
Gone is the Corporate 
Don't let others' old images of human 
resources as "paper-pushing personnel 

people" impede your performance. Defining the HR role and its purpose can 
improve results and enhance the image of the HR professional. 

Doberman 

B y J I L L E . J A N O V 

h e n e v e r I see h u m a n r e s o u r c e 

profess iona ls congrega t ing , I 

am r e m i n d e d of a g roup of ac-

tors r e s p o n d i n g co a cas t ing call. T h e y all 

may be able to read lines exper t ly , bu t t h e 

o n e w h o p e r f o r m s best is t he o n e w h o 

u n d e r s t a n d s t h e charac te r ' s role in t h e 

play. If we look at o rgan iza t ions as p lays 

to b e cas t , w e find tha t s o m e are d r a m a s 

and s o m e are c o m e d i e s , bu t all cons is t of 

roles that mus t be filled. W h a t is the role 

of the h u m a n r e sou rce professional? W h y 

do H R professionals of ten feel they do not 

receive t he proper recognit ion for their ef-

for ts? W h y do they sense tha t an invisi-

ble cur ta in hangs b e t w e e n t h e m and t h e 

organiza t ions t hey se rve? 

Jill E. Janov is principal partner 
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A powerless past 
T r a c i n g the origins of the p e r s o n n e l 

func t ion p rov ides c lues to u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

the confus ion sur rounding the H R profes-

sional 's role. At o n e t ime , p e r s o n n e l 

se rved as the e lephan t burial g round in an 

organiza t ion . W h e n e v e r a m e m b e r of 

m a n a g e m e n t ceased to func t ion effect ive-

ly in a line j o b , t h e word was , " P u t him in 

p e r s o n n e l , he can't do any ha rm the re . " 

T h e implicat ion was that "he couldn ' t do 

any good ei ther ." In its early incarna t ion , 

pe r sonne l was v iewed as a necessa ry evil, 

a paper-shuff l ing , r e c o r d s - k e e p i n g func -

tion, a place w h e r e an organization housed 

its e m p l o y e e fo rms . 

T h e first rebir th of pe r sonne l occu r r ed 

in t he early 1970s w h e n the impac t of t he 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 finally r e a c h e d 

organiza t ions . S u d d e n l y , m a n a g e m e n t 

n e e d e d p ro t ec t ion f rom cha rges of dis-

crimination and ugly class action suits that 

resul ted in back -pay awards , t ra in ing 

t rus ts and t h e genera l d i scomfor t of 

ope ra t i ng with t he Equal E m p l o y m e n t 

O p p o r t u n i t y C o m m i s s i o n and t h e Of f ice 

of Eedera l C o n t r a c t C o m p l i a n c e Pro-

g r a m s l o o k i n g o v e r o r g a n i z a t i o n a l 

shou lde r s . L i k e a d o g that has b e e n 

k icked t o o long but still yearns^, to p lease 

its m a s t e r , pe r sonne l t o o k on t h e role of 

c o r p o r a t e D o b e r m a n , f iercely p r o t e c t i n g 

t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n w h i l e s n a r l i n g a t 

manage r s , "You can' t do t h a t . . . t h e law 

won' t let you." At long last, pe r sonne l had 

a voice . But to managers and supervisors , 

it s o u n d e d like an angry growl. N o small 

w o n d e r t ha t , w h e n e v e r poss ib le , p e r s o n -

nel t y p e s were avo ided . 

