions for people to be at their best.

But that’s the easy statement. What they will 
replace it with, and what the capacity of these 
leaders is for handling change, is one of the 
greatest people challenges that lies ahead in 
sustainable business and people management. 
We all know strategic HR contribution – when 
played out well – contributes to businesses 
being sustainably successful and breeds a cadre 
of leaders who can make a real difference. But 
what are the rules they need to follow?

Evidence shows that when employees are 
engaged and understand the business strate-
gy, the organisation is far more likely to suc-
ceed. So, it is only logical HR needs to steer 
away from the old industrial age practice of 
employing people ‘from the shoulders down’. 
Today’s knowledge economy demands HR 
capitalises on individuals ‘from the neck up’, 
releasing them from the chains of command-
and-control management, liberating them to 
contribute more meaningfully than they have 
in the past. This is even more pressing at a 
time when customers are unrelenting. Organ-
isations that want to stay one step ahead of the 
competition can ill afford to stand still.

All of these pressures demand that leaders 
review their operating context. They must 
translate strategic imperatives into human 
capital requirements and create a culture to 
promote the conditions in which every em-
ployee can genuinely be engaged and give of 
their best. A theory I would like to put  
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forward for achieving this is what I call ‘or-
ganisational fusion’ (see above).

It’s my belief strategic HR creates actionable 
insight by fusing external market trends, broad 
societal and economic factors with what drives 
value and makes the business successful. It 
gives focus to the interplay between the hard 
and soft factors that can accelerate or derail 
business success both today and in the future. 
Only by embedding this ‘organisational fusion’ 
model will HR take a strategic approach to cre-
ating sustainable organisation performance 
that can balance the demands for increased 
competitiveness with the needs of the organi-
sation and its workforce. Only through this 
will staff change – not only to cope but to flour-
ish in a climate of increased pressure.

In addition to this, though, HR also needs 
to focus on rebuilding the trust of their peo-
ple as well as wider stakeholder groups. This 
will require serious commitment and is likely 
to remain a challenge for years to come. The 
current climate of cynicism, both in the work-
place as well as society more generally, makes 

the issue of employee engagement ever more 
pressing. The only way to win trust is through 
a leadership style that embeds transparency 
into the business. HR has to create the oppor-
tunities to demonstrate this visibility, has to 
communicate more effectively and use all the 
tools that will foster better staff engagement. 

These are no small challenges. We have all 
witnessed change initiatives being introduced 
into organisations that have little positive  
impact on performance, operating efficien-
cies and results. We all know that making 
change happen goes far beyond the creation 
of the strategic plan. Unfortunately, we often 
forget this when it comes to the design of 
change and its implementation and, as a re-
sult, the change programme does not deliver 
as expected. More than ever it will become  
essential for HR to involve staff at all levels 
from the outset. In this way sufficient under-
standing of, and momentum towards, funda-
mental changes can build from the start.

It goes without saying that engaged em-
ployees will support change if they know their 

opinion is being heard. They must know they 
can influence events and that their involve-
ment is also valued. Unsurprisingly, though, 
post-recession employees are choosing to be 
more self- reliant. So HR needs to offer more 
self-determination within clear boundaries, 
rather than having change imposed.

It is the imagination and innovation of the 
people leading change that is central to mak-
ing change last. According to Martin Binks of 
the Institute for Enterprise and Innovation at 
Nottingham University Business School: “HR 
ought to have a role in identifying potential 
barriers to innovation. It must help to resolve 
such issues to access the potentially enormous 
latent and previously unrealised creative tal-
ent within organisations.” 

Let us not be complacent, though. With in-
novation comes risk. To manage this risk one 
needs a robust approach that focuses firmly 
on what is guaranteed to work in corporate 
change. Insufficient numbers of business 
leaders know what works in promoting last-
ing change. They are confused by the myriad 
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Five steps to achieving organisational fusion

Plan your capability
Assess where the organisation 
may be at risk in the future  
to traverse the gap between 
‘current’ and ‘future’ 
requirements. From this  
will evolve any resourcing, 
performance management, 
talent, coaching or mentoring 
plans. These plans need to be 
in place for all locations and 
geographies throughout the 
business. Assessing the 
reputation of your employment 
brand with key stakeholders, 
how it stacks up against key 
competitors and whether it  
is helping or hindering the 
execution of current strategies 
and future ambitions is a 
worthwhile commitment. 

