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The corporate agenda
and the HR function:

creating a 
fit-for-purpose future

10

Introduction

At the end of the first chapter we raised the question of the sig-
nificance of the corporate agenda for the HR function. Given the
central theme of this book has been about the key role of people
management in creating difference through corporate reputa-
tions and brands and maintaining legitimacy through CSR and
good governance, we have sought to provide our HR readers with
a good grounding in these fields and some practical frameworks
and tools to help them contribute to these key strategic drivers
of organizational performance. However, the tensions between
corporate and local agendas – what we might call the universal
paradox in management – presents HR with difficult chal-
lenges but significant opportunities (see Box 10.1). These chal-
lenges and opportunities posed by reputation management and
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338 Corporate Reputations, Branding and Managing People

Box 10.1 Scottish & Newcastle, branding and people
management

Scottish & Newcastle (S&N) was the fourth largest European brewer in
2005 and in the top ten by sales volume in the world. It is a public com-
pany with a history dating back to 1749 and is listed on the London
Stock Exchange. Its headquarters are in Edinburgh, Scotland. S&N has

corporate branding, as well as the related issues of CSR and cor-
porate governance are, we believe, among the most important
the profession is likely to face, not least because they incorp-
orate most of the issues identified by some of the leading aca-
demic thinkers on the future of HR who also have an impact on
practice (Pfeffer, 1998; Sparrow et al., 2004; Huselid et al., 2005;
Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005).

So, in this chapter, we examine research and the speculation
about the changing role of HR, as well as current practice, to show
how HR professionals can contribute to the corporate agenda
more effectively. We also make some specific recommendations
for HR leadership in this field, especially on improving HR’s
professional competence in this field and credibility with the
other functions contributing to the corporate agenda, including
marketing, branding, CSR and senior leadership (see Figure 1.1
in Chapter 1). These recommendations should be timely in an
international context since there are a number of projects and
investigations looking at the future of HR in various countries,
including the CIPD, SHRM and the World Federation of
Personnel Management Associations. Hopefully our contribu-
tion will help them with their reflections.

To begin with, let’s look at a short case that deals directly with
the relationship between HR and branding. We will use it to
ground some of the ideas raised in the rest of this chapter.

The ‘think global and act local’ 
problem, HR and people 
management
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grown over the past decade or so through acquisitions and joint ventures
to become an international brewer with strong positions in 14 coun-
tries in Europe and Asia and exports to more than 60 countries around
the world. Its major markets are still the UK, but S&N also has a substan-
tial presence in Russia, France, Belgium, Finland, Portugal and Greece.
It also has emerging interests in China and India. The company has the
market leading positions in the three core markets of the UK, Russia
and France and three of the top ten beer brands in Europe – Baltika,
Kronenbourg and Foster’s. Its strategic objectives are brand growth
through innovation and efficient operations. S&N’s website puts some
flesh on these objectives:

Successful international beer companies have strong market positions at
home which provide the platform for their development overseas. Strong
market positions allow cost efficiencies in production and distribution and
are usually cash generative.

We consider Western Europe to be our homeland and there we have
market-leading positions. Our markets in Western Europe are mature
markets with significant value growth, where big brands tend to get bigger,
medium-sized brands can be squeezed and certain niche brands prosper. The
key challenge is to maximize value growth through brand strength and
superior customer service. S&N’s strategy is to create value by investing in a
focused portfolio of premium and mainstream brands and by maximizing
brand synergies from the integration of the new beer businesses.

As well as investment in marketing spend there will be continued
investment in new product development, packaging and dispense. Investment
to provide a better experience for the customer is as important as
advertising.

Brand synergies will arise from launching international and speciality
brands into new markets alongside strong national brands. Such products
will benefit from the existing distribution network in those markets but will
also add value by selling at a premium and by broadening the portfolio of
products available.

In each market we look to ensure greater cost efficiency in production
and distribution and by doing so ensure better customer service.

The emerging markets in which we will be operating are characterized by
high volume growth, real price increases, emerging brands and current
shortage of capacity. However, the key drivers of profitability are the same –
market share, brand development, cost efficiency and route to market. We
are entering all these markets with experienced partners holding strong
market positions who understand the distinctive nature of their own
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markets. (http://www.scottish-newcastle.com/sn/scottishnewcastle;
5 January, 2006)

Until the 1990s, S&N was largely a domestic company, exporting some
of its products to overseas markets. Establishing an international pres-
ence in such markets through subsidiary companies and joint ventures
is a more recent strategy, so it is undergoing a major re-think of its
organization and management to support S&N’s ambition to become 
a global company. Brewing is an industry in which there are a small
number of global brands, such as S&N’s Kronenbourg and Foster’s, but
is based on large numbers of domestic speciality brands that suit local
tastes. This is particularly so in European countries such as Germany
and Belgium, with their multiplicity of local beers. Consequently, S&N,
probably more than most MNEs, has to act out the mantra of think
global and act local, a fact well-recognized by their senior HR team.

Management and leadership development, talent management and
performance management are seen as both a driver of these ambitions
to become a geocentric company, and also a constraint. This is evidenced
by the appointment of a senior HR director and team of HR specialists
whose work is taken up with balancing national and local interests. The
company is sometimes perceived internally, even by staff in England, as
Scottish-centric; employees in the South of England have been known
to complain that you have to be Scottish to ‘get on’. However, to support
global and internationally local brands, S&N recognizes it has to develop
a cadre of geocentrically oriented senior managers and an HR team,
process and systems to help them. So, for example, they have embarked
on a major development across most of the business to attempt common
HR process mapping on administration, performance management,
development potential and talent management.

At the same time, they need to have the majority of managers aligned
with the growth of domestic brands, aggressively promoting local interests.
They also recognize that HR issues such as industrial relations, payroll
and attendance are more likely to be issues best resolved locally, since
they are constrained by domestic legal and institutional features. 

A major question for HR is how to best achieve this balance through
its management development, talent management and performance
management policies and practices. It has begun to do this by growing
its own cadre among an international graduate intake of ‘high poten-
tials’ and putting them through a rigorous and systematic international

Martin-10.qxd  5/5/06  8:08 PM  Page 340



Chapter 10 Creating a fit-for-purpose future 341

This case reveals the dynamic tensions between global and
local branding, the emerging solutions of one company’s
attempts to deal with these tensions in its people management
policies, and the role of the HR function in supporting these poli-
cies in conjunction with staff in corporate communications and
brand management. As noted in earlier chapters, there is no sin-
gle solution posed to the problem in the case of S&N, nor is there
a feeling among HR staff that the accommodations reached at
any one time will be other than temporary. To borrow from the
insights of one influential commentator on management and
change, we are always in a process of ‘becoming’ rather than in a
state of ‘being’ (Chia, 1995). This view of change in the world is
echoed by the insights of Zygmunt Baumann (2000), a well-
known social philosopher, who has argued that we are increas-
ingly moving towards a ‘liquid modernity’, in which the old
‘heavy’ and ‘solid’ modernity has given way to a ‘light’ and ‘fluid’
software-type modernity: life for many consumers and employees
is increasingly lived in a process world in which mobility is the

leadership development programme. Following the process mapping,
it is also in the throws of developing a common set of talent manage-
ment and performance management policies for most of its European
subsidiaries, although it has taken the decision not to involve subsidiaries
which are joint ventures rather than majority owned. Most of these sub-
sidiaries are in countries institutionally distant from the UK, including
joint ventures in China and India.

