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Are You Doing
High-lmpact HR?

BY KENNETH E. CARLISLE AND DAN HENRIE

DO THE TRAINING INTERVEN-
TIONS IN YOUR ORGANIZATION
TRULY HAVE AN EFFECT?
HERE IS A WAY TO ASSESS
YOUR HR DEPARTMENT AND
SOME TECHNIQUES FOR
IMPROVING PROCESSES AND

GETTING RESULTS.

y now, most of us are familiar
Bwith the watchwords of mod-

ern business: on-the-job train-
ing, multimedia, instructional systems
design, performance technology,
human resource development, orga-
nizational development, total-quality
management, just-in-time manage-
ment, and so forth.

But often the results of such
approaches have been slow and dis-
appointing. Organizations are recog-
nizing that productivity and quality
mean more than just other ways of
doing things or other ways of treat-
ing people; productivity and quality
are about long-term results.

The human resource function can
play an important role in reposition-
ing a company to achieve high-
impact results. The Organizational -
Impact Grid, on page 48, provides a
structure for evaluating the HR de-
partment's role.

A human resource department can
measure the results it achieves in
terms of two different kinds of train-
ing interventions: accomplishment-
based and context-based. Those two
variables form the X and Y axes of
the Organizational-Impact Grid.

Accomplishment-based interven-
tions are interventions—such as
training, consulting, development,
and incentives—that elicit task-spe-
cific behaviors that contribute to
organizational objectives.

Context-based interventions are
those that focus on the work environ-
ment—the context for performance—
in which accomplishments occur.
Such interventions deal with princi-
ples and processes that are applicable
to al job tasks. The premise is that
certain environments will enhance the
speed, quality, and efficiency with
which accomplishments are achieved,
by manipulating such variables as
communication styles, problem-solv-
ing approaches, and processes for
working together.

High or low?

Most HR organizations fit into one of
the following four categories, which
define the quadrants of the grid:
transactions, context, results, and
high-impact.

Transactions. A transactional HR
organization is low context/low
accomplishment. The department's
role is mainly administrative and
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clerical. Transactions consist of ful-
filling requests; little or no attention
is paid to results.

A transaction-based organization
tends to view itself as an in-house
distributor of prefabricated human
resource solutions in the form of
training programs, performance-
review systems, and other interven-
tions that are perceived to improve
productivity. Transactions are charac-
terized by a minimal concern for the
purpose of the program or service
requested, other than that "someone
with enough clout asked for it." That
seems to be a good enough reason
for a transaction.

Many of the training interventions
or transactions are delivered by
external consultants and suppliers.

Transactional HR organizations

may facilitate valuable context- or
accomplishment-based programs, but
such programs are inconsistent when
it comes to adding value. Most trans-
action-based HR functions spend a
lot of time on inconsequential activi-
ties. That makes the transaction-
based HR department a prime target
for elimination during cost contain-
ments. Other entities can easily
duplicate the skills and services the
department provides.
Context. A context-based HR organi-
zation is high context/low accom-
plishment. It's typically staffed by
competent, experienced human
resource professionals who have
psychological or organizational ori-
entations.

Its mission is to develop the host
company via human resources and
to ensure high productivity that
translates into marketplace competi-
tion—goals that are lofty and
admirable, but somewhat elusive.

Context HR's emphasis on broad,
long-term solutions is often expen-
sive. It produces few immediate
results because it's usually based on
the false assumption that teaching
people about the right context will
somehow create it.

A context-based HR organization
tries to improve processes rather than
results. It's often characterized by
feel-good training programs on cul-
ture, values, motivation, leadership,
teamwork, continuous improvement,
and communication. The programs
may sound good, look good, and
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make participants feel good, but they
don't contribute significantly to bot-
tom-line performance.

Students of context HR learn how
to work together well and how to
organize the work environment
effectively. But in the real world,
they often forget the golden rules
they learned in training. That's
because a corporate culture already
exists in which financial results are
rewarded more readily than team-
work.

Few contextual HR organizations
make full use of instructional tech-
nology, though they do emphasize
the development and implementa-
tion phases of training. In context-
based HR interventions, classroom
training removes people from the
workplace and puts them in pleasant
settings. Seating arrangements are
designed to facilitate open communi-
cation. Video programs are used to
elicit powerful emotional responses.
The typica contextual HR organiza-
tion is comfortable providing like-
able programs about soft skills.