Create an ‘all 
hands’ talent pool
Build on capability planning by 
feeding strategic hot spots 

with the strongest people you 
have available, by knowing 
where talent blossoms and 
which management style and 
practices achieve the potential 
for all staff. Declare what you 
stand for and what you will  
do in the talent space by 
encouraging staff at all levels 
to take responsibility for their 
own learning. Having aligned 
processes in place that deliver 
your proposition and achieve 
strategic goals is critical. 

Motivate to learn
Motivate staff to formulate 
their own learning and shape 
their own development 
leadership from the top is 
important in promoting these 
activities. Recognising what it 
takes for people to develop, 
change and bounce back from 
challenges is critical if you 
want employees to fully 

engage and contribute to 
strategic imperatives. It’s also 
about creating the conditions 
in which people can flourish, 
take risks and learn. 

Be ‘change agile’
Comprehensive, strategic 
clarity integrates the business 
and cultural priorities of the 
business and sets the  
stage for the change your 
organisation needs to do. To be 
‘change agile’ means being 
quick on one’s feet, constantly 
scanning for changes in the 
environment and seeing how 
these impact the strategic 
choices of your organisation. 
But change processes that 
involve people need to 
recognise what differs  
when the human side of the 
enterprise is involved in 
change. Change leaders who 
create clarity of direction 

liberate people to act and 
provide freedom for those 
closest to the work to alter the 
chosen course based on what 
happens and what is learned.

Be accommodating 
Accommodating evaluations 
en route to change will 
ultimately speed up the 
embedding of change more 
quickly. People engagement 
through ‘change programmes’ 
has to be reviewed constantly 
to ensure that intentions are 
reflected by results. One 
should focus on the ROI of 
people engagement and one’s 
change strategies. Knowing 
what will not happen if we fail 
to change is as powerful as 
knowing what benefits will 
accrue when we do change. 
So, change motivations have 
to be communicated through 
the leadership culture.
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What the academics say

‘Human resources’, as we now know it 
today is a relatively new concept, coined 
in the 1960s. But notions of good HR 
management can be traced back to 
Taylorism theory first conceived by 
Frederick Taylor and Max Weber  
in the 1880s. 

Theirs was an idea of management that 
measures and synthesises workflows in 
order to gain maximum productivity from a 
workforce, including taking responsibility 
from workers to line managers, training, 
talent selection, incentivising, staff, 
planning and development. 

Taylorism was then picked up by  
the Russian scientist, Aleksei Gastev 
who, with support from the Soviet  
leader, Lenin, developed new scientific 
approaches to work management  
in the Soviet Union, carrying out  
extensive testing into the most productive 

ways in which employees in factories 
could work. 

But taken to the extremes, the idea  
was debunked as the de-humanisation of 
staff and the taking away of their skills. 
The development of more qualitative 
approaches to staff management led to 
companies in the US (most famously 
Shell and Philips) to develop personnel/
HR departments following the second 
world war. In 1996 Elwood, olton and 
Trott set out the role of the HR 
development framework, which views 
employees as an asset to the enterprise. 

More recently, thinkers such as 
Dave Ulrich and Wayne Brockbank 
have argued that the role of HR should be 
divided into shared services, centres of 
expertise and business partners in  
order to align HR practices more to the 
needs of the customer. 

strategic HR initiatives available. Casually 
glancing through any business journal, one 
can view many marketing ploys that promote 
the latest change strategy. But what is impor-
tant is ensuring the change is right for you 
and the challenges your business faces today 
in the new world and tomorrow. Certainly 
‘making the numbers’ (hitting quarterly tar-
gets) is still as important today as it ever has 
been, but what we need to understand is that 
the metaphor of the industrial age – that the 
organisation is like a machine and the most 
pressing challenge is efficiency – is out of date. 
As Albert Einstein said: “We can’t solve prob-
lems by using the same kind of thinking we 
used to create them.”

