
HRD and Empowerment 
Change, like charity, begins at home. HRD must empower itself 
before it can lead organizations. Here are several ways in which 

HRD professionals can pave the road to empowerment for 
themselves and their profession. 

m p l o y e e i n v o l v e m e n t . In-
i p i ver ted pyramids . High-com-
m m i t m e n t work cultures. Self-

managed teams. E m p o w e r m e n t . T h e 
buzzwords of the 1980s have b e c o m e 
organizational b y w o r d s for success in 
the 1990s. 

E m p o w e r m e n t zealots are c o m i n g 
out of the w o o d w o r k . Gurus p reach 
daily on e m p o w e r i n g the workfo rce . 
L terature on e m p o w e r m e n t abounds . 
B it the gap b e t w e e n theory and prac-
ti e is wide. In a 1989 s tudy of 485 
u iper-level managers in 59 organiza-
ti ms, most of the managers w h o were 
p )lled said that they advoca te greater 
p .rticipation by employees . But the 
s; me n u m b e r said that they have failed 
t( p rov ide the means to make em-
p iwerment a reality. 

HRD specialists are, and have long 
b : e n , o n the e m p o w e r m e n t b a n d -
v agon. We have e n c o u r a g e d , pro-
n o ted, a n d n u r t u r e d e m p o w e r m e n t 
s ace be fo re it b e c a m e a buzzword . 
Bat we still have ou r bl ind spots. 

HRD must work to pave the way for 
t n p o w e r m e n t . H o w can we do that? 
^ e have to unders tand and appreciate 
t le barriers. We must convey empathy 
t i the resisters. And w e must recog-
r ize h o w we may u n k n o w i n g l y con-
t ibute to the barriers a n d resistance. 
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Understanding the barriers 
Some organizat ions m o v e towrard 

e m p o w e r m e n t because their compe t -
itors, suppliers, or customers are do ing 
it. Such at tempts of ten meet resistance 
—employees can tell the d i f f e rence 
be tween an excuse for e m p o w e r m e n t 
and a c o m m i t m e n t to it. HRD can help 
managers ident i fy their t rue motiva-
t ions b e f o r e they e m b a r k o n mis-
gu ided e f fo r t s that are likely to fail. 

Resistance also c o m e s f rom super-
visors w h o are reluctant to allow their 
staffs to have m o r e au tonomy. Mana-
gers of ten perceive employee e m p o w -
e r m e n t as a reduc t ion of their o w n 
powers . T h e role of HRD is to antici-
pate such fears at the ou tse t and to 
he lp p e o p l e c o n f r o n t t hem. 

Even w h e n managers demons t r a t e 
a genu ine c o m m i t m e n t to e m p o w e r -
m e n t , employees may n o t accept it. 
Many employees prefer be ing told 
what , when , and h o w to do their jobs, 
especially if they 've worked u n d e r an 
autocrat ic leadership style for years. 
I t ' s s a fe r to f o l l o w d i r e c t i o n s . If 
m a n a g e r s m a k e all t h e d e c i s i o n s , 
e m p l o y e e s a r en ' t to b l a m e w h e n 
th ings go w r o n g . 

Ano the r reason for employee resis-
tance to e m p o w e r m e n t is that m o r e 
active par t ic ipat ion can mean bigger 
w o r k loads. HRD peop le shou ld ap-
preciate the di lemma that presents for 
employees . Don ' t assume that all em-
ployees w e l c o m e e m p o w e r m e n t . 

Many managers say that their lead-
ersh ip style fol lows Theory Y, w h i c h 

assumes that peop le will p e r f o r m well 
if s imply given the oppor tun i ty . But 
their behavior wi th subord ina tes in-
dicates that they manage more accord-
ing to T h e o r y X, wh ich assumes that 
p e o p l e are basically lazy and mus t be 
carefully con t ro l l ed in o rde r to per-
f o r m well. 

Most of us can recall instances in 
w h i c h such Theory X practices as the 
threat of p u n i s h m e n t increased ou r 
mot iva t ion to c o m p l y wi th a super -
visor 's expecta t ions . That p h e n o m -
e n o n ho lds t rue in the b o a r d r o o m as 
well as on the s h o p floor. T h r o w in 
tight deadlines, irate cus tomers , and 
the n e e d for quick decisions, and you 
have the recipe for autocrat ic rule. 
W h e n our backs are against the wall, 
we're m o r e likely to respond wi th im-
mediate, direct ac t ion than with at-
t empts to e m p o w e r others . 

HRD profess ionals have to be will-
ing to admit that in s o m e c i rcum-
stances e m p o w e r m e n t may be inap-
propriate, undesirable, or impossible. 
Put a n o t h e r way, HRD s h o u l d n ' t 
rigidly a d h e r e to T h e o r y Y. 