Context-based HR organizations
tend to like fads. They neglect front-
end analysis, task analysis, and eval-
uation. They prefer "happy-sheet"
evaluations and long-term organiza-
tional assessment instruments that
require little accountability from the
people who are supposed to im-
prove die organizational climate.

Consequently, context-oriented
HR considers participants' reactions
to be a key factor in evaluation.
Measuring context-based training in
terms of job performance and valued

48 Training & Development, August 1993

accomplishments is difficult. Instead,
context-based HR promises that con-
stant attention to the contextual fac-
tors will eventually lead to improved
quality and productivity—but it also
warns people not to expect immedi-
ate results.

During business slumps, compa-

nies are more likely to eliminate
transactional HR organizations than
context-based ones. But a contextual
HR function is still fairly vulnerable,
due to its image as a nonstaple in
the organizational diet.
Results. A results-oriented HR
department is low context/high
accomplishment. It tends to be
staffed with competent, experienced
HR professionals who have behav-
ioral orientations. The department
often depends heavily on subject
matter experts from line and man-
agement positions.

Results-oriented HR tries to ensure
that employees are willing and able
to do their jobs and that they pro-
duce desired accomplishments. It
tends to focus on line training, on-
the-job training, jobs aids, trou-
bleshooting guides, and perfonnance
incentives.

Results-oriented HR utilizes such
performance technologies as front-
end analysis and instructional sys-
tems design. But it somewhat ignores
the context in which performance
occurs. Results-based HR believes in
integrity, teamwork, and leadership,
but it doesn't address those issues
very well.

Results-oriented HR finds safety in
teaching people things that are
directly related to line objectives.
Results-based HR can demonstrate its
value to a company because it evalu-
ates outcomes in ways that are
meaningful to non-HR people. For
that reason, a results-oriented HR
organization isn't likely to be cut
during tough times; it's more likely
to be absorbed into a company's
operational departments.
High-impact. High-impact HR is high
context/high accomplishment. It
focuses on both desired accomplish-
ments and the context for perfor-
mance. A high-impact HR organiza-
tion recognizes that teamwork,
continuous improvement, innova-
tion, and leadership by themselves
aren't worthy accomplishments. They
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are contextual issues that managers
must manage in order to produce
accomplishments. High-impact HR
dictates that such principles and
processes shouldn't be taught as end
results, but as the means to achiev-
ing desired results.
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zational and line objectives. It under-
stands that it's necessary to create a
high-context environment that con-
tinually renews synergy. To achieve
that end, high-impact HR provides
only interventions that offer immedi-
ate cost savings or improved quality.
They must include a means for
improving the context for perfor-
mance as well. Trainees learn and
implement soft, contextual skills as
they plan, implement, and track
important business accomplishments.

High-impact HR understands and
uses instructional design and deliv-
ery, performance technology, and
organizational design and develop-
ment—when those approaches make
business sense. Evaluation presents
an opportunity for the HR organiza-
tion and the company as a whole to
recognize success and to gather
information for continuous improve-
ment. High-impact HR is state-of-the-
art, but not faddish.

A high-impact HR group can be at
risk—not because it's vulnerable to
elimination during downturns, but
because it promises big results.
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Companies require the same degree
of accountability from high-impact
HR organizations as they do from
operations, marketing, and business-
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In fact, if a company does not
expect immediate, high-impact
results from its HR function—and
does not hold HR accountable for
those results—then by definition it is
not using a high-impact approach.

Case scenarios

To clarify the distinctions among the
four categories of HR organizations,
let's examine several HR departments
to see where they fall on the
Organizational-Impact Grid.

