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PREFACE 
 
We’ve arrived at a turning point in history where new 

technology is profoundly altering people's way of life. The 

changes brought by the Digital Revolution will have a deep 

impact on the way businesses are organized and people 

look at work. And though we expect to return to “normal” 

after we’ve overcome the financial crises, the “new normal” 

will be vastly different.  

 

The workforce of the future is smaller, more diverse and 

more dispersed, wanting a career lattice to support 

individual needs. It expects direct access, and is digitally 

divided. HR must adapt to this changing environment.   

 

Through the consumerization of HR, everyone can access 

HR services directly, thereby cutting out HR as the 

middleman. Going forward, HR will be remote, mobile, 

social, automated, specialized and smaller than in the past, 

and organized, with agility and flexibility as key 

requirements. 
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The Industrial Revolution marked a fundamental turning point in humankind’s history: 
it was the period in which machines changed people's way of life. Fundamental 
changes occurred in agriculture, manufacturing, transportation, economic policies and 
social structures, irrevocably transforming society as a whole. The First Industrial 
Revolution (1760 -1850) ended the traditional way of doing things with the introduction 
of machines significantly increasing productivity. By 1850 the majority of the British 
population had moved away from small agricultural centers to larger industrial cities, 
and Great Britain had become the workshop of the world. From Britain, the Industrial 
Revolution gradually spread throughout Europe and then to North America, Japan and 
the rest of the world. 
 
The First Industrial Revolution gave way to the Second Industrial Revolution when 
technological and economic progress gained momentum with the development of 
steam-powered ships, railways, and later the internal combustion engine and electric 
power generation. The electrification of factories ushered in the era of mass-produced 
manufactured goods, the most important being the automobile. Electronic 
communications, first the telephone and later radio and television, replaced mail and 
telegraph as dominant means of communication. The Industrial Revolution initiated an 
era of unparalleled per capita economic growth in capitalist economies and generated 
significant growth and wealth in the Western economies. 
 
As a result of the rapid industrialization of the economy, many craftsmen lost their 
jobs. Workers found themselves unemployed as they could no longer compete with 
machines that only required cheap, low value labor to produce vastly larger quantities 
in shorter timeframes. Later known as Luddites, they turned their animosity towards 
the machines that had replaced them and started to destroy factories. 
 
Now, in 2012, we’ve experienced the Digital Revolution: the switch from analog 
mechanical and electronic technology to digital technology that started in the 1980s. 
The development of digital computing and communication technology during the 
second half of the 20th century has changed our lives and societies for good. Marking 
the beginning of the Information Age, the Digital Revolution introduced Internet, 
satellite and wireless communications. The rollout and adoption of the Internet notably 
went at a much higher speed than the deployment of any other new technology, 
including the power grid. In 1992, the World Wide Web was released to the public. By 
1996, many businesses had created web sites to communicate with their customers. 
In 2012, it’s unheard of to be in business and not be on the Internet.  
 
Our entire communication system has become interactive, integrated, always on, real-
time, seamless and accessible all over the world. By the end of 2011, there were 6 
billion mobile connections1 (with Asia Pacific accounting for 50%) and over 2 billion 
Internet connections2. This new interconnected world has created new opportunities 
for interpersonal and (cross-) industry relationships. From local economies, we’ve 
moved to a highly interdependent global economy and where China is the workshop 
of the world. We witness the emergence of a new era of “wealth redistribution” in 
which millions of employees become business owners.  
 
The Digital Revolution, however,  has also paved the way for the Digital Divide – a 
world where the accumulation of wealth is related to a person’s ability to quickly 
acquire, use and master new technologies. Those who can’t follow risk being left 
behind. The Occupy movement gives a voice to concerned people whose protests are 
directed against the growing economic and social inequalities. 
 
In the wake of the financial crisis of 2008 and the subsequent worldwide economic 
recession, many have lost their jobs. Between the end of WWII and the late 1990s, 
every recession had seen employment return to pre-recession levels in less than two 
years. The current recession is different: we are now entering the fourth year of 
recession and the end is not in sight. Unemployment seems to hit young people 
especially hard, including many who have never held a job in their lives.  
Once again, we’ve arrived at a turning point in history where new technology is 
profoundly changing people's way of life as well as the methods of manufacturing, 
distributing and selling goods. The changes brought about by the Digital Revolution 

                                                      
1 http://www.wirelessintelligence.com/analysis/2011/09/global-mobile-connections-to-surpass-6-
billion-by-year-end/ 
2 http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm 
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will have a deep impact on the way businesses are organized and people look at 
work. As a result, the Human Resources function will have to change, too: going 
forward, HR will be remote, mobile, social, automated, specialized and far smaller 
than in the past. But as HR’s primary focus is on the company’s workforce, let’s start 
by examining the nature of the changing workforce before we try to determine the 
consequences for HR. 
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CHANGING WORKFORCE 
The Digital Revolution is changing the way we do business and as a consequence, 
our organizations are changing too. Our way of working is affected by fast-paced 
innovations, many of which leverage technology, but there are more forces to be 
considered.  
 