To help the company develop a greater international identity, they
have also considered locating the HR team responsible for management
and leadership development in a location in subsidiaries in Brussels or
Paris, though for reasons of cost they have sited it in the UK, at least for
now. Also of interest are their ambitions to roll out an e-HR portal, which
will help promote a corporate identity among subsidiaries. Again, this
portal may be customized according to the advice received from national
subsidiaries and partners.

Arguably, the HR team’s contextually sensitive approach to inter-
nationalizing is likely to serve them well in the future, but they recognize
that the challenges of aligning HR policies and practices to brand man-
agement in an ever-expanding international company will be something
of a movable feast.
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order of the day, especially for those privileged members of soci-
ety, including highly qualified and increasingly footloose profes-
sionals and managers. In Chapter 8, we introduced that idea that
sustainable change is not only preoccupied with laying down
more permanent bases for new ways of working but is also con-
cerned with laying down a foundation for further, continuous
performance improvements (Buchanan et al., 2005). In that
sense we can talk about change as a dynamic process, punctuated
with periods of (increasingly short) stability rather than change
‘programmes’ characterized by fixed beginnings and ends (Van
de Ven and Poole, 1995). Such ‘programmitis’, arguably, is one of
the most significant errors of perspective made by management
teams in the past, and, no doubt, will be made again.

More specifically, the case also raises implicitly the issue of what
kind of HR function might, to borrow the quality guru Deming’s
term, be ‘fit-for-future purpose’, bearing in mind our comments
about the infrequent periods of ‘punctuated equilibrium’ in
any dynamic change process and HR’s needs for credibility with
other functions responsible for the corporate agenda. So, what
have writers proposed about the future developments in HR,
how do they relate to the tensions experienced by S&N and simi-
lar companies, and what do they suggest for the links between
HR and the corporate agenda?

342 Corporate Reputations, Branding and Managing People

The future of HR

Strategic partnerships or strategic drift: a very 
short history of the quest for credibility

As we argued in Chapter 7, in our discussion of culture, insti-
tutions and the lessons of history, often you have to look back to
look forward; otherwise we may be ‘destined to repeat the mis-
takes of the past’. From our reading of some of the practitioner-
based literature, there is more than a whiff of that in recent
times. For, as long as both of us have been practising and 
writing about HR, there has been an agonized debate over 
its role, relevance and credibility. In the UK this debate origi-
nated during the early decades of the 20th century when 
personnel management first emerged as a welfare function in

Martin-10.qxd  5/5/06  8:08 PM  Page 342



manufacturing industry, championing the interests of employees
in mainly Quaker-owned factories in the north and west of
England. The personnel function’s origins in America were
slightly different, being more administrative in nature, but the
welfare role and looking after employees’ interests, often in a
paternalistic and intrusive manner, were also prominent; witness
the work of Ford’s notorious ‘sociology department’ during the
1920s, which had little to do with the application of sophisticated
sociological or human relations ideas to industry and more to do
with ‘socializing’ mainly immigrant and agricultural labour into
the rhythms and disciplines of factory work in Ford’s motor vehi-
cle plants located south of Detroit in Michigan.

Gradually, during the middle part of the last century, person-
nel evolved into the ‘contracts manager’ and policing roles,
dealing with industrial relations problems, the negotiation of
contracts and procedural agreements, payments systems, and
discipline and grievance handling, in an ever-more sophisti-
cated fashion (Tyson and Fell, 1986). This more sophisticated
approach to personnel has been portrayed as a response to
increased militancy over pay and fragmented bargaining by
trade unions in the UK and USA; it is equally likely, however, that
the steps taken by personnel to professionalize itself by devising
and encouraging individualized pay schemes and plant-level bar-
gaining may have provoked more sophisticated responses from
trade unions at local level (Batstone, 1982), a point worth noting
for our later discussions on the future of the profession.

From the 1970s onwards, there were greater calls for person-
nel to become experts in organizational development and ‘archi-
tects’ of people management strategy (Tyson and Fell, 1986;
Caldwell, 2001, 2003). Such early calls presaged the Cornell
University architectural metaphor we described in Chapter 6.
They also presaged the change in name and focus during the
1980s to HRM, associated with the decline in trade union mem-
bership and influence and the adoption of more sophisticated
and strategically focused HR techniques (Caldwell, 2004). Finally,
they were also a portent of the current focus on ‘strategic part-
ners’ in HR, those people occupying the pinnacle of a new, hier-
archical division of labour that has emerged in HR since the late
1990s (see Figure 10.1). In Box 10.2 we have summarized the
findings of one report that exemplifies the clamour for strategic
partnering (Ashton and Lambert, 2005), a report which has also
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Strategic partners
Small number of senior HR professionals working closely with 

business leaders influencing strategy and steering its 
implementation. The task of strategic partners is to ensure the

 business makes best use of its people and its people opportunities

HR centres of excellence 
Small teams of HR professional experts with specialist knowledge of 'leading-
edge' HR. The role of centres of excellence is to deliver competitive business 

advantages through HR innovations in areas such as reward, learning, 
management development, legal services, employee engagement and talent management

Shared services
A centralized, often relatively large, unit that handles all the routine 'transactional' 
services across the business. Shared services typically provide recruitment, payroll, 

absence monitoring, employee records and advice on the simpler employee relations 
discipline and grievance issues. Shared services' remit is to provide low-cost, effective HR

administration

Figure 10.1
The new HR hierarchical division of labour.

Box 10.2 The future of HR

The Future of HR Report posed a series of questions to CEOs and HR
leaders in 30 international organizations:

1 How does HR add value in your organization?
2 Where do you as an HR leader add value to the business?

influenced the CIPD in the UK. Note in addition how this report
has argued for the division of labour in Figure 10.1.

There is a growing realization, however, that business part-
nering may not be appropriate in all organizations; some evi-
dence points out that it may have negative and unexpected
consequences even when it is successfully implemented (Hope-
Hailey et al., 2005). For example, in a recent discussion we had
with one senior HR director who had attempted to implement
business partnering in the UK university sector, he pointed out
the problems of using such language and in gaining credibility
with highly qualified academic staff who did not frame their
problems in, nor relate to, the discourse of business and strat-
egy. This is a point to which we shall return in this chapter.
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3 What credentials do you have to justify a seat at the strategy-making
table?

4 What returns on HR investment are generated in areas such as train-
ing and development, selection, rewards, etc.?

5 Do you have the right people in the right jobs to make a difference?
6 What advantages does your organization gain from the way it man-

ages human capital stocks and flows?

The report argued that the future of HR depended on its ability to
deliver three outcomes:

■ Excellent HR services at the least possible cost, consistent with 
service delivery.

■ Expertise in critical areas such as organizational design, development
and change, and talent management.

■ Organizational capabilities and human capital, and making strong
inputs to strategic issues by influencing and shaping the decisions
of business leaders.

To achieve these outcomes, the report argued that HR had to trans-
form itself by (1) shifting in gravity from mainly transactional activi-
ties towards those focused on an organization’s performance, capa-
bility and effectiveness; (2) providing service excellence, value-adding
work and an orientation to thinking about the future; and (3) HR 
people needed to advance their own technical and professional 
capability.

