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Consider  the following partnerships:  Ginger Rogers and 
Fred Astaire, The Wright Brothers, Laurel and Hardy.  All 
are partnerships based on mutual co-operation and joint 
responsibility to achieve a shared goal.  This is great in 
theory, but many organisations have struggled with 
turning the theoretical concept of HR business partnering 
into reality.

This is more important now than ever, as HR is at a 
turning point. For a decade it has been undergoing a 
process of transformation, but for many organisations 
it has been a process that has failed to produce the 
results expected.  During these times of rapidly changing 
economics, we believe HR is faced with a stark choice. It 
can either evolve and make a significant contribution to 
the business, or be diminished and dispersed into the 
business and other functions.

There are five key traits in successful business partners:
1. They produce results that matter. The common 
struggle has been an over-emphasis on the ‘business 
partner’ title, rather than the outputs of the role.  Our view 
of business partners focuses on business outcomes and 
value rather than title or responsibilities. 

For HR to be successful, HR business partners need 
to realise that they are not just partnering with the 
business – but are themselves an equal and vital part of 
the business.

HR business partners work well when aligned to the 
strategic priorities - tying business drivers to measurable 
targets.  In this way, HR business partners can be 
recognised for being valuable contributors to the business.
2. They are credible. It is critical that the individual is 
taken seriously by the business. Only when the partner can 
initiate a strategic conversation with business leaders and 
be armed with potential solutions will they be thought of 
as strategic players.  
3. They are internal consultants. Some organisations are 
creating a pool of HR business partners (or internal ‘HR 
consultants’) that can be reassigned to projects on the fly, 
rather than being permanently assigned to a particular 
job.One leading global financial services organisation 
allocates HR business partners as project managers on 
M&A integration projects for a particular length of time 
before rotating them onto the next business project.    

4. They are top talent. How to resource these roles is 
becoming an increasingly common question.  Sources  
of this new breed of business partners include external 
consultancies, business project managers, and finance and 
procurement transformation project managers. 

Other companies have taken the long-term view of 
developing talent internally creating a succession pipeline 
within HR which will feed to and from high-potential 
leadership programmes.  Very often these leadership 
programmes now include work-rotation through HR. 
Additionally we are seeing more organisations harnessing 
tools such as social networking and collaboration software 
to create learning networks.  This does not just remove 
duplication of work but actively encourages innovation.
5. They are ‘theatre directors’. In our vision of 
HR business partnering we see highly competent, 
credible account managers operating at senior levels 
of the organisation to orchestrate solutions to solve 
organisational priorities.   Think of a theatre director, 
bringing together the right pieces and players that will 
create a final result that is of benefit to their internal 
clients.  

Positions are filled with people who have strong 
project management capability, who are adaptable to new 
projects and who can draw the best out of the centres of 
excellence for specialist input.   

Strong business partners should concentrate on a 
few key points. They should focus on strategic issues 
that contribute to the growth and competitiveness of 
the business. They should take a ‘big picture’ perspective 
regarding the organisational priorities. They need to have 
the personal impact to influence the key decision makers, 
acting as the diplomat and negotiator to align the agendas 
of the business and the HR function. That individual needs 
the breadth of knowledge of the services and solutions 
offered by HR, and must be excellent project and account 
managers with proven knowledge of the business. 

Key questions to ask are: do your HR business partners 
have the right attributes? How do they currently add value 
to the business? What quick win benefits could they be 
bringing? The reality is that strategic HR is possible if the 
HR business partner role is fully harnessed and properly 
positioned in the business. 
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Five ways that HR business partners can unlock the true 
value of HR 
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Act strategically, be succession-savvy, get social and 
streamline your systems

Four learning and talent 
management strategies to 
drive business performance

Talent management

Having a talent management strategy is not in itself a 
guarantee of success; the strategy must be planned and 
implemented in a way that suits the actual needs and strategies 
of the organisation – which may involve a fundamental review 
of current development and talent management practices.  

It is essential to work with senior executives and line 
managers to identify the critical roles and competencies across 
all employees, and devise talent strategies that ensure the 
right employees are in the right roles and with the right skills 
to execute the business strategy.  Just as the business plan 
cascades down from the top of the organisation, with targets 
and objectives at each level, so any talent management strategy 
should be designed to help deliver those objectives at each level.  

At a basic level, most management teams simply have too 
great a workload to manage extended enterprise connections 
without the aid of technology.  The potential benefits are 
important: it can deliver consistent messages and programmes 
across multiple partners and channels, and allows contact 
between disparate individuals and teams to facilitate improved 
problem-solving and productivity.  

Organisations are also finding greater success by adopting 
succession management strategies across all essential roles, 
from executive level to receptionist, rather than limiting it 
to the top tier.  This is important for continuity – productivity 
gaps are created when people without the right skills, abilities 
and networks have to be moved into a vacancy caused by an 
unexpected resignation.  

There are two factors creating a new pincer movement on 
the availability of skills and knowledge going forward.  The first 
is the recovery of the global economy, which will offer increased 
career mobility to a larger number of talented employees.  
The second concerns the aging workforce in countries like 
the United Kingdom.  Many ‘baby boomers’ are approaching 
retirement, and looming changes to pension schemes may 
actually lead some to take slightly earlier retirement in order to 
lock-in existing benefits.

Organisations also need to be prepared for these 
potential vacancies with a thorough succession management 
strategy, founded upon accurate, up-to-date data, and a solid 
understanding of where vacancies might occur, which areas 
suffer from a scarcity of talent, and which job roles tend to 
be difficult to fill.  That information can then be compared to 
the current profile of employees within the organisation, so 

potential successors can be identified for different job roles. 
The third strategy to consider is the use of social learning 

tools. Constrained budgets mean organisations will need 
to maximise all the tools at their disposal, and from an 
affordability perspective it is inevitable that the use of these 
media will increase.  It is generally believed that up to 80% 
of all learning is actually informal, whether talking at a desk 
or around the water cooler.  Technology is now enabling 
organisations to move those water cooler moments online, 
where they become part of a more permanent, searchable 
repository of learning and knowledge.  Communities of practice, 
FAQs and wikis – carefully implemented around relevant 
communities – allow existing and new employees instant 
access to a wealth of information, allowing multi-functional or 
geographically disparate teams to work more effectively.  

The single strategy that would make a huge difference 
to the capability and effectiveness of many organisations  is 
streamlining internal processes and systems.  Existing budgets 
are used more effectively by reducing internal inefficiencies 
typically caused by functional silos and the duplication of 
cost and effort inherent in multiple support systems.  While 
it is important to retain functional expertise, a more holistic 
approach to planning integrates talent and performance 
management with learning and succession planning, and 
all the different learning disciplines – classroom, e-learning, 
mobile learning, mentoring and social learning – to provide a 
comprehensive solution for the organisation’s needs.  

Similarly, one seamless IT system, used across all disciplines, 
will provide more accurate, integrated and timely data to use as 
the basis for planning, execution, tracking and measurement 
of those plans.  Software-as-a-Service solutions are increasingly 
recognised as reliable and cost-effective options to help improve 
the productivity and the successful achievement of learning and 
development strategies.  

Typically, these strategies do not require much monetary 
investment. Instead, they require L&D and HR professionals 
to take a fresh look at what they are doing and examine 
how that might be improved in line with the organisation’s 
objectives.  Equally, if this new approach to learning and talent 
management helps to generate an improvement in business 
results during a period of low economic growth, it proves the 
old truism that people are the organisation’s most valuable 
asset.
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