HR organization A. This organization
specializes in providing training that
is requested, at the right time and in
the least costly manner. The depart-
ment is lean, with only a training |
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manager and two assistants. To keep
costs down, the department uses
external consultants to deliver training.
When the HR department receives
a request for training, an assistant
arranges for the appropriate consul-
tant, schedules the training facilities,
informs trainees, and follows up to
make sure everything was satisfactory.
The main measure of effectiveness
is the number of workshops taught
per year. The department maintains
a library of training products; it pro-
vides videos and books on request.
HR organization A is a typical
transactions group (low context/low
accomplishment). Its main concern is
low-cost delivery of requested train-
ing, with little consideration of needs
beyond the request itself.
HR organization B. This organiza-
tion's main mission is to help man-
agers fill open job positions. It takes
requests for new employees from
department managers, helps write
job descriptions, advertises openings,
arranges interviews, processes paper-
work, and conducts new-employee
orientations. The main measure of
effectiveness is "following through
on what hiring managers requested."
HR organization B also belongs to
the transactions category. Its main
concern is fulfilling the requests of
hiring managers, not the company's
needs. Issues such as the quality of
job candidates, recruiting costs, and
recruiting cycle times are less impor-
tant than administering hiring man-
agers' plans and processes.
HR organization C. This organization
is staffed by instructional media peo-
ple who were schooled to produce
high-quality overhead transparencies,
tapes, and so forth. They pride them-
selves on being on the cutting edge
of training technology. They use the
latest delivery systems such as video-
tapes, computer-based training, and
interactive videos. Their newest spe-
ciaty is multimedia, though they con-
tinue to develop and deliver the tradi-
tional products that are requested.
Clients from al over the company
request programs from HR organiza-
tion C. Many of the programs are
used in safety training and new-
employee orientations. Each month,
the department produces a corporate
news video. On request from clients,
HR organization C creates highly

entertaining self-instructional pro-
grams based on instructional objec-
tives and competency-based tests.
HR organization C is another
transactional group. Its main concern
is delivering products as requested
and using high-tech delivery media,
with little thought of the company's
needs. It emphasizes instructional
objectives, tests, and results rather
than the work environment. Its fail-
ure to pay attention to real business
accomplishments keeps it from being
a results-oriented organization.
HR organization D. This organization
was formed to provide training ser-
vices for a large franchising organiza-
tion. At first, the trainers were fran-
chise managers who had no human
resource experience. They devel-
oped a traveling road show of week-
long seminars about managing fran-

THE MAIN MEASURE
OF EFFECTIVENESS
IS THE NUMBER
OF WORKSHOPS
PER YEAR

chises. All franchise owners were
required to send one employee to a
workshop at least once ayear.

Gradually, many of the trainers
were replaced by people who had
educational backgrounds or experi-
ence in psychology. The workshops
began to be less job-related and
more about managerial and commu-
nication skills.

Management became enthusiastic
after hearing glowing reports from
workshop attendees about the splen-
did trainers and useful information.
Attendees enjoyed the time away from
operations and liked contemplating
new ideas. Best of al, the franchise
owners felt they were being sup-
ported by the corporate office.

HR organization D is also a trans-
action-based group. Its main concern
is delivering training as requested; it
doesn't consider the company's real
needs, other than making franchise
owners feel that they have received
good service. But the emphasis on
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generic managerial and communica-
tion skills indicates a more context-
oriented than results-oriented focus.

HR organization E. This organization
designs, develops, and implements a
merit-based compensation program.
Salary increases are awarded each
year to employees according to their
performances, as appraised by man-
agers. Performance-review guidelines
focus on principles and processes
such as integrity, leadership, technical
ability, and communication practices.

HR organization E takes a contex-
tual approach to performance
improvement (high context/low
accomplishment). Salary increases
tend to reward process variables
rather than actual results. The depart-
ment's interventions emphasize skills
in leadership, communication, and
technical ability. The paradigm is
that if employees concentrate on
how they do their jobs, the desired
results will take care of themselves.
HR organization F. A traditional, fam-
ily-owned and family-managed chain
of grocery stores formed this HR
group to help change its corporate
culture.

Training taught senior managers
to communicate more effectively and
dress for success. Senior managers
were very pleased with the change
in the company. Everyone became
more formal and polished; suits and
dresses are now the order of the day.

A new training program focuses
on improving customer service, and
an upcoming one for store managers
covers employee motivation.

Clearly, HR organization F fallsinto
the context category as well. Its main
concern is changing such contextual
factors as communication, interper-
sonal styles, and dress. The fact that
changes occurred—senior managers
dressed better—shows that the
department is having a greater effect
than a transactional HR organization
might. But the failure to link changes
in context with business accomplish-
ments keeps HR organization F from
producing high-impact results.

HR organization G. This organization
was formed to implement a com-
pany's new total-quality management
program. The company wants to be
number one in quality in its industry
and wants to compete for the
Malcolm Baldrige National Quality



Award. With those long-term goals in
mind, the firm hired a person with a
doctoral degree in business to direct
the program.