It is worth quoting a passage to reflect the contingency perspective
they and other writers hold on HR business models: 

Our proposition for the future of HR centres on the business context shaping
what HR does. Clarity about business drivers and organizational capabilities is
critical. This will define HR’s core work and challenges – and what its purpose,
position, structure, roles and capabilities should be. Yet such a scenario is far
from stable. Business environments are constantly shifting. No one type or
model of HR is automatically right. To be ‘fit-for-purpose’ an HR function must
be adept at analysing and matching, through its work, the emerging success
requirements and differentiators for the organization.

Source: Ashton and Lambert, 2005
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HR, strategy and leadership

Perhaps more than any other figure, Dave Ulrich has helped
shape thinking among HR professionals in their quest for 
relevance during the past decade, arguably because he has
been one of the few HR academics who have been able to ‘look
both ways’ – to the academy and practice – and claim credibil-
ity with both. He first put forward his ideas on the roles of HR
in 1996 and has updated these by drawing on his more recent
research (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005). From our perspective
this updating has been important because of the greater focus
on HR’s impact on stakeholder, including employees, cus-
tomers and other managers dealing with branding and reputa-
tion management. In his earlier work, he defined HR’s four
roles as ‘employee champion’, ‘administrative expert’, ‘change
agent’ and the ‘strategic partner’, shown in Table 10.1. In the
more recent version with Wayne Brockbank, a fifth role of 
‘HR leadership’ was added because it combined elements 
of the others but also signified an important change in direc-
tion for HR as thought leaders influencing board-level policies.
Note how these roles mirror the historical development of 
personnel in the UK and USA and have captured the drift of
management studies towards leadership during the past decade.

You might also want to reflect on how, like the findings of
the Ashton and Lambert study, these roles mirror (and may have
been the source of) the hierarchical division of labour in
Figure 10.1.

This division of labour and new role nomenclature probably
have been more widespread in Britain than America, perhaps
reflecting the greater influence and exhortations of the CIPD
than SHRM as a professional qualifying association, and the
generally lower status of HR practitioners in the business hier-
archy in the USA (Strauss, 2001). Moreover, the calls for HR to
become strategic partners have also enjoyed greater intellec-
tual support from four related ideas tied more closely to the
career interests of British HR professionals (see Box 10.3). We
cannot emphasize enough the importance of ideas in promot-
ing the interests of those who become its champion, known in
the ‘trade’ as ‘elective affinity’, especially in HR (Watson, 1977;
Elwell, 1996).

346 Corporate Reputations, Branding and Managing People
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Table 10.1
Developments in the ‘Ulrich’ model

Old roles (1996) New roles (2005) Description of new roles

Employee champion Employee advocate ‘Caring for, listening to, and responding to
employees … while at the same time
looking through [stakeholders’] eyes and
communicating to employees what is
required for value creation

Administrative Functional expert Developing specialist knowledge and skill in:
expert Foundational HR practices, including

recruitment, promotions, transfers,
outplacement, measurement, rewards,
training and development; and
Emerging HR practices, usually not under
the direct influence of most HR
professionals, including work process
design, internal communications,
organizational structures, design of
physical setting, dissemination of external
information throughout the firm and
executive leadership development

Change agent Human capital Focus on the future of individuals and 
developer teams, developing plans that offer each 

employee opportunities to develop future 
and abilities, match desires with opportunities 

and master new skills

Strategic partner Strategic partner Bring know-how about business, change,
consulting and learning to their
relationships with line managers. They
partner with line managers to help them
reach their goals through strategy
formulation and execution by acting as
devil’s advocate, crafting strategies and
developing the strategic IQ of the business

HR Leader The sum of the other, four roles of
strategic partner, human capital
developed, functional expert and
employee advocate, plus
Leading the HR function, collaborating with
other functions by looking outwards and as
network integrators, setting and enhancing
the standards for strategic thinking, and
ensuring corporate governance.

Source: Adapted from Ulrich, 1996; Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005
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Box 10.3 Elective Affinity and HR in Britain

■ The growing influence of the RBV as a theory of strategic advantage
■ The promises of riches in achieving competitive success on the basis

of knowledge and innovation like the USA
■ The negative, though receptive context of the ‘British disease’ –

continuing low labour productivity associated with a low skills, low
growth dynamic (Porter and Taylor, 2004), especially compared with
competitor economies such as America, France, Germany and the
Scandinavian economies (Economist, 21 January 2006)

■ Perennial shortages of knowledge-based talent to resource new,
knowledge-based enterprises.

It is, perhaps, easy to see how such a combination of ideas and
theories has benefited the interests of HR in the UK, since HR
professionals have been able to point out how more effective
HR/HRD, targeted on boosting the knowledge base of British
organizations, may help Britain and British firms break out of the
vicious cycle of low skills–low growth. As a consequence, many
commentators in the UK in particular, but also in America and
Asia–Pacific region, believe that the HR function appears to have
transformed itself by appropriating a renewed sense of mission,
or is at least on track towards such a transformation if it is able to
address this agenda successfully. Measures of success for HR, as
we discussed in Chapter 6, have moved away from internal, trans-
action costs, such as costs of recruitment and HR headcount, to
externally focused ones that address the key strategic drivers of
the business (Boxall and Purcell, 2003; Huselid et al., 2005).

However, just how broad and deep such transformation has
been in the majority of organizations, especially in the public sec-
tor, is very much open to question. De-bureaucratization has
been very evident among large MNEs, in small to medium-sized
organizations; while those in the public sector have remained
remarkably stable structures in the UK and USA (Sennett, 2006).
The probability that HR transformations have been noticeable
and significant, outside of those small number of large firms 
discussed in the media and by academics, is relatively small
(Sparrow et al., 2004). However, the need for such transformation
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has been at the heart of this book and other investigations into
the future of HR (Reddington et al., 2005).

This progressive focus on strategic HR, performance and organ-
izational capabilities has begun to re-designate the HR func-
tion and boundaries, and the processes it uses to demonstrate its
worth. For example, much has been made recently of the impact
of information and communications technologies (ICT) and
outsourcing on the future of HR, with the prospects of a virtual
future looming large among some organizations, especially given
the impact on HR headcount and potential for improved service
delivery (Snell et al., 2001; Martin, 2005). One of the messages of
this book is that HR needs to re-designate its boundaries and
relationships with the marketing, corporate communications
and public relations functions to serve the corporate agenda,
in much the same way that ICT, supplier management and HR
are coming together to cut costs and improve service delivery
of HR. Nevertheless, at the same time as HR specialists are rec-
ognizing such opportunities, there are significant challenges,
especially in convincing the ever-present sceptics of HR and
reforming and re-educating the profession to understand
broader agendas. We now turn to these challenges.

The limitations of HR

Low impact

Notwithstanding the positive claims for HR, there has always
been a countervailing tendency. This has damned personnel
and the re-labelled HR function for failing to live up to senior
managers’ expectations and its own rhetoric on delivering stra-
tegic results. Two such examples are drawn from surveys con-
ducted by Accenture (2003) and Watson Wyatt (2003). Asked
to state levels of satisfaction with the performance of their HR
departments, almost half of 150 senior executives in Fortune
1000 companies in the Accenture survey said they were either
dissatisfied or ambivalent about what HR had achieved. The
main reason cited was business responsiveness. Only 34% of 1700
senior line managers in a Watson Wyatt study rated HR perform-
ance as good – yet 83% said HR was critical to business success.