THE FUTURE WORKFORCE IS SHRINKING 
The exit of the baby boomers and the rise of the service economy were expected to 
keep people employed, but the opposite is true: the economic recovery will be far 
more jobless than we expected. A large percentage of job tasks are in essence 
routine and repetitive, and even such a seemingly complex task as landing an 
airplane can now be performed automatically. With the current advancements in 
technology, voice recognition (Apple’s Siri), robotics (Google’s cars) and artificial 
intelligence (IBM’s Watson), human tasks that can be automated will be, because they 
are cheaper, more reliable and less error-prone. The financial crisis has wiped out 
many jobs, and employers are implementing alternate ways to execute tasks and 
activities. In general, digital businesses employ far fewer people than traditional 
manufacturing businesses3.  
 
In our never-ending search for cost efficiencies, we’re also erasing every role that 
doesn’t add value – from travel agents to supermarket cashiers. We don’t consider 
human intervention ‘service’ anymore, and when given the choice, we’d rather go 
online and book a flight ourselves than wait at a travel agency for the next available 
agent. Smart phones and tablets are adopted at a high speed and provide apps that 
allow people to “do it themselves”.  
 

Number of children in a family split per country over the last 50 years 
 
THE FUTURE WORKFORCE IS DIVERSE AND DISPERSED 
The fast rollout of the Internet has enabled global access to technology and has given 
way to a truly global and interconnected workforce: as long as you can access the 
Internet, you can perform your tasks, regardless of your location. It also allows people 
to find an online job if local jobs are not available. Outsourcing and offshoring have 
leveraged this process to establish factories and service centers in geographies 
where skills can be acquired at the lowest cost and without union interference. People 
investments have shifted from developed countries to include developing nations. This 
has created companies operating globally with an interconnected workforce, 

                                                      
3 Apple employs 60,000 people around the world, Google 31,000 and Amazon 33,000,  
compared to 163,000 at Unilever, 317,000 at Toyota and 83,000 at ExxonMobil 
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consisting of employees of many cultures and with different value and belief systems 
working together in virtual teams. Contingent workers become essential in allowing 
agility and flexibility when dealing with corporate volatility. The result is a global 
marketplace for skills and experience.   
 

THE FUTURE WORKFORCE WANTS A CAREER LATTICE 
The notion of tenure, permanency and lifetime employment is gone for good. Whereas 
the traditional career was a linear, upward path, with employees remaining with a 
company for many years, often a lifetime, in the future the career of choice will 
resemble a lattice, with employees working on and off for certain periods of time, and 
alternating their work life with sabbaticals to study, travel or take care of younger or 
elder relatives. Employees will want to have a say in their jobs, and will increasingly 
wish to design their own jobs, a practice which is known as job crafting. We also 
expect to see shorter (3 or 4 day) work weeks, with people spending the other days  
volunteering at NGOs, Taking on a second job or getting an education. Job content 
and overall experience will become more important than moving up the corporate 
ladder, and work will have to fit in with other obligations.  
 
To remain agile, companies will use short-term and more flexible forms of labor, such 
as free-lancers, contractors and consultants, as opposed to offering permanent 
contracts. Having multiple generations in the workplace allows companies to create a 
more flexible workforce, one that is not necessarily interested in moving up, but rather 
considers the career ladder as a lattice. Millenials are driving this trend, demanding a 
better work-life balance, but also Generation X and Y parents with young children and 
baby boomers with aging parents will desire more flexible work options. New career 
paths will need to be designed (if at all necessary)  to allow employees to move 
laterally into new roles – roles which may even come with a pay cut. These jobs will 
focus on defined outcomes: results will count; how and when they are achieved - in a 
three-day week, at night, from the office or at the local Starbucks store – will matter 
less. 
 