Peter Block c o n t e n d s that w h e n 
managers face a cho ice b e t w e e n giv-
ing up con t ro l and get t ing exemplary 
pe r fo rmance , or maintaining con t ro l 
and get t ing med ioc re pe r fo rmance , 
mos t will c h o o s e the latter. It's par-
ticularly t rue w h e n an organizat ion 's 
c u l t u r e i m p l i e s t h a t e m p l o y e e s 
s h o u l d n ' t m a k e mi s t akes o r t rus t 
anyone but themselves. HRD must ap-
preciate a n d respect the p o w e r of 
those messages. If not , e m p o w e r m e n t 
e f for t s will fail be fore they begin. 

Any s i g n i f i c a n t o r g a n i z a t i o n a l 
change typically p r o d u c e s a decrease 
in product iv i ty at first. Even w h e n no 
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barriers exist, people still need time to 
acquire and ref ine the skills they need 
to make the new order work smoothly. 
Efficiency, quality, and p roduc t iv i ty 
usual ly su f f e r d u r i n g t h e s t a r t -up 
phase. Then resisters may say, "I told 
you so. This e m p o w e r m e n t stuff is 
really a b u n c h of hogwash ." 

W h e n initial results don ' t s u p p o r t 
the use of e m p o w e r m e n t . HRD prac-
t i t ioners may b e c o m e frus t ra ted or 
disil lusioned because they ' re eager to 
be agents of change. Before e f for t s 

begin, HRD people shou ld alert every-
o n e in the organization that there pro-
bably will be a d ip in p e r f o r m a n c e at 
first. A warning can he lp to mitigate 
negat ive reactions. 

Conveying empathy 
Bringing about e m p o w e r m e n t takes 

more than simply recognizing the bar-
riers. HRD must share its insights with 
those w h o are likely to resist change. 

We may s u p p o r t ou r observa t ions 
a n d a r g u m e n t s w i th charts , tables. 

data, and live testimonials. But son e-
t imes t hose m e t h o d s only fuel t ie 
resistance. We may even be viewed is 
adversaries w h o must be defeated 

We s h o u l d f o l l o w o u r c l i en t s 
a r o u n d for at least a week to lea n 
m o r e abou t their jobs and h o w th :y 
d o them. We shou ld f ind ou t how it 
feels to be b o m b a r d e d with e n d k s s 
requests and demands , long meetings, 
d issa t is f ied c u s t o m e r s a n d bosses, 
u n e x p e c t e d budge t cuts, messy em-
ployee conflicts, and all the o ther pro-
b lems that aren' t listed in their job 
descr ip t ions . 

We can learn more f rom shadowing 
c l i en t s—whe the r they ' re sen ior ex-
ecutives, suppor t staff, or line workers 
—than f rom conduc t ing interviews >r 
reading job descr ip t ions . Seeing first-
h a n d w h a t they d o e n h a n c e s our 
capaci ty for empathy. It he lps us to 
convey genu ine apprec ia t ion for em-
ployees and their work . 

W h e n we look our cl ients in t ie 
eyes and tell t h e m that we understand 
w h y e m p o w e r m e n t isn't o n e of th ir 
t o p priorit ies, we plant the seeds )f 
t rust . And we must have employe, s' 
t rust in o rde r to help t hem o v e r c o n e 
their resistance to change. That tn st 
mus t be e a r n e d th rough o u r a c t i o >s. 
Words are cheap. 

Empowering HRD 
HRD is in the organizat ional fi: h-

bowl . We're be ing carefully scrut n-
ized, part icular ly in the area of em-
p o w e r m e n t . O u r credibil i ty is los if 
w e p r e a c h e m p o w e r m e n t and et 
treat our o w n employees and inter lal 
cus tomers in d i s e m p o w e r i n g way 

G e o f f r e y Be l lman p r o p h e t i c a ly 
stated in 1987 that mos t of us in H D 
are overmanaged and under led . W re 
in the same boa t with o the r emp! y-
ees w h o s e potent ia l isn't be ing fu ly 
tapped. W h e n we enthusiastically p o-
claim that e m p o w e r m e n t is the ke\ 10 
success, w e may be yearning more >r 
our o w n liberation than acting froi 1 a 
desire to e m p o w e r others . 

If we're perce ived as self-servi' g. 
that on ly adds to the resistance. C ur 
mot iva t ion mus t be sincere, whetl er 
we're external or internal consultai ts. 
We mus t even accept the possibii ty 
that e m p o w e r m e n t may m e a n ti at 
we'll be out of jobs. Ideally, there'd 
no need for HRD's suppor t if its clie its 
were fully e m p o w e r e d . 

Like m o s t h e l p i n g p ro fe s s ions , 
h u m a n resources is outer-directed. 

"I understand the new 
performance management 
system, but how do I work 

within this system 
to be successful?" 
Richard . . . a long time employee 

An effective performance management system 
is essential for any well run organization. This 
system establishes "what" employees are 
expected to do. But, how do employees succeed 
in this system? How do they accomplish all those 
daily tasks and activities which make up the 
"whats"? . . . How can Richard be successful? 