Chapter 10 Creating a fit-for-purpose future 349
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According to observers, HR is often seen as too bureau-
cratic, mechanistic, expensive, schedule-driven, slow-moving,
lacking focus on the needs of the business, especially in help-
ing high performing talent, and too concerned with policing
low performers (Michaels et al., 2001), even allowing for the
recent moves to strategic partnering. Quite simply, few firms
have implemented the sophisticated HR policies discussed in
the textbooks and at HR conferences (Burke and Cooper,
2005). This implies at least two possible ‘culprits’: senior man-
agers who are not educated in the ways of HR, or HR people
who are not educated in the ways of senior managers. Our nat-
ural inclination, based on previous experience of HR’s fre-
quent flirtations with the modish solutions proposed by
consultants, is that the problem lies mainly with HR in trying to
implement one-size-fits-all models to the reorganization of the
function. More of this later.

Poorly trained and educated HR

Though reflexivity is generally considered to be a virtue, HR has
suffered from what some consider self-indulgent navel-gazing
as it deliberates on why it does not have board status, despite
people management being recognized as a core function. The
argument is often made that managing people is what is impor-
tant, not what HR does. In that sense, HR or, more accurately,
the people management function is perceived to be too impor-
tant to be left to functional specialists with little grounding in
the business of business, or in the case of other sectors, a
grounding in education, social work, financial services, etc.
This is especially the case when, even today, despite the work of
professional organizations such as the CIPD and SHRM, the
function is frequently populated by people with low levels of
expertise and experience in management and low levels of
education in what matters in management. For example, one
recent evaluation of Masters degrees in HRM in the USA has
suggested they are too technically focused and characterized by
a lack of business management knowledge (Langbert, 2005),

350 Corporate Reputations, Branding and Managing People
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an issue that the CIPD at least is trying to address with its new
leadership and management standards.

A more fundamental criticism of professionalization and pro-
fessional education is a distinction made some years ago by one
of our colleagues who argued that HR suffered from (a) too great
a concern for a rather abstracted idea of scientific-technical
excellence and (b) a ‘thinking and planning’ paradigm. Both of
these were important characteristics of the British idea of pro-
fessionalization (e.g. among accountants, lawyers, scientists).
This British attraction to narrow professionalization has been
accompanied by a downgrading of the view of man as ‘homo
faber’, summed up by the Germanic idea of ‘Technik’. This lat-
ter term promotes the notion that managers should be makers
and doers, as ‘true technocrats’ and action wo/men, rather than
British-style, disinterested professionals and scientists. Such tech-
nocrats are ‘broadly educated technical or commercial and
financial specialists whose experiences … tend to be specific to
particular sectors of employment’ (Glover and Hallier, 1996, 
p. 234). Technical excellence and deep networks are the order of
the day. According to this line of criticism, HR suffers from an
‘officer-class and arm’s-length mentality’ by dint of professional
training and because its occupants lack the well-roundedness
to contribute directly to the main business of business, which
is, when stripped to the basics, about making and selling goods
and services (Paterson et al., 1988). This criticism may seem
slightly old-fashioned in the context of a knowledge economy,
but certainly rings true for us in our concern to link HR with
the key functions responsible for marketing and selling prod-
ucts, services and, even, knowledge.

Lack of ‘well-roundedness’

Such internally focused reflexivity among HR, we believe, has
been quite damaging to the reputation of the HR function.
HR, in one sense, is a victim of a narrow, British-style mentality
of professionalism and the new division of labour built on 
centres of excellence and shared services. Instead of building 
‘well-rounded’ HR managers, professionalization has helped
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create a narrow, administrative or technically expert group of
sub-specialisms in HR (increasingly in remote call centres or
off-site centres of excellence) and a potentially disconnected
band of strategic partners, whose justification is to be able to
see the ‘wood’ instead of the ‘trees’. This development is inim-
ical to producing well-rounded HR generalists who can mix
directly with stakeholders (employees, senior managers, cus-
tomers, suppliers, network partners, etc.) and has disconnected
them and the function from the top (Martin, 2006). It may also
result in HR professionals becoming disconnected from the
bottom as they lack the ability and inclination to form direct
relationships with employees and to act as advocates for them.
Finally, on the role of strategic partners, we might be well
advised to remember the advice of a management classic,
‘good managers don’t make policy decisions’ (Edward Wrapp,
1967). A number of subsequent studies have shown how good
senior leaders are frequently observed to get involved in detail
rather than ‘feasting on a diet of abstractions, leaving the choice
of what he eats in the hands of his subordinates’. Invoking
another metaphor, Mintzberg (1991) has cautioned against
seeing a wood or forest only from on high, the so-called heli-
copter view. This line of sight is likely to give you an impression
of a rather uniform green rug and not much insight into detail;
seeing from below, on the other hand, that is from the per-
spective of the trees, gives you a much more nuanced, varie-
gated and grounded perspective on which to base strategic
decisions.

Well-roundedness, an idea to which we shall return later in this
chapter, is based on the ability of managers to heed such sound
advice by striking a balance between managing at different 
levels – managing information flows to manage others, managing
through people and managing by taking direct action and con-
necting with people first hand (Martin, 2006). It also requires
HR to strike a balance in styles, reflecting three competing poles
or pulls on managers – to see HR as a science and technical spe-
cialism (expertise), to see it as an art (vision and leadership) and
to see it as a craft (experience) (Mintzberg, 2004). Finally, it is
based on the capacity to manage outwards, across functions and,
increasingly, organizations, and not just in them. This is especially
important in the new networked economy and to meet the
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demands of stakeholders for positive reputations and brands,
good governance and CSR.

Assessing the future challenges 
for HR: the implications of the 
corporate agenda

As far as we are aware, there are no reports that make the repu-
tation management and branding agenda an explicit centre-
piece of their recommendations. Yet, once the links between
HR and the corporate agenda are pointed out, most senior HR
staff and senior managers think these are obvious and agree
that HR has missed a trick. We had a discussion with one of the
leading European HR academics on this very issue, and his
response was ‘it’s so obvious. It is one of these ideas that you
want to say “why didn’t I think of that myself?”’

However, as we have argued all along and as the S&N case illus-
trates, there is no single set of recommendations we can make
because context is all important in shaping how leaders lead,
what customers seek, what the financial community expects, how
people work, what they want from work and who and what they
identify with, to name but a few of these contingencies. Context
is also important in shaping the nature and role of HR processes
and their relevance, e.g. HR in certain knowledge-based organ-
izations is likely to be a very different proposition from retailing or
manufacturing. In trying to bring together some of these context-
ual factors, we have drawn on a number of sources, including
material from earlier chapters, research into the future of work
and from specialist HR reports. These are generalizations but
raise a series of questions that leadership in HR should con-
sider, especially in relation to our calls to address the corporate
agenda – reputations, brands, CSR, governance and leadership.

Demographic and social change

There are significant demographic changes notably in developed
economies of Europe and Japan (though not America) where
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the workforce is ageing, unlike the newly emerging economies
in Asia. In addition, there have been significant social changes,
as the UK Economic and Social Research Council project on 
the ‘Future of Work’ (Taylor, 2004) has shown. These include
declining levels of job satisfaction and loyalty to employers com-
bined with greater expectations from employment; increased
demands for a better work–life balance resulting in more
demands for flexible working; labour market turbulence and
skills shortages; structural reforms in social welfare provisions
combined with more emphasis on the employee to safeguard
their future through personal pension provision; more remote
working through virtual business-professional communities. In
a beautifully crafted book, Richard Sennett (2006) has docu-
mented more fundamental changes in the ‘new capitalism’,
reflecting Baumann’s liquid modernity, with significant implica-
tions for organizational design, career management and skills:

1 The requirement of individuals to manage short-term
relationships in ‘careerless’ organizations, while mov-
ing from task to task, job to job and place to place.
This fragmentation of careers has a marked effect on
the potential for organizations to achieve identifica-
tion and for individuals to identify with one organiza-
tion. For example, Baumann (2004) has pointed out
that identity and identification is very much a local phe-
nomenon and that attempts to engineer organizational
and national identities go against human instinct.
According to both of these writers, new careerless
organizations lack the capacity to provide local identi-
fication, a basic human requirement.