THE FUTURE WORKFORCE HAS INDIVIDUAL NEEDS 
Many publications have described the differences between or among generations: 
what they want from life and how they look at work are fundamentally different. Where 
Generation X introduced the concept of “part-time” jobs, Generation Y is overturning 
the traditional workday. Nevertheless, it’s dangerous to pigeonhole people: the 
differences within a generation are infinitely larger than the gap between them. In the 
end, it comes down to creating a flexible working environment where work fits an 
employee’s lifestyle, not a generation’s. It’s about offering a flexible workplace 
experience with alternative work arrangements that fit someone’s specific needs at 
certain stages of his or her life.  
 
These days, we can arrange everything in our lives on demand – eating, 
entertainment, shopping – but for many of us, work still means being at a fixed 
location within specific hours. As the line between personal and work life becomes 
more blurred, the notion of an eight-hour workday is also disappearing because more 
people are now working in virtual, global teams and communicating with colleagues 
and customers outside of normal business hours, across time zones. Companies are 
starting to realize that if they want to retain employees, they must accommodate their 
employees’ personal lives and create solutions to their individual needs.  
 

THE FUTURE WORKFORCE BRINGS ITS OWN  
Even though some companies are starting to push back on the concept of employees 
being always available; people are constantly connected to their jobs through 
technology – on the road, in the plane, at the beach. As work life spills over into 
personal lives, and vice versa, so does technology. Consumer technology has rapidly 
become more powerful than work technology and is more easily replaced: often times 
employees have more powerful devices and faster Internet connections at home than 
in the workplace. As a result, they will prefer their personal devices over work devices 
simply because the former allows them to be more productive. Many of us manage 
almost every aspect of our life digitally – from our vacation pictures to our work 
schedules.  
 
Employees’ experience with intuitive, easy-to-use consumer technology has 
introduced the bring your own device (BYOD) to work approach, which also accounts 
for Apple’s unexpected success in the enterprise. Employees don’t stop at BYOD: 
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they now also bring their own apps (BYOA) and, in some cases, even find their own 
office (FYOO) as a direct consequence. The ‘consumerization of IT’ is gaining speed 
and is not expected to slow down any time soon – at least not as long as work tools 
are less sophisticated than the tools employees privately own.  
 
A major corporate concern in this respect is that employees, especially younger 
generations, have a more laid-back attitude with regard to privacy and security and 
will simply ignore company policies when they want access to online information or 
data. A recent Cisco study4 reveals that young people believe privacy boundaries are 
loosening or do not think about privacy at all when engaging online. When considering 
security-related issues in the workplace, 7 of 10 employees admit to knowingly 
breaking IT policies on a regular basis, and 3 of 5 believe they are not responsible for 
protecting corporate information and devices. In this context, keeping company data 
private and secure will become a major area of attention. 
 

THE FUTURE WORKFORCE IS DIGITALLY DIVIDED 
With all the technology and education materials readily available on the Internet, it’s 
easy to overlook the consequences of being unable to keep up with the speed of 
change. Just as the Luddites in the 19th century felt out of place during the Industrial 
Revolution, many people are unable to keep up with the fast-paced changes resulting 
from the Digital Revolution. The ‘jobless’ recovery will fail them, as jobs of the future 
rely less on a fixed set of skills and a stable career path, and more on combining 
several advanced skills in a unique way while using the Internet to collaborate 
globally. Our ability to creatively combine knowledge and intelligence into new, 
innovative skillsets will become a dominant skill in itself5. Through inclusive behavior, 
lifelong learning and extensive training programs, employers can create an 
environment where employees can rapidly acquire new skills in order to help mitigate 
some of the more challenging consequences of the Digital Divide. 

HUMAN RESOURCES: A LOOK BACK 
Human Resources as a corporate support function only dates back to the 1960s. At 
that time, many employers believed that a more strategic approach to workforce 
management was necessary in order to gain competitive advantage. HR had to 
support business managers in meeting strategic goals by attracting skilled workers 
and managing them effectively over their lifetime with the company. While in the past 
the HR function was largely an administrative management activity, called Personnel, 
the function has evolved to Human Resources to reflect the more strategic approach 
to workforce management as a whole.  
 
The function received an overhaul at the end of the 20st century, initiated by the 
thinking of Dave Ulrich, whose book “Human Resource Champions” 6 proposes 
fundamental changes to the way Human Resources has been organized. In his book, 
he defines four roles for the HRM function: 
 

 Strategic Partner - focusing on aligning HR and business strategy: 
‘organizational diagnosis’ 

 Administration Expert - focusing on reengineering organization processes 
and leading ‘shared services’ 

 Employee Champion - listening and responding to employees: ‘providing 
resources to employees’ 

 Change Agent - managing transformation and change: ‘ensuring capacity 
for change’. 