"MANAGING PERSONAL PERFORMANCE" 
helps individuals work within any performance 
management system to accomplish greater 
results by focusing on the right things. And, as 
part of a team, they learn how to accomplish 
the overall goals of the organization. Call TMI 
to find out how to bring this program into your 
organization, 

TMI® 
Helping individuals, teams and organizations master change and be their best. 

33 New Montgomery Street, Suite 310, San Francisco, CA 94105 
(415)957-1133 

New York • Denver • Mexico City • Toronto 
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OWN A HUMAN RESOURCE 
TRAINING BUSINESS 

Celebrating 25 years of providing human resource 
and management development training, 

LMI is looking for an individual interested in: 
* Being self-employed 
* Marketing programs designed 

to increase productivity 
* Interfacing with corporate 

decision makers and CEO 'S 
* Enjoying freedom and prestige 

$30,000+ Investment Required — Some Financing Available 

CALL NOW 1-800-365-7437 
A s k f o r D e l l r a y L e f e v e r e o r w r i t e : 

LEADERSHIP MANAGEMENT, INC. 
P.O. Box 2503, Dept. 6TDJ 11 -1 

V — S Waco, Texas 76702-2503 

LMI |S AMERICA'S FUTURE 
Circle No. 280 on Reader Service Card 

"Discover how 
to make this 
common sense 
production strategy 
work in your plant." 
Ken Wantuck. 

1-800-742-8778 
KWA Abulia 
Division cl Ken Wantuck Associates. Inc. 
24655 Soulhlield Rd . #207. Soulhlield. Ml 48075 
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But we must examine our o w n beha -
ior. It's easy to po in t the f inger it 
o thers for resisting. It's m o r e cour i -
geous to admi t our o w n culpability 
and to d o s o m e t h i n g abou t it. 

HRD p r o m o t e s e m p o w e r m e n t , bt t 
we may still have a n e e d for control , 
may still b e terrified of change, an 1 
may still want to hang on to our power. 
And even t h o u g h we are a d e p t ; t 
i d e n t i f y i n g o t h e r s ' d e v e l o p m e r t 
needs, we're of ten unable or unwilling 
to recognize o u r own . 

In o n e case, an organization tried to 
move f rom decades of autocratic man-
agement to a m o r e part icipative lead-
ership style. It didn't use the term "eni-
p o w e r m e n t , " bu t that was its goal. 
After literally t h o u s a n d s of p e o p l e 
worked for several years to achieve 
that aim, t h e organizat ion discovered 
that first-line supervisors h a d been 
bypassed in the process . 

Supervisors had interpreted the en-
thusiasm of m a n a g e m e n t , employee 
ranks, and the HRD d e p a r t m e n t as :t 
warn ing to "be part icipative or else ' 
T h e more managemen t persisted, th 1 

m o r e resistant supervisors b e c a m 
Superv i so r s be l ieved that manag< -
m e n t and HRD were preaching, "D > 
as I say, n o t as I do." 

" W h y s h o u l d I stick my neck ot 
and be democra t i c wi th my peop) 
w h e n those guys in the corner office 
my boss, and the HR p e o p l e manag 1 

their s h o p s as if they were each Attil t 
T h e Hun?" asked o n e supervisor . 

It requires m o r e than a phi losopl 
ical c o m m i t m e n t to lead our organiz, 
t ions to e m p o w e r m e n t . HRD mu: 
u n d e r s t a n d peop l e ' s b e h a v i o r and 
mot ivat ions . We must develop ou 
skills in h u m a n relations. And we mu. 
s u m m o n the courage to face u p to th 
d i s e m p o w e r i n g sides of ourselves. 

We're likely to see m o r e e m p o w e ; 
m e n t e f f o r t s in t h e f u t u r e . Mo.< 
workers , s ea soned veterans or ne t 
employees , will no longer tolerai 
despot ic managers . Today, employee 
at every level expec t to b e treated a 
valued members of their organization: 

Exper ts p red ic t that organization 
mus t foster e m p o w e r m e n t or b e c o m 
extinct . HRD can play an impor tan 
role. We m u s t share ou r insight oi 
w h y e m p o w e r m e n t is easier said thai 
done. We must be empathetic. And w* 
mus t pract ice wha t we p reach . If w< 
accompl ish those goals, HRD will err; 
p o w e r i t se l f a n d t h e r e b y lea<. 
organizat ions to e m p o w e r m e n t . • 

"GIVES YOU THE 
POWER TO PERFORM 
THE INCREDIBLE 
PROVEN STRATEGY 
OF JIT." 
This ground breaking book does more than 
just talk about JIT. It provides the power to 
actually perform ihe incredible proven 
strategy of JIT. Written by Ken Wantuck, 
one of America 's leading JUST-IN-TIME 
authorities, it gives you, in sleeves-rolled-up, 
shop-wise style, the in-depth perspective, 
understanding and hands-on tools needed 
for implementation. Its 400 pages are 
packed with detailed case studies, over 200 
illustrations, photographs and formats that 
apply directly to the implementation of JIT 
in your company. 
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