2 The requirement for individuals to manage their talent,
develop new skills and leverage their potential, given
the increasingly ephemeral nature of technology, sci-
ence and skills. Craftsmanship, in the sense of individ-
uals being able to do something well and to be able to
point to past achievements as a measure of one’s status,
has given way to the celebration of potential ability, the
capacity to re-invent oneself in the future, to learn how
to learn, and to be able to say, ‘I get along with every-
one’. Mastery and knowing something has given way
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to transformative potential and knowing little in the
conventional sense of the term.

3 Ensuing from this ephemeral and fragmented nature
of modern working is the requirement for individuals
to learn how to let go of the past as organizations have
less need for their past skills. Such a characteristic is a
rare one among most people who value their achieve-
ments and prior investment in skills they thought they
had banked for future gain and is associated with the
spectre of ‘uselessness’.
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Questions for HR leadership

■ How is the HR strategy addressing the demands for flexible work-
ing and offering support for work–life balance?

■ How well do you measure employee identification, e.g. psychological
contracts, identity, commitment, internalization, psychological own-
ership and levels of employee engagement, and are these still mean-
ingful ideas in the light of increasingly fragmented and ‘careerless’
organizations?

■ How does your HR strategy address employees’ career aspirations
and needs for craftsmanship, which are often associated with doing
a job well and being regarded for expertise? Or is it aimed purely at
buying in potential and the skills of learning how to learn, without
necessarily being expert in anything?

■ How well does your HR strategy and policy address more remote
and flexible working and the needs of such people to feel a sense of
belongingness and organizational identity?

■ To what extent do HR strategic business partners in your organization
fall into the category of over-celebrating potential in themselves 
and under-valuing craftsmanship? (See the discussion on ‘well-
roundedness’ later in this chapter.)

Consumers

This focus on the outside has been one of the themes of this
book. Changing social structures in developed societies is asso-
ciated with fragmentation and segmentation of product and
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service markets. Most marketers are familiar with the basic
tenets of geo-demographic neighbourhood classification sys-
tems. People with similar cultural backgrounds, means and
perspectives naturally gravitate towards one another to form
relatively homogeneous communities and identities. Once set-
tled in, people tend to emulate neighbours, adopt similar
social values, tastes and expectations and, most important of
all, share similar patterns of consumer behaviour toward prod-
ucts, services, media and promotions. This behaviour is the
basis for the development of computer-based classification sys-
tems, all of which classify neighbourhoods and their house-
holds into clusters or groups of neighbourhoods, based on
their underlying socio-economic and demographic compos-
ition. We have argued that such variety in product markets is
increasingly reflected in internal labour markets through
workforce segmentation, based on the principle of requisite
variety. This principle, drawn from organic sciences and sys-
tems theory, states that the degree of internal variation in a 
system must match the variation in its environment, and is one
that is widely adopted when designing organizations.

We have also documented the increasing importance of
brands in determining consumer purchasing decisions and
organizational reputations for socially responsible behaviour
among consumers, and their willingness to punish firms that
do not match rhetoric and spin with action.
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Questions for HR leadership

■ To what extent does your HR function understand and systemat-
ically use data on geo-demographics and changing consumer pref-
erences and behaviour to inform its HR policies?

■ To what extent is the HR function teamed up with those respon-
sible for marketing and branding to influence key decisions in these
areas?

■ To what extent are staff in HR sufficiently knowledgeable and cred-
ible with colleagues in marketing and branding to be able to con-
tribute to these key decisions on reputation management and
brands?
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Internationalization and globalization

For the past three decades, the world economy has been growing
at its fastest, with more countries sharing in that growth than ever
before. For example, between 1980 and 1999, annual world
exports more than trebled, but during the same period, foreign
direct investment (a form of geographical integration) multi-
plied ten times (Whittington, 2000). Trade liberalization in
Europe and Asia, the rise of the Asian economies, outsourcing
and high levels of labour mobility, coupled with the use of the
Internet to span across borders, have all contributed to the rapid
rise in globalization. Peter Berger has helped lead a major inter-
national research project on the theme of globalization, which
does indeed point in the direction of an emerging global 
culture heavily American in origin and content, though this is
increasingly challenged by eastern centres such as Tokyo, 
Hong Kong, Singapore, Shanghai and Mumbai (Berger and
Huntington, 2002). This emerging culture, according to Berger,
has four faces, based on a ‘world made in English’ as the cultural,
as well as business, lingua franca:

■ the Davos culture, centred on the discussion held by
big business and the World Economic Forum at Davos
in Switzerland, which has led to a form of economic
globalization through the spread of MNEs’ influence

■ the Faculty Club culture, which reflects the impact of
Western intelligentsia and its liberal ideas of environ-
mentalism, feminism, universal ethics, human rights
and multiculturalism; this culture sometimes merges
with the Davos culture but also sits in tension with it
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■ Does your HR function have the requisite skills to segment the
workforce to reflect/drive consumer segments, and to design dif-
ferent employee value propositions to align staff, existing and
potential, with brand offerings?

■ How does your HR function measure up in its ability to communi-
cate employee value propositions to different employee segments?
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■ the McWorld culture, which reflects the impact of
mainly popular Western youth culture, propagated by
the celebrity firms such as McDonald’s, Nike, Disney,
Apple, Google and MTV, and by the universal access
to American-based media such as television and the
Internet, and

■ evangelical Protestantism, which is the re-emergence
of the Protestant ethic in new parts of the world (e.g.
in parts of Latin America, East and South-East Asia, sub-
Saharan Africa), providing a morality highly appropri-
ate for developing economies seeking to become part of
modern capitalism – disciplined, frugal and science-
based, rationally ordered societies.

These trends look set to continue and hold significant chal-
lenges for HR practitioners and for HR strategies. However,
Berger and his colleagues recognize significant localization
and modifications, which shade into a form of hybrid culture.
We also used this term in describing the dominant mode of HR
systems in Sino-foreign joint ventures (Zhang and Martin,
2003). ‘Hybridization’, which involves synthesizing foreign and
native cultural traits, is likely to be the most common form of
adaptation of management practices in the new economies of
China, India and the Arab world.
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Questions for HR leadership

■ How aware are HR leaders of these trends in globalization, local-
ization and hybridization?

■ To what extent are these trends relevant to your organization’s
future and what are you doing to prepare your HR team and the
organization’s leadership to take advantage of these trends? For
example, how are these trends likely to influence branding strategy
and reputation management?

■ What kinds of HR strategies and policies are necessary to reflect/
drive international branding strategy and reputation management?