In t he late 1970s and 1980s , t h e 

language of o rgan iza t ions c h a n g e d , and 

the w a t c h d o g s got a n e w image . E m -

ployees no longer w e r e a m e a n s of p ro -

duc t ion , they were asse ts . En l igh tened 
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Young, line managers seeking new ways to attract, develop and retain good 
employees, often consult human resources 

c o m p a n i e s changed the n a m e of t h e per-

sonne l func t ion t o h u m a n r e sou rces . Pay 

for p e r f o r m a n c e , quali ty of work life, in-

dividual and organiza t ion d e v e l o p m e n t , 

t e a m bui lding, c o r p o r a t e cu l tu re and 

quali ty circles w e r e t h e n e w b u z z words , 

born of t he re foeus ing on "people needs" 

s u p p o r t e d by v o l u m e s of qu ick- f ix 

m a n a g e m e n t b o o k s that b e c a m e instant 

national bes t sellers. T h e refocus heralded 

a m e t a m o r p h o s i s f rom the old adversarial 

line-staff relat ionship to a n e w par tnership 

b e t w e e n h u m a n r e s o u r c e s and line 

m a n a g e m e n t . T h e pa r tne r sh ip was to b e 

forged f rom a mutua l u n d e r s t a n d i n g that 

t he r e was no r o o m for disregard and fear 

on the b o t t o m line. 

T o d a y , t h o u g h b r a n d e d a cos t cen te r 

and not a profi t c en te r , h u m a n resources ' 

prof i le is m o r e p r o m i n e n t . In m a n y For-

tune 5 0 0 compan ie s , t h e vice pres iden t of 

h u m a n r e sou rces repor t s direct ly to the 

chief execut ive officer and s o m e t i m e s sits 

on the sen ior m a n a g e m e n t c o m m i t t e e of 

t he organizat ion. U n e n c u m b e r e d by their 

old image as rule makers and navsayers . 

h u m a n r e s o u r c e profess iona ls are o f t en 

consu l t ed by y o u n g m a n a g e r s s e e k i n g 

new w a y s to a t t rac t , deve lop and retain 

good e m p l o y e e s . W h a t has no t changed 

is that t he role of the H R profess ional still 

is i l l-defined. 

As t r u e today as it was in the pas t , 

w h a t e v e r t h e c o r p o r a t e w inds stir up and 

w h a t e v e r new m a n a g e m e n t expres s ions 

are co ined soon will be in neon sp l endor 

on the briefing books of trainers, c o m p e n -

sat ion expe r t s , recru i te rs , a f f i rmat ive ac-

tion specialists, H R I ) adminis t ra tors and 

H R execu t ives as they m o v e th rough the 

corridors of corpora te America. Yes, t he r e 

is s o m e n e w t echno logy , a new language 

and a new image , bu t the H R p ro fe s -

sional 's role r ema ins unclear . 

R e c e n t l y I was asked by the nat ion 's 

twelfth largest b a n k to identify and def ine 

t he h u m a n r e s o u r c e professional ' s role , a 

con t rac t that a l lowed me to c o n d u c t 

research and es tabl i sh a gene r i c role 

def in i t ion . 

Breaking ground 
As is typical of large organizat ion s t ruc-

tures , t h e b a n k , in 1980, had a d e c e n -

tral ized h u m a n resources f u n c t i o n . A 

small c o r p o r a t e H R staff was r e spons ib le 

for deve lop ing the p rograms , policies and 

p r o c e d u r e s i m p l e m e n t e d by line m a n -

agers . L i n e m a n a g e r s were s u p p o r t e d by 

H R profess iona ls , w h o were part of t he 

divisional staff, not part of c o r p o r a t e H R . 

Because t h e H R p e o p l e r epo r t ed to t he 

division, and b e c a u s e t he division c o n -

trolled their salaries, t hese profess iona ls 

w e r e r e w a r d e d for do ing w h a t line 

m a n a g e m e n t wan ted . T h i s repor t ing rela-

t ionship was compl i ca t ed by t h e fact tha t 

mos t of t he H R profess ionals had b e e n 

p r o m o t e d f rom line jobs within t h e b a n k . 

T h e y had no prior t ra ining or H R ex-

pe r i ence . A s a result , c o r p o r a t e H R , line 

managers and e m p l o y e e s felt ill-served by 

the division H R profess iona l s . 