 
Dave Ulrich also states that “HR should not be defined by what it does, but by what it 
delivers – results that enrich the organization’s value to customers, investors and 
employees”. This is a big change compared to the past, when HR simply delivered 
services and its cost was considered as a regular business expense. Ulrich later 

                                                      
4 Cisco Connected World Technology Report 2011 
http://www.cisco.com/en/US/netsol/ns1120/index.html 
5 E. Brynjolfsson,  and A. McAfee – Race Against The Machine, October 2011 
6 Dave Ulrich - Human Resource Champions: The Next Agenda for Adding Value and Delivering 
Results, January 1997 
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adapted the model to six competencies7, but that model never received the adoption 
his first model did, as the competencies were perceived as not HR-specific enough.  
 
In the first decade of the 21st century, many companies embarked on HR 
Transformation projects to organize their HR departments along the lines of the Ulrich 
model: they created shared service centers (SSC) to handle administrative and 
transactional HR work, introduced business partners to support line managers and 
employees, and created Centers of Expertise (CoE) to deliver specialist advice, 
strategic projects and change. Success has been widely varied; where most 
organizations were able to demonstrate added value through the creation of shared 
services and CoEs were readily accepted, the successful adoption of the business 
partner role proved far more difficult and companies struggled to implement the 
concept successfully.  
 
Even though there are some success stories out there, most organizations failed to 
deliver the added value and found it complex to move HR staff into a more business-
oriented role. Sadly, HR as a whole still does not or cannot measure what it delivers, 
meaning that added value is perceived as low. As a result, HR does not get the much 
coveted “seat at the table” and is usually not considered part of the C-Suite. And as 
they say: “If you’re not at the table, you’re on the menu”8. 
 
Study after study confirm that people issues are top of mind with CEO’s – 
subsequently, dealing with people should be owned by the business as a whole, not 
exclusively by HR. Ironically, business managers seem to have acquired HR skills 
faster than HR business partners have taken to their role. As a result, HR business 
partners are not perceived as credible partners in business. Maybe organizations’ 
expectations have been unrealistic in creating the business partner role, given its 
complex requirements. Maybe companies have not implemented the business partner 
role correctly, or people in the new role do not receive sufficient training and support. 
But after more than 15 years of trying to make the business partner role stick, it’s time 
to take a step back and reassess. 

THE CONSUMERIZATION OF HR 
Many publications9 have questioned the effectiveness of the HR function and 
wondered about its strategic role as well as its added value. They point out that in 
essence, the HR function has remained unchanged10 in the last 50 years: HR still runs 
the same processes – albeit optimized – provides the same services and in some 
cases employs the same people as a few decades ago. 
 
When a function remains virtually unchanged over the course of many years, even 
though the business world has changed profoundly, it’s time to ask ourselves: “What if 
we can start all over again?” Will we set up HR the way it is set up today? Or will we 
create something radically different? How will we justify the expense? When we 
embarked on HR Transformation and added HR business partners to the mix to better 
enable business managers to lead their people, did we identify how these business 
managers needed to improve? Did we determine if HR business partners were able to 
do what they were supposed to do? Would we even have an HR function? Before we 
can answer these questions, let’s first have a look at the external conditions that 
shape the requirements of the new HR function.  
 

HR IS FULLY AUTOMATED, MOBILE AND SOCIAL 
We expect the new HR organization to be supported by a high degree of automation 
and governed by a ‘one-to-many’ approach. This means HR professionals of the 21st  
century must be technology-savvy and must incorporate new technologies in their way 

                                                      
7 Dave Ulrich - HR Competencies: Mastery at the Intersection of People and Business, March 
2008 
8 Hugo Brady of the CER, December 9th  2011 
9 K. H. Hammonds, Why We Hate HR, FastCompany, August 2005,- R. Beatty, Memo to CFOs: 
Don’t Trust HR, March 2009 Orlando – M. King, HR: your Friend or Foe? in the Guardian, May 
2011 
10 SHRM Foundation: Investing in the future of HR, Wharton School, Philadelphia, November 
2010  
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of working, as it is the most effective way to communicate with current and future staff. 
HR must adopt a straightforward, practical and uncompromising digital strategy. This 
pertains not onlyto mobile apps and social media, but also to any kind of technological 
advancement. Technology will be embedded in all aspects of HR: HR landscapes will 
consist of (public or private) cloud-based HRIS platforms with added functionality 
(such as gamification, training courses, social media, location based services) 
delivered through SaaS and apps, and a seamlessly integrated ecosystem of service 
partners. Global data standards need to be defined and enforced in order to enable 
meaningful HR analytics. The mobile platform will become the dominant 
communications and interaction platform.  
 