■ What proportion of current and future leaders will need developing
in international management and leadership development to sup-
port global branding and what are the best ways of developing them?
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Shareholder interest, governance and 
social responsibility

Through the book we have discussed the debates between share-
holder value and stakeholder models of governance and their
implications for the CSR agenda. The risk to organizations’
reputations through actions/inactions in the field or CSR are
increasingly being realized by senior executives, and HR lead-
ers have an important role to play in helping shape the agenda
in these areas. They also have an important role to play in cor-
porate governance, as the case study on Paragon/Enron illus-
trated well. At one level at least, Enron was a failure of talent
management, which should carry warning signs for other organ-
izations adopting talent management philosophies. Again, 
our discussion of the Financial Services Industry in Chapter 8
illustrates this point.

The findings of a report by McKinsey, one of the world’s largest
and most influential management consultancies, is worth high-
lighting in this regard (McKinsey, 2006). The report dealt with
the survey of senior executives on their worries over the soci-
etal expectations placed on their companies. The overarching
conclusion was that they can and must do better in meeting
them. In this report, the overwhelming response of 84% of
executives was that they had a responsibility to balance public
good with meeting shareholder obligations; this is a rather dif-
ferent proposition from the one advanced by Milton Friedman,
that generating high returns for shareholders should be a cor-
poration’s sole focus (see Chapter 8). However, they were less cer-
tain about which concerns would affect them and what responses
were most appropriate. Among the most cited issues that would
impact positively or negatively on their companies’ shareholder
value in the near future were job loss and off-shoring, political
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■ What are you doing to identify talent and labour pools to support
your organization’s international ambitions over the next 3–5 years?

■ What implications does internationalization have for segmentation
of the workforce and for performance management?
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influence and involvement of companies, environmental issues,
including climate change, pensions and retirement benefits,
healthcare and other employee benefits, opposition to foreign
investment, demand for safer products and pay inequalities
between senior executives and other employees.

Interestingly, they perceived a mismatch between the tactics
used by companies to manage such socio-political issues in their
organizations – media and public relations, lobbying, CEO state-
ments, CSR reports and philanthropy – and the most effective
methods of doing so. These they deemed to be increased trans-
parency about risks of products and processes, developing and
implementing policies on ethics and CSR, engaging stakehold-
ers and improving compliance.

Unsurprisingly, HR were not seen to be key players in taking
the lead in these issues, deemed to be a CEO responsibility, and
too important to be left to public relations, line managers or HR.
Yet, given that so many of the issues have significant HR implica-
tions or fall directly within the sphere of competence of HR, our
belief is that with a better understanding of these issues it is
incumbent on them to take the lead as a form of corporate 
conscience.
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Questions for HR leadership

■ To what extent does HR leadership in your organizations under-
stand the key debates over corporate governance and leadership,
and CSR?

■ Are these issues part of the internal agenda of HR at senior levels?
■ To what extent is HR represented in the senior management team

in discussions of governance and CSR? Do they contribute to policy
making in these areas, particularly in discussions over shareholder
value and stakeholder issues, including pay policies and perform-
ance management?

■ Have HR in your organization taken a lead in the issues raised by the
McKinsey report, including job loss and off-shoring, political influ-
ence and involvement of companies, environmental issues, including
climate change, pensions and retirement benefits, healthcare and
other employee benefits, opposition to foreign investment, demand
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Change through communications and 
communications technologies

In Chapter 8 we discussed the importance of change through
communications and in telling sustainable corporate stories.
We also highlighted the role of employer of choice policies,
employer branding and linking specific employee value prop-
ositions to different employee segments. Our change model
also emphasized the importance of measuring employer brand
equity and its links with psychological contracting and engage-
ment behaviours. Advances in ICT have also resulted in the
potential to improve and engage employees through online
surveys and provide them with new ways of working. Finally,
employee portals can provide an important method of commu-
nicating a sense of corporateness, as well as allow for significant
localization. However, much of the current advice from con-
sultants and practice among firms in the global roll-out of e-HR
is to follow a technology-driven solution and only allow for 
limited customization to reflect local differences, a solution that
may suit short-term administrative and cost targets to the detri-
ment of longer-term service delivery and strategic aims (Martin
et al., 2006).
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for safer products and pay inequalities between senior executives
and other employees?

■ To what extent has HR implemented the recommendations of
reports such as the CIPD’s policy document on CSR, and con-
tributed to the measurement of CSR?

■ To what extent is HR taking a lead in developing CSR initiatives
such as those implemented by the Diageo case in Chapter 9? To
what extent is HR developing policies on ethics and transparency
and ensuring those responsible for making and selling products and
services are compliant with good practice?

■ How do you partner with your suppliers to sustain service excellence?
■ What are you doing to plan for the succession of your top 

talent?
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Delivering the corporate HR value 
proposition

One way of summing up the role of a new-style of ‘HR corpor-
ate leadership’, which is able to manage the tensions between
corporateness and localization, is to draw on Ulrich and
Brockbank’s (2005) ideas by linking them directly to the repu-
tation management, branding, CSR and governance agendas.
A value proposition for HR leadership in this field is grounded
in four key processes (see Figure 10.2):

1 Understanding the external environment of the organ-
izations and how it shapes its ‘corporate’ agenda, espe-
cially the relationship between HR, customer/client
satisfaction, customer/client loyalty and building aware-
ness of the corporate brand, and strengthening and
maintaining corporate reputation, leadership and
governance.

2 Addressing the individual career, motivation, identifica-
tion and engagement issues to help manage the tensions
between corporate and local identities, and corporate
and locally relevant talent management policies.
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Questions for HR leadership

■ Do HR understand the potential of sustainable corporate stories and
how they differ from many mission statements?

■ To what extent have we made use of internal marketing techniques
to develop employee value propositions; do we know what different
groups of employees and potential employees most value, what they
would choose and advocate particular employer brands?

■ What are the best means of engaging and communicating brand val-
ues, and how can we best use employee surveys and employee HR
portals in this process?

■ To what extent do we measure employer brand equity?
■ Do we have a convincing change model that can be used to address

the issue of sustainable change?
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3 Developing HR strategies and practices to address the
corporate agenda, which are also locally sensitive,
including high performance HR policies, workforce
segmentation and employee value propositions.

4 Enhancing the credibility of HR group by improving
its reputation for well-roundedness, a business orien-
tation, true rather than narrow professionalism, and up-
to-date thought leadership and innovative action by
addressing the corporate agenda in an innovative way.

That said, however, we caution against the idea of leadership
disconnected from followership, a point made throughout this
book. We would be well advised to heed a warning by Caldwell
et al. (2005) that the new HR leadership models more often that
not repeat the mistakes of visionary or transformational para-
digms, which are based on an unhelpful model of top-down,
inspirational leadership, passive followership and lists of com-
petencies or emotional intelligences that are not joined up or
linked to context. As we have discussed in previous chapters,
leadership and followership are different sides of the same coin;
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4  Enhancing HR
professionalism and
well-roundedness

2  Addressing
individual employee
identification and
engagement issues

1  Understanding and
managing the corporate

agenda: reputations,
branding, CSR and

governance

3  Developing HR
strategies and practices
on best fit, workforce

segmentation, employee
value propositions etc.

HR’s corporate
value proposition

Figure 10.2
HR’s value proposition for the corporate agenda.
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moreover it is increasingly inappropriate to discuss leadership
purely in terms of organizational boundaries, which are ever
more irrelevant in modern networked forms. Leadership, like
strategy, has to leverage value from people in organizations
over which it has no direct authority.

