Career Fitness: How to Build a Healthy Career in the HR Profession

Human Resource professionals devote a lot of time and energy to helping coworkers, recruitment candidates and others achieve their employment objectives and advance their careers.  This feature has been expressly designed to help HR professionals do the same for themselves.  It will explore the challenges and Best Practices of building a satisfying and rewarding career in the HR profession.  The information provided in the feature is drawn from Peter Weddle’s forthcoming book entitled The Career Fitness Self-Fulfillment System.

What’s It Take to Be a Success in HR?
A recent report by SHRM held some interesting news for HR professionals.  According to the association’s 2008 Managing Your HR Career Survey Report, the road to success travels well beyond the confines of the HR Department.  Indeed, of the six key factors that determine career advancement for HR professionals, just one has to do with competency in the HR field.
The report collected data from an online survey of over 600 SHRM members.  As a result, the findings reflect the real world experiences of HR professionals, not the opinions of academicians or the analysis of consultants.  Even more important, the questionnaire was designed not to identify the “competencies of a HR practitioner” but rather to ferret out what it takes to build and sustain a successful HR career in a 21st Century organization.

What did the survey find?  The factors that will best serve an HR professional today, tomorrow and into the future are:
· Interpersonal communication skill;
· Drive and ambition;
· Reputation in the organization;
· Strategic and critical thinking skills;
· Leadership skill; and
· HR work experience.
What should this list tell us about the needs and expectations of organizations that employ HR people?  I think it makes very clear that they no longer want practitioners of HR functions.  They want problem solvers, innovators and leaders.  They no longer want generalists who know a lot about the various responsibilities of HR jobs.  They want people who can get specific mission critical tasks accomplished and do so efficiently.  They no longer want process experts or procedural pundits.  They want people who can think broadly and inclusively to identify strategic solutions to major challenges and opportunities.
Now, I suspect that for some and maybe even most HR professionals, reading that last paragraph is an unpleasant experience.  It may upset or even anger them.  They got into the HR profession and thought they had embarked on a career where HR competency was the key to success.  From their perspective, therefore, the list above is the equivalent of employers changing the rules of the game in mid-course, and that seems unfair.
And unfair, it may be.  But it doesn’t change reality.  We, more than any other group in the enterprise, understand what that means.  We are fully conversant with the omnipotence of “employment at will.”  If that’s what employers want, that’s the kind of employee they will get.  And in fairness to them, it may be the only kind of employee with which they can survive in today’s ultra-competitive global marketplace.
So, what does one do?  Trite as it may sound, I think the first action for everyone is an internal one.  Take a deep breath.  Fight the impulse to panic.  I know that’s easier said than done, especially in a difficult economy.  But letting your emotions take over won’t change the situation, and it will almost certainly undermine your ability to deal with it effectively.

Then, take another look at that list.  While at first glance, it may seem very foreign to what we do, a closer examination reveals that it is not all that foreign to us.  It identifies skills and attributes that are, in fact, often found among those in the HR profession.  The difference is that we haven’t traditionally seen them as a part of our role.  Instead, we’ve let ourselves be defined (inside the organization and perhaps inside our own heads) by our job description and it didn’t call for those kinds of … well, those kinds of talent.  We recruit for new hires.  Or, we work on compensation programs.  Or, we administer benefits.  In essence, our day is filled with the accomplishment of functions.
This list, however, is saying that, while those activities remain important, what’s more important is who we are, not what we do.  It is our personal attributes, not our personal competencies.  What organizations want in a fiercely competitive global market place is people who are passionate about their work and committed to making a real and meaningful contribution to the organization’s mission.  Sure, that’s a huge generalization, but it’s also exactly aligned with the totality of the report’s list.  Equally as important, it is a definition that sounds an awful lot like most of the people I know in the HR field.  What, therefore, should we take away from this list?  That the key to career success for an HR professional is to let the light shine on what’s inside them … outside as well as inside of the HR Department.
Thanks for reading,

Peter
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