Digital HR access will give HR the capability to follow and measure interaction with 
managers and employees accurately at each stage of the process, and to influence 
them and track transactions in order to further optimize service delivery. HR Self-
Service will become a thing of the past, with employees being able to access content 
and perform HR transactions in the same way they can on Amazon.com. Social media 
will become an integral part of communication. The consumerization of HR means 
that online HR transactions must be available on every device, work seamlessly and 
fast, and deliver quick and easy results. 
 

HR BASES DECISIONS ON DATA 
Companies such as Amazon and Google collect mountains of information – big data - 
about consumer behavior and use this to optimize their offerings and online 
processes. Likewise, employers sit on a wealth of information about their workforce 
stored in HR systems, but are often incapable of finding answers because data cannot 
be accessed. As business cycles grow shorter, processing people data quickly and 
intelligently becomes a matter of survival when making critical workforce decisions. 
One of HR’s key responsibilities must be to ensure that relevant, real-time workforce 
data supports strategic decision-making, and that all people decisions are based on 
data and analytics. 
 
The challenge to many companies will be to run their analytics on a collection of HCM 
systems implemented over several years, in various geographies. Integrating these 
systems is an expensive undertaking, but not doing so will result in a lack of insight. 
That is why it is critically important for HR to move to an integrated HR landscape 
supported by global data definitions. This will include global employee master data, 
competencies and skills, jobs, career, performance, financials and organizational 
management. Once a company has a sound infrastructure in place to manage 
workforce data and processes, the resulting insights will become more valuable 
outside of HR. 
 

HR IS GLOBAL AND LOCAL 
Your company probably deals with many people in different regions of the world. 
Translating policies into their language is not enough – you must fundamentally 
design HR to work on a global scale. At NGA, we have experienced firsthand, that HR 
processes can be standardized globally while making local exceptions where 
necessary. This allows for regional consolidation of administrative and transactional 
services, which drives down costs and enforces standards. Shared service centers 
(whether insourced or outsourced) will evolve into a hub and spoke model, with the 
hubs becoming global or regional and the spokes supplying local knowledge in the 
local language. Local spokes will turn into expert centers, providing in-depth local 
knowledge and expertise to complement regional services. 
 
HR service centers will deliver reliable HR services and ensure that administrative and 
transactional processes run smoothly and are carried out in accordance with local 
legislation and compliance requirements. Laws and legislations are constantly 
evolving and HR vendors have put processes in place to guarantee compliance to 
customers. Many update their systems at least every quarter to reflect changes 
because it becomes ever more important to stay compliant in order to minimize risk. 
 

HR IS STANDARDIZED 
Besides IT, there is no department which outsources processes and technology as 
much as HR does. Nevertheless, the traditional way of outsourcing (“your mess for 
less”) has created disappointing returns. Customers were often unwilling to adopt the 
level of standardization the vendor offered or required. Customization prevailed, 
making it impossible for vendors to truly achieve economies of scale and to apply 
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innovations broadly across their customer base. The same happened to internal 
service centers that were even less able to standardize based on best practices 
because internal customers were unwilling to give up ‘their way’ of handling HR 
transactions.  
 
With the recent success of cloud vendors, the acceptance of standardized processes 
seems to be easier. Offerings have matured and organizations place less emphasis 
on the need to distinguish themselves in transactional HR processes or stick to their 
traditional ways of working. Also shared service centers have matured – they now 
handle classic HR functions such as workforce administration, payroll, benefits, 
staffing and recruiting. Vendor-managed SSCs are moving up to incorporate other 
areas like health, expat management and executive compensation, often at a lower 
price and higher quality than companies can attain themselves.  
 

HR IS IN THE CLOUD 
When HR systems and services are outsourced, keeping up with the latest 
developments becomes the responsibility of the outsourcing provider. If that is not the 
case, HR must maintain in-depth technical knowledge and keep up with legislative 
and technological developments to ensure that systems and tools are up to date. By 
using cloud-based systems, companies will benefit from continuous development, 
shared innovation, user-based pricing models and the economies of scale that the 
cloud provides. On the flip side, further standardization will become inevitable and 
functionality will be based on what the vendor makes available.  
 