The well-rounded HR leader

The need for craftsmanship as well as 
potential

So what does a well-rounded HR leader look like? The first point
to reflect on is the dangers pointed out by Sennett (2006) in
over-valuing potential and the ‘learning how to learn’ model, and
in under-valuing craftsmanship, expertise and experience. This
warning is especially relevant in the context of the new hier-
archy of HR professionalism and the emerging division of labour
between strategic partners and centres of excellence, both of
which reflect trends in the ‘cutting-edge’ firms of Sennett’s new
capitalism and help embed these trends in society. As he points
out in the book, the basis on which esteem in society is accorded
to individuals has been based on merit and expertise; ask most
people in developed economies who they would hold in high
esteem, as many international surveys have done, and you 
are likely to get the answer doctors, nurses, teachers, engineers,
social workers, and even lawyers, academics and entrepreneurs
in certain country rankings of occupational prestige. Such surveys
will also include skilled manual crafts, but, interestingly, rarely
include managers in the top echelons of the rankings. The rea-
sons for this are that people are valued for abilities developed
within themselves, for their craftsmanship. This notion of crafts-
manship evokes a world where a job well done in its own right,
a concern for standards and expertise, and knowing something
well is valued above all else.

In ‘liquid modern’ societies, however, there is little that is 
stable about work, talent and consumption; transactions have
replaced relationships in peoples’ dealings with one another.
The new institutional architecture, according to Sennett, more
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closely resembles the infinitely flexible architecture of the MP3
player than the classic bureaucratic pyramid; thus it is potential
that counts. So ‘cutting-edge firms and flexible organizations
need people who can learn new skills rather than cling to old
competencies … human “potential” consists in how capable he
or she is in moving from problem to problem, subject to sub-
ject’ (Sennett, 2006, p. 115). Perhaps the classic metaphor for
such potential is the management consultant who flits from job
to job, organization to organization and industry to industry
without having a deep understanding of any single location,
problem or body of expertise. In fact, the idea of skill and expert-
ise is often an anathema to consultants who are frequently taken
on to ‘re-engineer’ organizations that embody craftsmanship and
creativity. He cites UK research on the use of young MBA-trained,
McKinsey consultants at the British Broadcasting Corporation
(BBC), who tended to devalue creative work because they did
not understand it, were paid to re-engineer the organization by
reducing the number of creative people, and then left it in tur-
moil after a quick departure.

One of the main lessons from Sennett for this book is that
potential is a damaging measure of talent, and we are inclined
to agree; witness the emphasis placed on such young talent at
Enron. The decline of craftsmanship in cutting edge organiza-
tions, he contends, leaves three ‘social deficits’. The first is low
organizational loyalty or potential for organizational identifi-
cation. As Baumann (2000) argues, identification is a naturally
occurring and local phenomenon born out of being valued
and in valuing the ‘local’, not something which is planned or
forced on people by (corporate) identity engineers. And loy-
alty for most organizations is essential during business cycles
when the going gets tough, or when labour markets encourage
frequent moves among talented people. The second social deficit
is trust, which we discussed in an earlier chapter. Ever-more fre-
quent change in business cycles and re-engineering through
change programmes diminish informal trust among employ-
ees, but at the same time, make trust more essential to cope
with such circumstances. The third deficit, and perhaps the
most important point for our discussion of the future of HR
professionals, is the requirement for institutional or organiza-
tional knowledge. What is required in many large, bureaucratic
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organizations is knowledge of how to make the system work,
which, according to Sennett, has developed into an art form in
learning ‘how to oil the bureaucratic wheels’ (2006, p. 69). Yet
such people are often low in the pyramid, frequently let go or
outsourced, or subject to replacement from a talent manage-
ment system that privileges the outsider over the insider. But
organizational knowledge – both inside and among the increas-
ing external relationships on which organizations depend for
survival – is also a feature of craftsmanship. Skilled accom-
plishment is as much a function of internal and close external
networks as it is of inherent skill. Karl Weick (2001) describes
how effective managers need to be good ‘bricoleurs’ – to be
able to fashion innovative solutions from an intimate knowledge
of the materials they have to hand – which is highly dependent on
in-depth organizational knowledge and their internal and
external networks.

All three social deficits are being accelerated by the new ver-
sion of talent and the premium placed on potential, and the
narrow idea of professionalization. We fear that the Ulrich HR
architecture may be a product of such thinking, at least as it has
been interpreted by many organizations, and perhaps part of
the problem rather than the solution. Instead, we propose a
more balanced view of HR professionalism and leadership,
based on the work of people such as Mintzberg, Weick and 
others. In a recent book by one of us, there was an attempt to
construct a model of a well-rounded manager, which is particu-
larly apposite to the present discussion of HR leadership and
the corporate agenda (Martin, 2006).

The need to manage at different levels

To be effective, we believe that HR leaders have to translate their
personal qualities or competencies into the kinds of effective
behaviours needed inside, across and outside of their organiza-
tions. According to Mintzberg (1994), well-rounded managers
demonstrate these behavioural competences at three levels, mov-
ing outwards from the conceptual level to the doing or action
level. So, good HR leaders need not only to conceptualize, plan
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and manage on the outside and from on high, as the Ulrich
model is often taken to imply, but also to:

■ manage action, by doing things directly themselves
■ manage people, to get things done through others, and 
■ manage information, to influence people to take

action.

As Mintzberg pointed out, leaders and managers can choose
to focus on any of these levels but action taken at one of them
has ‘knock-on’ consequences for action taken at other levels.

HR leaders will also be stylized by the level at which they pre-
fer to work and, most importantly, by how other, often sceptical,
managers and employees see them working. Thus, some leaders
who favour a more ‘hands-off’ style prefer to work at the infor-
mational level; ‘people-oriented’ HR leaders will prefer to work
through others, namely line managers and HR staff; whilst ‘doers’,
often in more front line roles or who wish to take a direct lead by
‘rolling up their sleeves’, will take direct action. The main point
of this discussion is that though the Ulrich model suggests a bal-
ance among such levels, current interpretations of the model
by many organizations and the new hierarchy in HR implies no
such balance.

Furthermore, the idea of a balance itself is a rather problem-
atic concept. In his most recent work on management, Mintzberg
(2004) has reworked these issues of preferences in managerial
styles and levels into a model of three poles of managing that
touch on our earlier discussions of narrow HR professionalism
and the need for craftsmanship as well as potential. This model
is highly relevant to our desire to link HR leadership to the 
corporate agenda and tackles the notion of balance head-on.
Mintzberg depicts management (note that he has a problem
with the idea of leadership as somehow distinct from manage-
ment, and so do we) as a science, as vision and as a craft (see
Figure 10.3).

Translating his ideas into an HR context, there will be those
HR leaders who prefer to work at the informational level, typic-
ally framing their roles in terms of management as a science,
which involves applying rational techniques and thinking
about leadership and strategy best achieved through systematic
assessment and planning. There will also be HR leaders and
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managers who prefer to work through people, who are more
likely to be influenced by the idea of management as an art,
which relies on creative insights and holding out a novel and
compelling vision that others can buy into. Finally, there will be
those HR leaders and managers who prefer to work by taking
direct action, typically influenced by the notion that manage-
ment as a craft, learned and practised through direct experi-
ence, experimentation and doing.

The critical point, according to Mintzberg, is that the well-
rounded manager (for our purposes, read HR leader) needs to
function effectively at all three levels and achieve balance among
all three poles in Figure 10.3, a message also mirrored by the
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HR leadership as
art

(the ‘vision’ thing
and build
potential)

HR leadership as
science

(analysis and
strategic thinking)

HR leadership as
a craft 

(experience and
doing things well)

Calculating style Tedious style

Narcissistic style

Problem-solving style

Engaging
style

Visionary
style

Heroic
style

 
Too

balanced?