The first step was to ensure that al
managers were trained in TQM phi-
losophy, language, and methods. The
company hired external trainers to
conduct classes and organized teams
to begin diagnosing problems, with
the help of newly hired facilitators.
Each team has already diagnosed
about 10 problems. And the HR
group is planning a customer survey
for identifying additional problems.

The company realizes that TQM is
a long-term process, not a quick fix.
It doesn't expect major results this
year or even next year.

HR organization G is a contextual
department; its main concern is
changing contextual processes. TQM
can produce desired results, but orga-
nization G isn't focused on immediate
results in the way that a high-impact
HR organization would be.

HR organization H. This organization
offers monetary incentives to encour-

r

Revised for

age employees to improve perfor-
mance. At year's end, employees
receive bonuses determined by key
accomplishments by individuals or
groups.

HR organization H is results-ori-

ented (low context/high accomplish-
ment). Interventions such as pay
incentives focus exclusively on busi-
ness results. The way results were
achieved and what the long-term
effectsare don't affect bonuses.
HR organization I. A large hotel cre-
ated this HR group to train its
employees. A single trainer—a subject
matter expert who is a hotel
employee—meets with new hires on
the first day of employment to discuss
hotel policies and conduct a tour.

Then the trainer works alongside
the new employees for one week,
explaining how things should be
done and providing immediate feed-
back. The trainer keeps a checklist to
ensure that employees practice each
job task at least once. At the end of
the week, employees are given a
performance test.
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written, and practical tests are given
to make sure the objectives are
achieved. This HR organization uses
sophisticated instructional technolo-
gies, based on a client's delivery situ-
ation and budget. After the training,
clients can be sure that employees
can perform tasks as expected.

HR organization J is a also a
results-oriented department. Its main

concern is making sure employees
behave correctly on the job, though
it does analyze several important
contextual factors in its search for
the right training approach. But the
lack of interest in improving the con-
text keeps the organization from
using a high-impact approach.

HR organization K. This organization
also serves as a consulting firm. For

Quality is not the
destination...

..It's the journey.

(Quality isthe natural result of an organization'sjourney toward

improved perfonnance and productivity. For more than twenty years,
the Clark Wilson Group has been aleader in thatjourney.

We provide skill-based surveys and development programs that raise

employee perfonnance and facilitate effectiveleadership

and an ongoing commitment to quality.

Our intelligent approach to reliable feedback and our logical
Task Cycle training models turn insight into measurable results.

Our surveys and programs include:

* Quality Valuesin Practice
*Management

« Coaching & Appraising

 Executive Leadership < Leadership

*Teams 'Sales

For information, cal us or our distributors:

The Clark Wilson Group
Washington, DC
800537-7249

Boulder, CO
800-332-6684

Daniel J. Booth, Ed.D.

Richard L. Dowall
Sherbom, MA
508-6504661

Performance Programs
Rowayton, CT
203«838«5200

CLARK WILSON GROUP

1320 Fenwick Lane ¢ Suite 780
Silver Spring ¢« Maryland * 20910 « USA
800-537-7249 « 301-587-2591

Circle No. 122 on Reader Service Card

52 Training & Development. August 1993

example, a manager requests training
because a work group produces too
many defects. The situation has to
change "or else." The HR staff con-
sults with the manager and sets a
goal to reduce defects by 30 percent
within three months.

A project team mobilizes, made
up of an accountable team leader,
workers, and customers. The team
sets ground rules for an effective and
productive climate in which to work.

HR staff members teach a course
to the project team on teamwork,
quality, and performance-analysis
skills. The HR staff members then
serve as resource facilitators while
team members analyze the defect
problem to determine a root cause,
plan a solution, implement the plan,
and check for results. As the project
proceeds, the HR people create doc-
umentation, even videotaping parts
of important meetings.

When the project is completed,
the team writes a report that summa-
rizes the approach and results and
makes recommendations for using
similar techniques throughout the
company. The documentation be-
comes part of a self-study program
for further training.

The goal of this HR organization
is continuous improvement through-
out the company on a results-based,
project-by-project basis.

HR organization K is a high-
impact department (high context/
high accomplishment). It does not
try to identify every possible guality
problem. Instead, its interventions
focus on specific, high-priority busi-
ness results, to be achieved as
quickly as possible.

