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Is HR shrinking faster than line management are skilling up?
The HR department is shrinking…outsourcing, shared services and HR transformation have all brought opportunities for better, more efficient service, but have eaten away at the traditional HR department.  Much of the work of the HR department has been devolved to line managers and employees – recruitment, job design, and performance management are all largely done in the line.  Employees enter their own timesheets, absence data and personal data changes directly into the HR system by means of self service interfaces.  The benefits of this are a closer relationship between line manager and employee, driving better performance; an increased effectiveness of managers, who now have a broader view, and of course a reduction in indirect costs and HR headcount.  

But are employees and line managers truly embracing these changes at the same rate as the HR department is being eroded?  Are there gaps in service as HR ramps down but managers don’t skill up? Is HR being prevented from becoming a strategic partner because it is overwhelmed with the need to support the very processes it thought had been devolved?
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Key challenges for today’s shrinking HR department
1. Time
In devolving work, either through outsourcing or to line management, the size of the HR department, and therefore the number of man hours available decreases considerably.  Nowadays HR departments are typically 1/10th of their former size.  But this devolution in some ways increases the workload of the HR Department:

HR Managers must invest time in enrolling line managers into their new responsibilities, and ensuring these are properly trained.  They must also act as Service Managers where work is outsourced, ensuring effective collaboration between company and outsourcer, in addition to providing ongoing support and advice on complex or exceptional cases.
HR continues to be the face of corporate social responsibility, being in the front line if outsourcers or line managers do not uphold acceptable employment practices.  HR continues to invest considerable time in ensuring those with devolved responsibility for HR activities adhere consistently to socially responsible policies and procedures.  This all takes time.

Even when line managers are responsible for performance management, promotions and salary reviews, they may seek support from HR around decision-making.  HR are the first people contacted for explanation and interpretation of company policies, and are often involved in handling exceptions to standard policies and procedures.

Finally, if line managers do not execute their HR responsibilities properly and consistently, or if the outsourcer makes a mistake, it is HR who steps in to smooth the waters, protect the employees’ and the company’s interests and ensure lessons are learned.
Does today’s HR department have time allocated for these activities?

2. Reluctant Line Management
Line managers may resent their additional responsibilities, feeling HR have dumped more work on them, or they may simply not be properly skilled in the nuances of HR activities.  This may mean employees suffer by not receiving a full range of quality HR services.  HR Professionals are keen to ensure that employees do not suffer, but may struggle to find capacity to close the gaps.

3. Interaction with the business

HR is increasingly distanced from the coal face.  Employees solve their own queries online, or talk directly to an outsourcer or a shared service centre.  HR Business Partners face up to many hundreds of individuals, so personal interaction is limited.  Yet HR are responsible for defining policies and procedures which are designed to reflect the needs of these individuals and to motivate them to greater performance and loyalty.
How can HR get buy-in for key initiatives, for example a requirement of all staff to attend Diversity training, or a harmonisation of Terms and Conditions, if they are unknown to the affected individuals?  In the old days HR built respect and understanding by close interaction with staff, and through an intimate understanding of their needs and wants.  This is much harder in today’s devolved world.
4. Mindset
The HR department has been transforming for many years, first through the transition from ‘Personnel Department’ to a strategic department, and latterly through the growth in shared services and outsourcing.   It is not so easy to evolve from the mindset of HR as a provider of transactional services to that of a catalyst for others to achieve HR excellence.
Top Tips for ensuring continued quality of HR for employees, despite the shrinking HR organisation.
1. Make HR’s mission clear
Explain to all the role of HR as a strategic partner and showcase the benefits that transformation can bring – how technology has simplified HR work, how HR decisions happen faster and how the cost of HR has decreased.  Provide examples of how HR can add value to the business on a strategic level, now that it has moved away from tactical activities.  Set clear expectations that staff should fully utilise the support offered by outsourcers and line managers.  All line managers and employees must understand what the HR department does and does not do. Get executive sponsorship that HR is no longer responsible for transactional support.
Clear documentation of roles and responsibilities, split by HR, Outsourcer, Shared Service organisation, Line Manager and employee will help everyone to understand what they have to do. 
2. Fully leverage any outsourcing opportunities

A well managed outsourcing relationship can allow HR to assure quality delivery of employee needs, while freeing up the HR department to concentrate on building shareholder value.  The key is to invest time in managing the relationship, which will reduce time spent reacting to issues.
3. Fully leverage E-HR
Ensure up-to-date information on HR policies and procedures is easily available on the web.  Some companies go so far as refusing to answer any question where the information is available electronically (although sharing a link to the appropriate webpage is always appreciated by staff).

When rolling out self service systems, ensure all staff are trained.  If staff have to work it out for themselves, they simply won’t.  They’ll call HR. Ensure tips and support within the system are simple and user-friendly.

Leverage workflow so that line managers and employees can carry out processes such as vacation requests and absence reporting at the click of a button.

4. Ensure line management is properly skilled
Line managers need both skills and knowledge to execute HR responsibilities.  A thorough understanding of policies and procedures (and the implication of not following them) will help to ensure consistent application of HR matters.  Appropriate training in people skills, such as giving feedback and defining roles will give managers the confidence to discharge their HR responsibilities…and over time reduce the amount of day-to-day support HR need to give.
5. People management responsibilities as part of personal performance objectives 
This will help to break down line manager resistance, as it demonstrates corporate sponsorship of HR activities as crucial to the business.
It is right to build the importance of HR as a strategic operation, with the resultant shrinking of the size of the department.  HR should be concentrating on developing and implementing policies to drive excellence across the entire organisation.  They should not be shackled with transactional processes which are best done elsewhere.  Line Managers should be enabled to get the best out of their teams.  However we should not underestimate the investment needed in time and effort to upskill managers to fulfil their HR responsibilities properly.  The dividend of this investment though will be a successful business made up of successful individuals with a strong, but lean HR backbone, ensuring the net quality of HR service to staff remains the same.
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