Figure 10.3
HR leadership styles (based on Mintzberg, 2004 and Sennett, 2006).
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ideas of Sennett discussed earlier. Balance, however, comes in the
form of three choices of style:

■ A problem solving style, which combines the strengths
of rational analysis with practical experience (and just
enough people-management intuition and contact
thrown in). Such a style is reminiscent of the broader
professionalism invoked by the German notion of
Technik as a well-rounded maker and doer.

■ An engaging style, which is people-oriented and 
experienced-based, but with just enough science to
take it out of the ‘gifted amateur’ category. Such a style
may be associated with those HR leaders and managers
who prefer to coach and facilitate others, and to inter-
pret their role as an employee advocate in situations in
which employees have no other source of ‘voice’.

■ A visionary style, which is strong on art and vision, but
is also rooted in experience, again with just enough sci-
ence thrown in to give the ideas credibility. This style
is reminiscent of Ulrich’s HR leader and strategic part-
ner, and is close to the view of strategists as creating the
sustainable corporate stories we discussed in Chapter 8.

Mintzberg, however, suggests that balance lies in reconciling
two out of the three of these styles, with just enough of a third
style to keep things in check. His view is that if we try to achieve a
balance among all three simultaneously, we run the risk of either
having no style at all or of not making a choice over how to man-
age. Furthermore, given our over-riding concern in the book to
highlight the importance of context, balance will not only be a
matter of choice but also of the nature of the organization, indus-
try and kinds of employees HR leaders hope to lead. Returning to
our example of the problems of the HR director in the university
sector, it is likely that his ideal balance and those of his ‘business
partners’ will be rather different from that of HR leaders in man-
ufacturing environments or voluntary organizations.

In his own iconoclastic fashion, Mintzberg also highlights
the dangers of too little balance among styles, an issue which
we have already taken onboard in our discussions of bad lead-
ership in Chapter 9. Thus he warns against calculating leaders
and managers who manage purely at the informational level,
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thus running the risk of dehumanizing organizations and being
criticized for lacking sufficient grounding in experience and
organizational knowledge. This style is one of the dangers that
Sennett has alluded to in his discussion of the over-valuing of
potential. It is also a reasonable analysis of the Paragon/Enron
case in Chapter 5, since a charge has often been made against
the recruitment strategies of firms that target inexperienced
MBA graduates and provide them with high degrees of respon-
sibility early on in their careers. It also provides a warning to
those inclined to take on consulting firms who employ such
people to carry out their business.

Though Mintzberg and Sennett have a fondness for leader-
ship as a craft, both would recognize there is a danger in focus-
ing too much on this interpretation of the role of HR leaders.
Tedious leaders and managers, according to Mintzberg, are fre-
quently guilty of not being able to see the ‘big picture’ since they
rarely move out of their own comfort zone of experience or
professional mindset. Often this charge is made against engin-
eers or HR managers who are promoted into leadership roles
because they have been good at their professional ‘craft’, but who
fail to provide the organization with a compelling vision or well-
worked-out strategy. This point provides the necessary balance
between seeing the wood from the trees and from a helicopter,
which we introduced earlier.

Narcissistic HR leaders, as we discussed briefly in Chapter 4
run the danger of being strong on vision, but with little else other
than a concern for their own celebrity. Finally, heroic HR leaders,
at least according to Mintzberg, are perhaps the most dangerous
of all. Their style is likely to be influenced above all else by the
need to promote shareholder value, involving a shift away from
hard analysis but not from calculation. This time, however, the
calculation is about how best to promote their careers. The
heroic style is largely about providing drama, rather than true
art, and is focused on selling stories without substance to cor-
porate leadership whose interests lie principally in satisfying
the investment community. His ‘tongue-in-cheek’ recipe for
heroic leaders involves looking out rather than in and ignoring
existing business since anything established takes time to fix;
then do anything to help get the stock price up, for example,
recommending swingeing cuts in numbers, and cash in before
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you are found out. Many readers, we are sure, will have experi-
enced this phenomenon and its HR equivalent: for ‘looking
out’, read ‘the big change programme’. Few leaders ever got on
in their careers by maintenance work!

Conclusions: rounding out the HR 
leader for the corporate agenda

In this chapter we have tried to bring some of our ideas together
to help a modern and ambitious HR function and leadership
achieve its goals of being relevant to business by being relevant
to the corporate agenda. We began by looking at a case of how
branding and reputation management directly impinges on
the HR function and how that function has to meet the uni-
versal paradox of managing globally whilst acting locally. Our
plea to them, and indeed all HR managers, is that in order to do
so, they have to develop a well-rounded style of HR leadership
that understands and is able to contribute to the corporate
agenda – those agenda items that make organizations different
(corporate reputations and corporate brands) and those items
that make them legitimate (corporate social responsibility and
corporate governance).

Though the present models and advice for reorganizing HR
may have been circumspect in selling the idea of a one best way –
Ulrich’s model and the Ashton and Lambert study are two cases
in point – our feeling and experience is that they have been
read as such. Thus we have a new and rigid hierarchy emerging
in which HR leadership, centres of excellence and shared ser-
vices are in danger of repeating the mistakes of previous hier-
archical solutions in management, not the least of which is
divorcing thinkers from doers, and in creating a disconnected
group of strategists and narrow professionals.

HR’s contribution to corporate reputation, brands, CSR and
governance, issues that permeate every aspect of organizations,
can and should occur at every level inside an institution, across
its functional and divisional boundaries and, especially outside
of it, among key stakeholders and partner organizations. Thus
we have adapted the work of Mintzberg, and other writers that
have something new and potentially controversial to say, to 
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re-introduce an element of generalism into HR leadership, to
round out HR leaders and to resurrect the notion of crafts-
manship as an antidote to the current preoccupations with the
‘visionary’ leadership, the veneration of potential and the nar-
rowly ‘scientific’ professional. It is also a call for adapting HR
leadership to the context. The danger of one-size-fits-all mod-
els applied to re-organizing the HR function, or anything else
for that matter, especially when existing staff are forced kicking
and screaming onto a Procrustean bed, is that they rarely fit
anything well – other, that is, than those organizations and 
people that fall within the ambit of normal. To paraphrase
Michael Porter, where is the reputational and brand advantage
in that?

Allied to the need to be able to tailor solutions to context, is
the requirement of HR leaders to be able to read situations
through multiple lenses and to act on these more complex read-
ings to organize and manage effectively (Morgan, 1997). As the
eminent American writer F. Scott Fitzgerald once said, the sign of
intelligent people is the ability to hold two or more contrasting
ideas at the same time and work with them. This is a key compe-
tence for HR leaders who seek to reconcile the ambiguities and
uncertainties embedded in the universal paradox of thinking
global and acting local. Acting local, if it means anything, is the
ability to lead by looking from the bottom up or the perimeter in
to see the wood as a nuanced collection of trees, branches, plants,
spaces in between trees and so on. Thinking global is often a
metaphor for looking down on a wood from on high and seeing
nothing other than a blanket of green cover. As Weick (2001)
points out, ‘acting your way into thinking’ (from the perspective
of the local) is often preferable to ‘thinking your way into acting’
(from the perspective of the global), which is a recipe for learn-
ing, experience, craftsmanship and well-roundedness.
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