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.

Let’s Redefine Our Group
Recent studies of human behavior and intellect have produced some astonishing and, at least initially, disturbing data.  Studies at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology have discovered that:

· animals are just as clever as humans—chimpanzees make tools, parrots talk and ants teach;

and

· children are no more intelligent than chimpanzees and orangutans when tested with nonverbal I.Q. tests.
Despite our widely assumed superiority on the Darwinian scale, we are apparently just a member of the herd in many respects.

There is, however, one key difference that does emerge when comparing we humans to our animal relatives: we are far more social creatures.  We have learned how to advance ourselves by group problem-solving or using what the scientists call “collective cognition.”  This experience unfolds in a number of ways:

· We expect that those who have joined a group activity will play their role and meet their responsibilities;
· We communicate not only to influence others, but to share information that can be trusted and used effectively; and
· We imagine special attributes or capabilities and ascribe them to others, providing the foundation for both formal and informal leadership.
In essence, unlike our relatives among the great apes and chimpanzees, we are able to rise above individual abilities and tap into the exponential power of individuals working collaboratively.  It is that special attribute which gives us the capacity to perform very large and complex tasks.

That’s the good news.  The bad news is that this collective cognition can be used inappropriately.  We are not, as one writer acknowledged, “cooperating angels.”  We demonize those outside the group by telling ourselves either that they do not share the consciousness of the group or that they threaten it.  In colloquial terms, we create a “bogey man” because such outsiders serve as foils that help us to rally the group to its selected role and to reinforce its sense of uniqueness.
And that, I fear, is exactly what many of us in the HR profession have done with our organization’s Finance Department, in general, and with the CFO, in particular.  Put 100 HR practitioners in a room and ask them to describe their coworkers in finance, and a large majority will politely but firmly tell you that they are professionally stunted because they just don’t understand the importance of human resources.  So, what do we do?  We demonize them; they are, in our eyes, just:

· bean counters,

· the green eye shade crowd, or

· the guys who make decisions by counting on their fingers and toes.
This demonizing behavior doesn’t preserve and protect us, however; it puts us at risk.  Or, more precisely, it puts us on the outside looking in when important decisions are made regarding the organization’s allocation of resources, investment decisions and priorities.  When we make the CFO and his or her team into the bad guys, we exclude ourselves from the power group in most enterprises, and in today’s difficult economic environment, that’s a very dangerous position.
What should we do?  I suggest that we redefine the group we consider our own.  I realize that’s easier said than done, but think what could happen if we tapped the positive aspects of group behavior in a collective vision that included both HR and Finance.  Imagine the possibilities and potential impact of such a collaborative cognition.  It would, I think, revolutionize the formation of human capital as we know it in the modern enterprise.  And that, in turn, would dramatically expand the horizon of a career in the field of HR.

Given the historical antagonism between our two functions, I suspect it will be up to us to take the first step toward creating this new collaboration.  We must take the initiative to reach out to our financial management colleagues and:

· learn their vocabulary,
· understand their role, and
· respect their responsibilities.
Once we’ve done that, we can take the second step.  We will be in a position and we will have earned the right to ask that they reciprocate in kind, that they learn our vocabulary, our role and our responsibilities.

As difficult as it may be, completing just those two steps will provide the foundation we need to redefine “our group.”  HR and Finance will still have their differences, but those differences will now occur within the context of a unified view of our organization’s human asset.  We will have established the necessary preconditions for building and communicating a single, integrated vision for the leadership necessary to acquire, preserve and enhance that asset.  And that vision simultaneously justifies and enriches both our profession and our individual careers in it.
Thanks for reading,

Peter
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