HRD and Empowerment

Change, like charity, beginsat home. HRD must empower itself
before it can lead organizations. Here areseveral ways in which

HRD professionals can pave theroad to empower mentfor
themselves and their profession.

mployee involvement. In-
ipi verted pyramids. High-com-

m mitment work cultures. Self-
managed teams. Empowerment. The
buzzwords of the 1980s have become
organizational bywords for success in
the 1990s.

Empowerment zealots are coming
out of the woodwork. Gurus preach
daily on empowering the workforce.
L terature on empowerment abounds.
B it the gap between theory and prac-
ti e iswide. In a 1989 study of 485
u iper-level managers in 59 organiza-
ti ms, most of the managerswho were
p )lled said that they advocate greater
p .rticipation by employees. But the
s me number said that they have failed
t( provide the means to make em-
p iwerment a reality.

HRD specialists are, and have long
b:en, on the empowerment band-
v agon. We have encouraged, pro-
n oted, and nurtured empowerment
s ace before it became a buzzword.
Bat we still have our blind spots.

HRD must work to pave the way for
t npowerment. How can we do that?
" e have to understand and appreciate
t le barriers. We must convey empathy
t i the resisters. And we must recog-
r ize how we may unknowingly con-
t ibute to the barriers and resistance.
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Understanding the barriers

Some organizations move tow'ard
empowerment because their compet-
itors, suppliers, or customers are doing
it. Such attempts often meet resistance
—employees can tell the difference
between an excuse for empowerment
and acommitment to it. HRD can help
managers identify their true motiva-
tions before they embark on mis-
guided effortsthat are likely to fail.

Resistance also comes from super-
visors who are reluctant to allow their
staffs to have more autonomy. Mana-
gers often perceive employee empow-
erment as a reduction of their own
powers. The role of HRD is to antici-
pate such fears at the outset and to
help people confront them.

Even when managers demonstrate
a genuine commitment to empower-
ment, employees may not accept it.
Many employees prefer being told
what, when, and how to do their jobs,
especially if they've worked under an
autocratic leadership style for years.
It's safer to follow directions. If
managers make all the decisions,
employees aren't to blame when
things go wrong.

Another reason for employee resis-
tance to empowerment is that more
active participation can mean bigger
work loads. HRD people should ap-
preciate the dilemma that presents for
employees. Don't assume that all em-
ployees welcome empowerment.

Many managers say that their lead-
ership style follows Theory Y, which

Training & Development,

assumes that people will perform well
if simply given the opportunity. But
their behavior with subordinates in-
dicates that they manage more accord-
ing to Theory X, which assumes that
people are basically lazy and must be
carefully controlled in order to per-
form well.

Most of us can recall instances in
which such Theory X practices as the
threat of punishment increased our
motivation to comply with a super-
visor's expectations. That phenom-
enon holds true in the boardroom as
well as on the shop floor. Throw in
tight deadlines, irate customers, and
the need for quick decisions, and you
have the recipe for autocratic rule.
When our backs are against the wall,
we're more likely to respond with im-
mediate, direct action than with at-
tempts to empower others.

HRD professionals have to be will-
ing to admit that in some circum-
stances empowerment may be inap-
propriate, undesirable, or impossible.
Put another way, HRD shouldn't
rigidly adhere to Theory Y.

Peter Block contends that when
managers face a choice between giv-
ing up control and getting exemplary
performance, or maintaining control
and getting mediocre performance,
most will choose the latter. It's par-
ticularly true when an organization's
culture implies that employees
shouldn't make mistakes or trust
anyone but themselves. HRD must ap-
preciate and respect the power of
those messages. If not, empowerment
efforts will fail before they begin.

Any significant organizational
change typically produces adecrease
in productivity at first. Even when no

November 1991 73



barriers exist, people still need time to
acquire and refine the skills they need
to make the new order work smoothly.
Efficiency, quality, and productivity
usually suffer during the start-up
phase. Then resisters may say, "I told
you so. This empowerment stuff is
really a bunch of hogwash."

When initial results don't support
the use of empowerment. HRD prac-
titioners may become frustrated or
disillusioned because they're eager to
be agents of change. Before efforts

begin, HRD people should alert every-
one in the organization that there pro-
bably will be adip in performance at
first. A warning can help to mitigate
negative reactions.