A word of caution before adopting the cloud: the world becomes more regulated and 
there are many countries that enforce strict privacy rules. The EU is currently revising 
its 1995 data protection legislation to include fines of up to 5% of global turnover when 
companies fail to adequately protect information held by social networks and cloud 
computing services. India recently changed its data privacy legislation to include a 
broader definition of sensitive personal data. There is some concern about the US 
anti- terrorism legislation called the Patriot Act, which gives the US government a right 
of access to any data stored on US soil, and (possibly) to any data on servers 
belonging to a US company, if it is deemed necessary for security investigations. It 
must be evaluated if that is an acceptable risk for HR data from other geographies. 
Therefore, adherence to data protection standards, including the location of cloud 
systems and the ownership of the services, plays an important role when choosing 
cloud vendors. Nevertheless, the benefits of cloud services: ease and speed of 
implementation and upgrades, the ability to scale up and down quickly, and an 
operational instead of a capital expense model make cloud an option that should be 
explored thoroughly.  

THE TIPPING POINT 
We’ve reached a ‘tipping point’ in HR: new technologies are profoundly changing HR’s 
way of working, its offerings as well as its methods of service delivery. It’s a point 
where innovation and ideas largely come from vendors and no longer from the HR 
function itself.  
 
The search for value in HR is as valid as ever: what is the added value of HR when 
managers lead employees? Executives perceive the performance of their company’s 
HR function more favorably when HR uses dedicated teams to deal with particular 
topics and regularly informs executives of progress and tangible results. They stress 
the need for HR to get better at understanding the challenges and business needs of 
front-line managers. They need HR to help identify the behaviors and skills that will 
drive the organization’s productivity and success, and to play a key role in developing 
talent. CEOs want HR to focus on business priorities rather than on policies and 
programs that don’t positively impact the P&L of the company. They want them to 
reduce inefficiencies stemming from unnecessary complexity and exceptions and to 
ensure transparency and compliance.  
 
No corporate function can exist without being clear about the value it creates. As the 
knowledge-based economy transforms into a networked economy, HR must reinvent 
itself to support this changing environment. If the workforce of the future is smaller, 
more diverse, more dispersed, wanting a career lattice to support individual needs, 
expects direct access, and is digitally divided, then HR can’t do anything but adapt to 
it.  
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We’ll see corporate HR develop into an organization which is increasingly centralized, 
organized at the global level with local involvement where necessary. HR must think 
of itself as a function that drives the business forward, instead of as a function that 
supports the business. HR must be business-oriented and ensure that a talent 
strategy sits at the heart of the corporate strategy. HR must have an independent view 
of what delivers value and hold itself accountable for delivering tangible results, 
including documented proof of that value once it has been realized. It must 
understand the business and its people, be willing to take a risk and demonstrate 
good project management skills. In addition, HR must be data-driven and supported 
by a simplified yet robust technology landscape. It must also educate the business to 
make managers understand the role of HR. 
 
The new HR must be small and agile, deal with different people needs as they arise 
and have a robust transactional base in place that is able to support the global 
workforce in a virtual manner. It must make sure that the company is equipped to deal 
with various employee groups, including non-permanent staff and contingent workers, 
and that business managers are empowered to solve employee issues. One of the 
major HR responsibilities will be to ensure that the company is compliant with local 
laws and regulations in all geographic areas of business, and that accurate workforce 
data is readily available. In short: hard business skills will be as crucial as soft skills.  
 
Most important of all, HR must stop being the middleman: the middleman is being 
erased in all aspects of business and replaced by direct access to content and 
transactions, enabled by (mobile) technology. The same is true for HR services: what 
we used to think of as “self-service” is now the new normal, and employees and 
managers expect to be able to access data online and make their own changes 
through whatever means possible. Many former HR tasks are either being automated 
or considered part of a manager’s job. And when the administrative and transactional 
work is outsourced, and managers deal with employees, what is left for HR 
professionals? 
 
When HR stops being the middleman, it does not mean HR will move back to its ivory 
tower – HR must be in frequent touch with the business to ensure the right topics are 
addressed and people programs bring the desired results. This does imply, however, 
that HR will eliminate all activities where it does not add value and focus on delivering 
outcomes. 

HR ESSENTIALS: WHAT MATTERS MOST 
Business leaders expect a number of things from HR and none of them has to do with 
processes, policies or strategy meetings. When we strip the HR function down to its 
core, this is what CEOs and other business leaders need: 
 

 Workforce & talent strategy: how to get the best people into the right place at 
the right time 

 Workforce performance: how to get the best results from people 
 Workforce basics: how to ensure HR administration (workforce 

administration, payroll, benefits, health & safety) is compliant with 
regulations, labor agreements, policies and local legislation. 
 