Af ter e x t e n s i v e in te rv iews with all 

levels of division employees and m e m b e r s 

of c o r p o r a t e H R , a lack of c o n s e n s u s 

about the role of t he H R profess ional was 

appa ren t . Analysis of t h e informat ion col-

lected in t he in te rv iews revea led t h r e e 

main a spec t s of t he H R profess ional ' s 

role: technical exper t i se ; consu l t an t skill; 

and pe r sona l p o w e r . F igure 1 i l lustrates 

t he m o d e l used to d e v e l o p the role, each 

vec to r indicat ing a c o n t i n u u m of ability in 

each of t h e t h r ee ident i f ied c o m p o n e n t s . 

For example , technical exper t i se , whe the r 

in a specialized role such as compensa t i on 

or t raining or in a general is t role such as 

manager of h u m a n resources , ranges f rom 

"little* to "partial" to "solid* to "substantial." 

Consu l t an t skill, which identif ies how one 

uses his or her technical exper t i se , ranges 

f r o m "tell" to "sell" to "par t ic ipate" t o 

"facilitate." T h e third vec tor of t he mode l 

ident i f ies t h e k ind of p o w e r avai lable , to 

t h e H R profess iona l , H R is a staff func-

tion with no real role p o w e r , e x c e p t tha t 

of invoking legal s t a tu t e s cove r ing equal 

e m p l o y m e n t oppor tun i ty and aff irmative 

ac t ion . Persona l p o w e r , t he a m o u n t of 

trust and integrity the H R professional ex-

hibits in his or her c o n d u c t and job per -

fo rmance , was identif ied. Personal power 

ranges f r o m "nonex i s t en t " t o "l imited" t o 

"extended" to "great." It is t h e mos t elusive 47 
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Figure 1—Components of the HR Professional 's Role 

Exhibit 1—Seven Categories Addressed by the Questionnaire 

Decision Making: 

Corrtmunications: 

Support: 

Technological 
Readiness: 

Work Facilitation: 

Goal Integration: 

Trust: 

measures whether decisions are appropriate, whether in-
formation needed by decision makers is accessible and 
whether organization members affected by decisions are 
consulted before decisions are made. 

measures the extent to which the flow of information 
throughout the organization is facilitated upward, 
downward and laterally. 

measures whether the HR professional values people as 
worthwhile assets or resources by the way he or she 
shows concern for employee welfare; lets employees know 
that they are worthwhile persons doing useful work; and 
tries to improve working conditions. 

measures HR professional's problem-solving skills and 
whether the HR professional is viewed as adequately 
maintaining and updating HR policies, practices and pro-
grams for employees to do their jobs effectively. 

measures whether HR professional's behavior stimulates 
enthusiasm among employees for doing a good job while 
removing roadblocks that prevent good performance. 

measures whether the HR professional works toward 
assuring that the goals of the organization and the needs 
of individuals are compatible, and that both are being 
fulfilled. 

measures the degree of confidence in and reliance on the 
integrity, strength, ability and surety of the HR 
professional. 

and difficult component of the HR profes-
sional's role to define. 

O n c e the model was approved by cor-
porate HR and divisional line manage-
ment , we developed a training program to 
help the HR professionals identify and 
understand their role while developing 
skills necessary for successful job perfor-
mance . T o measure the effectiveness of 
this training, 420 employees and man-
agers were randomly selected from a divi-
sion of 1,100 individuals. T h e y com-
pleted a questionnaire that measured the 
effectiveness of the HR professional prior 
to the training program. T h e question-
naire addressed the model 's three role 
componen t s across seven categories that 
included decision making, communica-
tions, technological readiness, support , 
work facilitation, goal integration and trust 
(see Exhibit 1). 