HR organization K identifies crisis
situations and incoxporates improve-
ments to a work group's context as a
natural part of the overall improve-
ment effort. Formal skills training is
provided only when the skills are
about to be used. Measurable goals
are set. Interventions are complete
only when measurements show that
desired improvements have occurred.

The groups with whom the
department works get immediate
reinforcement for the skills and con-
texts they use. So they continue to
use them and encourage others to
follow their lead. Last, turning the
documentation into a self-study pro-




IsYour Human Resour ce Department High-lmpact?

Consider the improvement efforts
your HR organization has instigated
in the past few years. Then pick the
statement in each category that is
most descriptive of your organiza-
tion's efforts.

In cases in which your efforts
overlap several statements, select
the statement that is most typical of
your type of work.

1. Charter/goal: How does your
organization spend most of its time?
(Pick one.)

e arranging or organizing pro-
grams that have been requested or
brought to our attention by consul-
tants or external suppliers (1 point)

» helping people improve the effi-
ciency and effectivenesswith which
they do their jobs, by focusing on
skills associated with communica-
tion, teamwork, problem solving,
leadership, and time management
(2 points)

e ensuring that people are willing
and able to produce their key job
accomplishments (3 points)

e ensuring that people are willing
and able to produce their key job
accomplishments in ways that are
consistent with company values
and the work environment. (4
points)

2. Analysis/design: Why does your

gram helps spread a culture of
improvement.

Generally, high-impact interven-
tions tend to revolve around a con-
sulting approach and are supported
by training as needed. HR people in
a high-impact organization help
employees through the process of
identifying and achieving highly val-
ued results within a performance
context of guiding principles and
processes.

Even if an HR organization isn't
high-impact, a single high-impact
project can help individual employees
and work teams break through any
psychological barriers to achieving
performance improvement. Here are
the steps involved for the HR group
in atypical high-impact project:
> Meet with a work unit that has
responsibility for a key organiza-
tional accomplishment in order to

HR organization implement produc-
tivity-improvement programs and
interventions? (Pick one.)

» because the programs have been
requested by in-house customers (1
point)

» because the programs help foster
a more effective, efficient work
environment (2 points)

* because we have identified
through performance-analysis tech-
niques what is needed to ensure
that people can produce desired
results on the job (3 points)

* because we have identified
through various analysis techniques
what is needed to ensure that peo-
pie can produce desired results
within a context of performance that
enhances productivity. (4 points)

3. Development/implementation:
Which is most true about the devel-
opment and implementation of
your programs? (Pick one.)

e They are developed or presented
by someone outside of our HR
organization. (1 point)

e They focus primarily on interper-
sonal processes, and they rely on
experiential learning and the elicita-
tion of emotional responses. (2
points)

e They focus on teaching people
how to do their jobs in on-the-job

identify a measurable, short-term
goal for improving the company's
bottom-line results.

» Help the unit establish expectations
and ground rules governing such fac-
tors as conflict resolution, meeting
management, and problem solving.

» Select and train a project team led
by a person who is accountable. The
team should consist of employees
and customers.

| Serve as a resource and facilitator
to help team members analyze the
needs for performance and quality
improvement. Help the team deter-
mine root causes to problems while
maintaining the required context for
perfonnance and practicing key con-
text-related skills.

» Work with team members on find-
ing solutions, implementing a plan,
and making sure the plan produces
desired results quickly.

settings. (3 points)

 They're centered around key
business accomplishments, and
they enable people to practice
communication and team skills
while working to produce results.
(4 points)

4. Evaluation/impact: How do you
usually evaluate your programs'
effectiveness? (Pick one.)

e« We monitor participants' reac-
tions. (1 point)

e We ask for peoples' reactions
and administer attitude surveys. (2
points)

e We measure whether people
produce desired results, (3 points)

« We measure whether people
produce desired results in ways that
are consistent with company val-
ues. (4 points)

Scoring: Count the number of
points given for each of the four
statements you selected, and add
them up. A total score of 16 means
your HR organization is completely
high-impact. Lower scores indicate
a need to implement more high-
impact interventions by redefining
charters and goals and by altering
processes for analyzing and design-
ing, developing and implementing,
and evaluating interventions for
performance improvement.

» At project's end, measure, docu-
ment, report, and celebrate the
approach and results. Make recom-
mendations for future expansion
within the company. *
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