The demographics, attitudes and expectations of the workforce of the future are 
evolving almost as fast as today’s technology. In order to address these challenges, 
the next generation of high-performing HR professionals must exhibit three core 
competencies that are critical in being regarded as providing credible business 
support: 
 

 Create an agile organization 
 Improve delivery quality  
 Drive down cost 

 
An HR function that can clearly state what is important and eliminate all tasks and 
activities which are not will help the organization in making tough choices and 
becoming more successful. HR must balance (and reevaluate) priorities while 
delivering support. The HR function of the future will be designed around delivering 
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services that matter, using the following requirements: 
 

 Value creation: identifying workforce opportunities to support the business in 
sustaining growth and profitability while delivering services which provide 
tangible performance results; 

 Flawless execution: continuously driving service innovation and delivery 
excellence while scrupulously managing cost and risk; 

 Simplified operating model: adhering to simplicity in all aspects of HR, 
including standardized processes and systems, eradicating the middlemen, 
consolidating capabilities, and exploiting economies of scale. 
 

Businesses increasingly compete for talent in a global marketplace in which traditional 
concepts such as “job” and “employee” are being rapidly redefined. If the workforce of 
the future will work in more flexible ways, in networked and virtual teams, HR should 
apply the same principle of agility to itself. We believe that the future HR organization 
will consist of two departments: an HR service center (which can be insourced or 
outsourced) and a more specialist HR Consultancy team that is flexible in size. 
 

 
 
HR SERVICE CENTER 
The HR service center handles all administrative and transactional activities and 
streamlines and improves operational services. It may be insourced or outsourced, 
depending on the size of the organization, the geographic location of its businesses 
and the potential economies of scale. In determining whether to insource or outsource 
your HR service center, sound, fact-based decision making must be used to identify 
the solution that brings most value.  
 
An HR service center uses the most modern technologies available to bring services 
to customers and constantly strives to automate as much as possible in order to 
reduce or eradicate the need for human intervention. In addition, an SSC constantly 
seeks to onboard more tactical services, analyze its automation potential and drive 
maximum efficiencies. Self-service provides users access to HR services and 
information on the device of their choice: “consumerized” HR is fully integrated in 
service delivery. 
 
An HR service center for a global organization will typically use global (or regional) 
hubs for handling the majority of high-volume HR transactions, with smaller local 
spokes dealing with specific local issues and requirements. It must also have a 
continuous improvement cycle in place, applying the latest changes in legislation and 
compliance, transparency, privacy and security regulations.  
 
HR CONSULTANCY 
Business partners and Centers of Expertise will be replaced by a centralized (global) 
HR Consultancy team that focuses on delivering just-in-time HR programs, supported 
by local consultants tasked to deal with local issues and adapt global programs and 
policies where necessary. HR consultants will deliver HR services using a project-
based approach to quickly respond to changing circumstances that have an effect on 
the workforce. These teams must be flexible such that they can grow and shrink in 
response to evolving business needs. Some of the consultants will move into a role 
that has the characteristics of account management, in order to ensure that there is 
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constant alignment with the business and that HR truly delivers programs and 
services based on business requests. Others will be involved in project management: 
overseeing projects, making sure the right programs are delivered based on 
implementation plans and evaluating rollouts after completion. 
 
If you have well-functioning teams of experts and business partners in place, you may 
be reluctant to change them. However, the change is not superficial: it goes deeper 
than merging two teams into one and renaming them. It’s about creating a single team 
responsible for designing programs as well as implementing them with the business to 
deliver tangible results. It’s about eradicating the middleman in HR. It’s also about 
creating a consultancy mind-set in HR, where HR professionals engage in projects 
that are required by the business and are responsible for delivering results. It’s about 
quickly assessing the highest workforce priorities and agile responses to business 
needs. And while a new name in itself does not change anything, it is a constant, 
visible reminder that the old way of doing things is gone.     
 
As an example, during the recession, many companies still had a recruitment team in 
place, even though there were no vacancies. HR did not quickly react to the changing 
business environment and move recruiters into other areas, such as downsizing and 
redundancy program support. In addition, many of the corporate downsizing efforts of 
the past went by the HR function, simply because they were dealing with the 
consequences of layoffs and needed the staff. However, once that was finished, no 
one followed suit and considered optimizing the HR function in order to adapt to the 
new reality. It is therefore important that an HR team can match demand with supply 
and sustain a cycle of continuous performance improvements. Consultants are 
associated with projects and programs, with a results-oriented attitude and a can-do 
mentality that focuses on delivering assignments. Excellent project management skills 
will be an absolute necessity as teams are formed, create and implement solutions 
and then are reassigned to new challenges.  
 