Building 
The training program inv olved six days 

of classroom instruction that included lec-
tures, films, case studies, interactive ex-
ercises, and small- and large-group discus-
sions. T h e program addressed first the 
participants' percept ions of their role and 
the model used to develop the course (see 
Figure 1). Participants' responses to 
simulated work situations were coded ac-
cording to "tell," "sell," "participate" and 
"facilitate." T o move from the "tell/sell" 
mode to the "participate/facilitate" mode , 
problem solving was introduced. Par-
ticipants later applied a problem-solving 
process in the technical expertise seg-
ments of the program. T h e goal was to 
provide alternative perspect ives and 
behaviors for handling routine work situa-
tions and events confronting the H R 
professional. 

T h e issue of power and how it is used 
followed the section on consultant skill. 
Phis section drew distinctions be tween 

role power and personal power. T h e in-
formation covered the functional and 
dysfunctional uses of personal power, the 
underlying personal motivation present in 
the use of power, and the appropriate uses 
of power in dynamic and stable environ-
ments . Among the different types of 
power identified were expertise, informa-
tion, political access, assessed stature, 
staff support , traditional and credibility. 
Th i s section concluded with a discussion 
on power strategies, including how to pre-
sent a non-threatening image, ways to dif-
fuse opposition to bring out conflict, the 
appropriateness of aligning with a power-
ful other , how to develop liaisons and 
when to use trade-offs. 

Little Partial Solid 

CONSULTANT 
SKILL 

Delegate 

Participate 

Sell 

Tell 

Substantial 

TECHNICAL EXPERTISE 
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HR professionals can, without threatening their own interests, perform in a 
manner that would work them out of their jobs 

F i n a l l y , t h e p r o g r a m a d d r e s s e d 

technica l k n o w l e d g e in all a spec t s of 

h u m a n r e sou rces : legal issues; recrui t -

men t and select ion; affirmative action and 

equal o p p o r t u n i t y ; reward s y s t e m s , per-

fo rmance sys tems , training and e m p l o y e e 

re la t ions . Hav ing built the f o u n d a t i o n of 

consu l t an t skill and uses of p o w e r , t he 

technical por t ions were des igned as learn-

apply sess ions . T e c h n i c a l mater ial was 

p r e s e n t e d , such as t-he law and its ef fect 

on the e m p l o y m e n t p rocess , and par-

t ic ipants appl ied wha t t hey learned in 

s imula ted s i tua t ions . T h e c o m p l e t e pro-

gram a d d r e s s e d b o t h the acquis i t ion of 

k n o w l e d g e and t h e appl ica t ion of tha t 

k n o w l e d g e . 

A c o m p a r i s o n of the pre- and pos t -

ques t ionnai re results showed that t he H R 

p ro fe s s iona l s clar i f ied the i r role for 

t h e m s e l v e s and , th rough di f ferent per for -

mance of their role, clarified their job func-

tion for those they served. T h e model was 

a tool tha t he lped the H R profess ional 

u n d e r s t a n d tha t a pe r son with great t ech -

nical exper t i se w h o used a "tell" m o d e was 

of l imited e f f ec t i venes s , as was a p e r s o n 

with a "facii tate" s tyle w h o had little 

technica l expe r t i s e . T h e m o d e l he lped 

par t ic ipants focus on the ba lance required 

in all t h r e e vec tors to ach ieve opt imal ef-

f ec t iveness . Q u e s t i o n n a i r e resul ts re-

vea led tha t divisional e m p l o y e e s at all 

levels, as well as c o r p o r a t e H R , j udged 

the H R profess ional as more effect ive six 

m o n t h s af ter t he t ra ining t han t hey had 

judged t h e m prior to the t ra ining. 