So, to be fit for the future, an organisation’s 
purpose must go beyond making money. 
Business strategy requires strategic clarity to 
succeed. People strategy requires meaning 
and emotional engagement to succeed. Com-
mercial strategy is about making a profit. Peo-
ple strategy is focused on making a difference 
to something that people feel is important. In 
addition to the economic recession we are ex-
periencing what writer and management 
consultant Judith Bardwick calls an emotion-
al or psychological recession, largely the result 
of organisations no longer responding to em-
ployees in ways that convey they are of value. 
In these situations people can feel vulnerable 
and afraid for their futures. This is particu-
larly relevant for the business world because 
chronically fearful people are too exhausted 
to be productive, let alone creative and inno-
vative. They expect the worst to happen and 
see no reason to give of their all. They hold a 
dour view of the present and an even bleaker 
view of the future.

Workplaces where people can find mean-
ing, which generate emotional engagement 
and where people feel they are making a  
difference produce an environment that sat-
isfies some basic human needs. This in turn 
creates a climate where employees are will-
ing and supported to give of their best. Of all 
of the business leadership roles the HR lead-
er should champion, it is the value and the 
necessity of meeting human needs in the 
workplace. If the HR leader doesn’t do this 
who else will?

HR leaders need to be the artisans of mean-
ing for organisations – designing and build-
ing systems and approaches that meet human 
needs and shaping the strategic foundations 
for the way the organisation does business. 

Generating meaning and emotional en-
gagement makes business sense. Without a 

compelling raison d’être organisations cannot 
hope to tap into the full potential of their  
employees. In today’s turbulent times the 
view from Nietzche seems particularly rele-
vant: “He who has a why to live can bear al-
most any how.”

However a strong purpose is not enough. It 
also needs to be supported by guidance on 
what matters most to the organisation, a clear 
ambition that unifies effort and team spirit, 
and leaders and line managers who believe in 
making the space for powerful conversations. 
These crucial conversations support employ-
ees to make the wider agenda relevant to their 
day-to-day work. They also demonstrate the 
willingness of the organisation to embrace its 
essential diversity. 

Creating the conditions where people can 
express diverse points of view helps the or-
ganisation to build a full understanding of 
the issues it faces and generate more possible 
solutions. All of this enhances the likelihood 
for meaning and emotional engagement to 
flow through the whole organisation and for 

results of value to the organisation to follow.
When the two elements of making money 

and making a difference are successfully fused 
together through a strategic HR approach, 
they provide comprehensive strategic clarity 
that is engaging and meaningful to all of the 
organisation’s stakeholders. This is also essen-
tial for the translation of strategy into human 
capital priorities.

Another capability is the ability of an or-
ganisation to critique itself. Recognising what 
it really takes for people to develop, to change 
and bounce back from challenges is critical if 
HRDs want employees to fully engage and 
contribute to strategic imperatives. The new 
business climate is about creating conditions 
in which people can flourish, but can take 
thoughtful risks and can learn from them.

What does this mean in practice? In my ex-
perience of change programmes, it means cre-
ating space for conversations about the nature 
of the change, and what it means for teams 
and individuals, deep within the organisation. 
Issuing top-down edicts just doesn’t work.
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Further reading

next Generation HR 
Author Lee sears
Publisher Chartered 
institute of Personnel and 
Development
Download free at: 
www.cipd.co.uk