Within the HR Consultancy team, certain people will still need expert skills to handle 
ongoing topics, such as labor negotiations, unions, pensions and other expert 
subjects. However, this group must be just large enough to deal with recurring 
activities. HR Consultants don’t need to be a fixed asset – it’s a good opportunity to 
create a permanent skeleton staff and add (external) consultants when demand 
requires them or skills are needed. It’s also a good opportunity to involve business 
people in HR for short term assignments when delivering programs.  
 
HR Consultancy will still design company employee policies: the difference being that 
in the future these experts will not only be responsible for program developments but 
also for implementation and rollout, as well as for ensuring rapid adoption by the 
business. This approach will eliminate the “HR ivory tower” also known as the “policy 
police”. HR must become an agile and flexible department in itself, responding to 
business needs instead of designing policies and programs that no one asked for. HR 
must develop and train business leaders, and restrain from doing the work for them. 
To further alignment, HR professionals should be recruited from other parts of the 
company, coming to HR equipped with business experience and strategic insights.  
 
When HR Consultancy designs programs or policies, the division of work must be 
very clear: anything administrative, transactional and tactical must be moved to the 
service center right away. Consider the case of recruitment: the Consultancy team 
defines the recruitment strategy and, based on analytics, selects the channels that 
best provide quality candidates. Process execution, however, is moved to the shared 
service center so that the building of a talent pool can commence. The Consultancy 
team will then follow the execution, review outcomes and, if necessary, update the 
strategy, after which it can be reassigned to other missions.  
 
Just as the HR service center offers a Statement of Services, HR Consultancy must 
define what it is responsible for based on what matters most. Don’t let others assume 
what HR brings to the table: instead make it very clear what can be expected: it is 
important that what is delivered is required by the business to create success, with the 
overall goasl of increasing people performance and teasing out innovation. If we 
believe HR publications, employee engagement is HR’s responsibility. Why is that the 
overarching belief? Is it because HR distributes the surveys that measure 
engagement and distributes the reports? It’s ultimately the business manager’s 
responsibility to give employees satisfactory and challenging positions and ensure 
that they are engaged – HR can only offer the tools and make sure managers are 
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equipped to engage employees. HR must start managing outcomes instead of 
processes. 

GET READY FOR THE NEW HR 
The changes proposed here won’t happen overnight. It will take vision, leadership, 
dedication and resilience to change your current HR organization into a consultancy 
team. You will need to take a step back and have a good, honest look at the current 
state of HR and identify what works and what doesn’t. It requires a special focus on 
standardization and simplification while making sure HR focuses on business 
priorities. And it means you must find a way to demonstrate sound business sense 
and deliver tangible results.  
 
When contemplating changes, don’t forget to involve the business, asking them what 
truly matters. Engage with your internal customers to understand their needs and 
business issues. This helps you in deciding what matters most and fine-tuning 
programs to fit the needs of separate businesses. In a large company, business units 
can have conflicting needs: some may be involved in restructuring and layoffs, while 
others can’t get the employees in and trained fast enough to keep up with demands. It 
is important to quickly identify this and move HR consultants between business units 
so they can apply their services where their particular skills are needed most. 
 
HR professionals must be re-skilled so they will have what it takes to support business 
leaders. This means they need to have broad knowledge of HR and be trained in 
project management, analytics, business planning, new (mobile) technologies and 
social media. Alternatively, HR may seek alliances with other business functions that 
already possess these skills. Why not team up with marketing to get on top of social 
media for corporate as well as employer branding? Or work with finance to deliver 
insightful reports on key performance indicators? Once you start thinking about it, a lot 
of value can be created by combining forces with other functions in the organization. 
 
When implementing changes, it is imperative to make a significant contribution to the 
business and demonstrate tangible results. Train, coach and retrain business leaders 
so they can improve people performance. Make a difference in services that add 
value and perform them really well. Keep in mind that you will never reach the 
strategic level if you’re bogged down in tactical issues, so be ruthless when deciding 
what to move to the HR service center and retain only those responsibilities where HR 
consultants can really make a difference. 

AN HR EVOLUTION 
The future of HR is not radically different from what it is today. The changes can’t 
compare to the big shifts that are happening in our society. Instead of a revolution, we 
expect an evolution. But just because it’s an evolution does not mean the changes 
should be small. These changes are fundamental in delivering HR results that matter 
and that enable an organization to deal with its future workforce. One thing is clear: 
The future of HR lies outside the HR department. And if HR professionals don’t grasp 
that concept very soon, the future of HR will lie outside the company. 
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