Conveying empathy
Bringing about empowerment takes
more than simply recognizing the bar-
riers. HRD must share itsinsights with
those who are likely to resist change.
We may support our observations
and arguments with charts, tables.

"l understand the new
performance management
system, but how do Iwork

within this system
to be successful?"

Richard ... alongtime 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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data, and live testimonials. But son e-
times those methods only fuel tie
resistance. We may even be viewed is
adversaries who must be defeated

We should follow our clients
around for at least a week to lea n
more about their jobs and how th:y
do them. We should find out how it
feels to be bombarded with endkss
requests and demands, long meetings,
dissatisfied customers and bosses,
unexpected budget cuts, messy em-
ployee conflicts, and all the other pro-
blems that aren't listed in their job
descriptions.

We can learn more from shadowing
clients—whether they're senior ex-
ecutives, support staff, or line workers
—than from conducting interviews >
reading job descriptions. Seeing first-
hand what they do enhances our
capacity for empathy. It helps us to
convey genuine appreciation for em-
ployees and their work.

When we look our clients in tie
eyes and tell them that we understand
why empowerment isn't one of th ir
top priorities, we plant the seeds )
trust. And we must have employe, s
trust in order to help them overcone
their resistance to change. That tn &
must be earned through our actio >s
Words are cheap.

Empowering HRD

HRD is in the organizational fi:h-
bowl. We're being carefully scrut n-
ized, particularly in the area of em-
powerment. Our credibility is los if
we preach empowerment and et
treat our own employees and inter ld
customers in disempowering way

Geoffrey Bellman prophetica ly
stated in 1987 that most of usin H D
are overmanaged and underled. W re
in the same boat with other emp! y-
ees whose potential isn't being fu ly
tapped. When we enthusiastically p o-
claim that empowerment isthe ke\ 10
success, we may be yearning more >
our own liberation than acting froi 1a
desire to empower others.

If we're perceived as self-servi' g.
that only adds to the resistance. Cur
motivation must be sincere, whetl er
we're external or internal consultai ts.
We must even accept the possibii ty
that empowerment may mean ti a
we'll be out of jobs. Ideally, there'd
no need for HRD's support if itsclie its
were fully empowered.

Like most helping professions,
human resources is outer-directed.
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This ground breaking book does more than
just talk about JIT. It provides the power to
actually perform the 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 andd hands-on tools needed
for implementation. Tts 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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But we must examine our own beha -
ior. It's easy to point the finger it
others for resisting. It's more couri-
geous to admit our own culpability
and to do something about it.

HRD promotes empowerment, bt t
we may still have aneed for control,
may still be terrified of change, an 1
may still want to hang onto our power.
And even though we are adept ;t
identifying others' developmert
needs, we're often unable or unwilling
to recognize our own.

In one case, an organization tried to
move from decades of autocratic man-
agement to amore participative lead-
ership style. It didn't use the term "eni-
powerment," but that was its goal.
After literally thousands of people
worked for several years to achieve
that aim, the organization discovered
that first-line supervisors had been
bypassed in the process.

Supervisors had interpreted the en-
thusiasm of management, employee
ranks, and the HRD department as t
warning to "be participative or else '
The more management persisted, th *
more resistant supervisors becam
Supervisors believed that manag< -
ment and HRD were preaching, "D >
as | say, not as | do."

"Why should | stick my neck ot
and be democratic with my peop)
when those guysin the corner office
my boss, and the HR people manag *
their shops as if they were each Attil t
The Hun?" asked one supervisor.

It requires more than a philosopl
ical commitment to lead our organiz,
tions to empowerment. HRD mu:
understand people's behavior and
motivations. We must develop ou
skillsin human relations. And we mu.
summon the courage to faceup to th
disempowering sides of ourselves.

We're likely to see more empowe;
ment efforts in the future. Mo<
workers, seasoned veterans or net
employees, will no longer tolerai
despotic managers. Today, employee
at every level expect to be treated a
valued members of their organization:

Experts predict that organization
must foster empowerment or becom
extinct. HRD can play an importan
role. We must share our insight oi
why empowerment iseasier said thai
done. We must be empathetic. And w
must practice what we preach. 1f we
accomplish those goals, HRD will err;
power itself and thereby lea<.
organizations to empowerment. -«
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