The dynamic HR role 
T h e critical i ssue tha t e m e r g e s f r o m 

t h e s e f indings is t h e need to ident i fy t h e 

role of t he H R profess ional . W h e t h e r this 

or s o m e o the r m o d e l is u sed , a c o m p l e t e 

def in i t ion of t h e H R profess ional ' s role is 

m o r e t han a m e a s u r e of t echn ica l exper -

tise. Effect ive application of tha t exper t ise 

is t he key to successful p e r f o r m a n c e as an 

H R profess iona l . Persona l s tyle and in-

dividual p o w e r are as inheren t in tha t suc-

cess as is t echnica l expe r t i s e . T h e H R 

profess iona l is a consu l t an t to t h e organ-

ization, p rov id ing p r o g r a m s and suppor t 

mechan i sms that assist the organization in 

ach iev ing its bus iness s t ra tegy . 

B e y o n d role def ini t ion lies a n o t h e r 

q u e s t i o n . W h a t is t he p u r p o s e of t he H R 

role? T h e wisest response to that ques t ion 

was made many years ago by Carl Philipp, 

t hen di rec tor of pe r sonne l for t h e A u t o -

mobile Club of Southern California. In ad-

dress ing his s taff , he said, "Your goal is to 

w o r k your way out of your job by pass ing 

o n t o the 'line' the m e a n s for t h e m to im-

p l e m e n t t he personnel (human resources) 

func t ion . " T h a t goal, in all reali ty, can 

never b e ach ieved b e c a u s e o rgan iza t ions 

and the e n v i r o n m e n t s in wh ich t hey 

o p e r a t e are d y n a m i c , not s tat ic . T h e 

s m o o t h m e s h i n g of ind iv idua l and 

organizat ional n e e d s d e m a n d s tha t H R 

profess ionals cont inual ly assess, analyze , 

m o d i f y and deve lop new p r o g r a m s , 

m e t h o d s and policies tha t s u p p o r t l ine 

m a n a g e r s in i m p l e m e n t i n g the h u m a n 

r e sou rce func t ion . 

Precisely b e c a u s e t he goal is unach i ev -

able , H R profess iona ls can, w i thou t 

t h r e a t e n i n g their own in teres ts , p e r f o r m 

in a m a n n e r tha t would work t h e m ou t of 

their jobs . And what is that manne r? T h a t 

of a c o r p o r a t e leader : a person wi th a vi-

sion of how to op t imize human assets , the 

ar t iculateness to gain c o m m i t m e n t to that 

vision and the ability to m a n a g e across 

func t iona l lines so tha t o thers can m a k e 

tha t vision a real i ty. It is a m a n n e r in-

dicating tha t at least 3 0 percent of t h e H R 
profess ional ' s t ime is spen t deve lop ing 

FIR exper t i se and b e c o m i n g e d u c a t e d 

abou t the organizat ion 's bus iness and t h e 

s y s t e m of which tha t bus iness is a pa r t . 

T h e m a n n e r is o n e that assists o t h e r s in 

uncove r ing what they already k n o w as 

they discover wha t else is available. In this 

m a n n e r of the H R professional is d e m o n -

s t ra ted t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g tha t p o w e r is 

capaci ty and tha t conta in ing p o w e r l imits 

t h e capaci ty of t he leader as well as t h o s e 

be ing led. 

W e have only to look at the h i s to ry of 

our p rofess ion to u n d e r s t a n d w h y the ap-

peal of c reden t i a l l ihgand cert if icat ion has 

increased in recen t years . Such p r o c e s s e s 

are really a t t empts to define the role of t he 

H R profess ional . T h e defini t ion will no t 

be c o m p l e t e until technical exper t i se , im-

p lementa t ion skills and personal a t t r ibutes 

all are add res sed . If they are no t , H R pro-

fessionals still will be cast ing 2 0 years f rom 

n o w . T h e e l e p h a n t burial g round is no 

longer a re levant m e t a p h o r for h u m a n 

re sources . . . nor is co rpora te D o b e r m a n . 

But t o join fully t h e ranks of c o r p o r a t e 

leaders , H R profess iona ls mus t posses s 

and d e m o n s t r a t e an explici t u n d e r s t a n d -

ing of their role. 
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