It was the big show-piece report 
unveiled at last October’s CIPD 
annual conference, a report to 
reposition the institute as the HR 

sector’s provocateurs. Much 
anticipated, it contained the 
CIPD’s view on everything HR 
needs to become – from being 
custodians of future-proof cultures, 
to building fit leaders and 
imploring the profession to take 
insight-driven decisions. While 
critics at the time argued HR is 
already insight-oriented, the report 
should be seen in its context – it 
represents a significant departure 

in voice and tone from the  
industry body, one that has been 
widely welcomed. Particularly 
encouraging is its promotion of 
internal and external brand risk 
management within HR  
and measuring and valuing 
organisation equity. It won’t  
tell you how to change your HR 
function, but it’s a good summary 
of the level at which you should  
be thinking.

andrea adams is the former 
hrD of Bae systems,  
and founder of strategic  
hr consultancy triumpha. 
see also www.hrvision.tv

Centralised  
hr is the glue

Amanda 
White
HR director 
Abbott

In December 
2009, pharmaceuticals and 
healthcare company Abbott 
revamped its HR function to take a 
more strategic focus. HR director 
Amanda White explains: “The whole 
company is now looked after by one 
HR function, although each location 
has its own HR manager.” There is a 
service centre located in its head 
office that covers HR administration, 
and HR ‘experts’ are also on the site 
to deal with talent acquisition, L&D 
and compensation and benefits. 
Each of the firm’s locations also has 
its own HR business partner to deal 
with specific HR issues. “Centralised 
HR supports everyone – we are the 
glue that links together succession 
planning,” adds White. “Although we 
remain close to managers of the 
businesses, administration can now 
be easily absorbed into our service 
centre, allowing functional experts to 
focus purely on the individual areas 
of the business they are supporting.”

In one business I was in, I was changing 
strategy quite radically, moving from pure  
design and development to partnering with 
the customers. Using an employee opinion 
survey as a benchmark, I discovered fewer 
than half the staff understood the business 
strategy – indicating a high risk of failure. So, 
over a period of some months, I used story-
telling and dialogue techniques, initially with 
business leaders, and ultimately with all staff, 
so that they could understand what the new 
services would look like and what their role 
would be – and put it in their own words. In 
the course of the programme, employee un-
derstanding of the strategy rose to more than 
80%. In the following years, there was a 40% 
growth in business, which the board attrib-
uted in part to the engagement process. 

This illustrates why it is so important for 
HR to include all constituencies in a very ac-
tive and inclusive manner. It is best to hear 
objections and embrace the views very early 
in the process. 

Understanding that change leadership re-
sides in line roles as well as corporate depart-
ments is a sure sign that change becomes the 
culture. The stress and anxiety associated with 
change initiatives that have gone wrong in the 
past will no longer be an element of the cul-
ture when change is taken seriously. 

It is also important to recognise that em-
ployees value and know when their views have 
been taken seriously. It’s worth knowing that 
a goal is most likely to be accomplished when 
individuals and organisations are involved in 
co-constructing the goal, assessing the cur-
rent state of affairs and defining the route-
map to move from the current state to the 
desired goal. This collaborative process is best 
enabled by defining what the boundaries of 

an exercise are, and then sharing leadership 
power within these constraints. 

I have recently started to read Harvard 
Business School’s Handbook of Leadership 
Theory and Practice, which states that at a 
time when societies around the world are cry-
ing out for better leadership, our current lead-
ers from all spheres have lost legitimacy. I 
think we should be asking ourselves whether 
we are developing leaders who have the com-
petence and character necessary to lead the 
web of complex institutions that have become 
so vital to the health of modern societies.

Within organisational life it is often the HR 
leader and the top team that are charged with 
developing better leaders As such, I believe 
HR has a critical role in helping to shape what 
happens within future organisations and 
therefore the experience of employees, cus-
tomers and society at large. 

There is an historic opportunity for HR 
professionals to become real business leaders. 
However, there is an important stage in this 
journey. Only by better understanding our-
selves can we gauge our actions by how others 
react. Only by better understanding our im-
pact on others can we effectively lead, or ena-
ble and support individuals to adapt to 
change, and build resilience for coping with 
the changes and setbacks ahead.

What difference do you want to make in 
your organisation and how will you fulfil your 
vital role in making change happen within 
your organisation? HR

[  HR vision  ]


