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21st Century Human Resources: Employee Advocate, Business Partner, or Both?

Abstract

[Excerpt] The human resources (“HR”) field can be segmented into three eras. The first era developed in
the late 19th century out of labor tensions as public concern grew due to the sometimes violent relations
between employers and employees. Some characterize HR’s beginning as a managerial function as well
as a steward of the employee experience. As labor and employment laws were enacted HR was also
tasked with ensuring firms’ legal compliance. Over time, HR moved into a second era where it developed
knowledge in employment staffing activities such as recruitment, training, compensation, and benefits.In
the 1980s, the HR function was extended to include the role of strategic business partner. The evolution
of HR has been driven by enhanced competition for skilled employees, globalization, increased workforce
diversity, and a shift to more technologically grounded positions.

This essay explores the tension between HR’s original role as employee advocate, and the later shift
toward HR as business partner. This tension not only has important implications for employee
expectations regarding how HR will serve them, but more broadly, what they expect from their firms. The
conclusion is that these tensions are so fundamental that while the HR “function” must include both, the
roles of individual HR professionals should not confuse the two.
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21st Century Human Resources: Employee Advocate, Business Partner, or Both?
Chris Maugans, Esq.

The human resources (“HR”) field can be segmented into three eras. The first era
developed in the late 19t century out of labor tensions as public concern grew due to the
sometimes violent relations between employers and employees.! Some characterize HR’s
beginning as a managerial function as well as a steward of the employee experience. As
labor and employment laws were enacted HR was also tasked with ensuring firms’ legal
compliance. Over time, HR moved into a second era where it developed knowledge in
employment staffing activities such as recruitment, training, compensation, and benefits.2
In the 1980s, the HR function was extended to include the role of strategic business
partner.® The evolution of HR has been driven by enhanced competition for skilled
employees, globalization, increased workforce diversity, and a shift to more
technologically grounded positions.# This essay explores the tension between HR’s
original role as employee advocate, and the later shift toward HR as business partner.
This tension not only has important implications for employee expectations regarding
how HR will serve them, but more broadly, what they expect from their firms. The
conclusion is that these tensions are so fundamental that while the HR “function” must
include both, the roles of individual HR professionals should not confuse the two.

HR professionals in the third era are expected to be involved in formulating and
implementing business strategy.®> Nevertheless, HR remains little more than a cost center
in many firms. An efficiency-driven mindset makes little sense in companies that drive
business strategy in other ways, such as through innovation. Accordingly, many do not
believe HR has indeed transitioned from its traditional activities in the second era to the
strategic role in the third era.” It is important to clarify that the HR functional activities
of the second era are still necessary for firms, but in the third era then need to be aligned
with the strategic objectives of the organization. Accordingly, strategic business partners
act concurrently and in parallel with the traditional HR function rather than fully
replacing it. Thus, the third era should not be viewed as replacing the second era but
instead as an extension of the second era.

The two distinct roles are herein classified as “Traditional HR” and “Strategic Business
Partner.” Together, these distinct but aligned roles make up the “Properly Structured HR
Function.” Traditional HR’s role as an employee advocate is still alive. This advocacy
role may include raising concerns about how employees will be affected when important
firm decisions are being considered. Another example would be if a firm was
anticipating a layoff. Traditional HR would insist communication of the layoff to
employees be timely and that forums such as town hall meetings be set up so that
employees have an opportunity to ask clarifying questions. Traditional HR requires some
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level of strategic decision making but at a smaller degree than Strategic Business
Partners.

Strategic Business Partners add value to firms by focusing on “the Business” rather than
merely on “HR Business.”® For example, HR Business might be a customer service
representative going through twenty hours of training, while the Business relates to the
goal of this HR activity, namely, firm performance. A Traditional HR efficiency focus
would emphasize the cost per trainee, while Strategic Business Partners focus would
include the impact on strategic success.® A modified statement that makes this connection
would be that the twenty hours of training led to a certain percent increase in sales
revenue.

Strategic HR requires that HR be equipped with the competencies associated with the
business issues involved in strategy formulation and organization design.1® Accordingly,
Strategic Business Partners must not only recognize that people play an important role in
the success of any firm, but which people do so and how, may vary across firms.1* Within
any business, each role has a different level of importance. Accordingly, all positions can
be divided into three categories; strategic, support, and surplus.’? With the help of line
managers, Strategic Business Partners should identify which positions are strategically
critical positions within the business.® These positions have the most influence on the
strategic success of the firm. Support positions have an indirect strategic impact on the
business by supporting the strategic positions but surplus positions have little strategic
impact.4

Similar to the differences in positions’ importance, no two employees are identical. Each
employee holds a different place along spectrums of ability, engagement, and aspiration.
Inevitably, some employees will have the right combination of these attributes to make
meaningful contributions to the firm. Some academics have called the employees with
these attributes, “A Players.”® Strategic Business Partners must identify who these “A
Players” are within the firm, which will likely be less than 20% of employees.16 While
HR may be viewed as a hub for talent management, line managers are critical in the
process of identifying and developing the “A Players” by evaluating employees’
performance and potential. Strategic Business Partners should then work towards
matching the “A Players” into the strategic positions if they are not already in them.t’

While Traditional HR continues to act as an employee advocate in its own way, Strategic
Business Partners act as employee advocates within a new meaning. In this sense,
employee advocacy means allocating more time and resources to “A Players” by
providing them with stimulating work, recognition, differentiated compensation, and
additional training.!8 To achieve this goal, Strategic Business Partners must solicit
support and align Traditional HR functions with Strategic Business Partner advocacy for
“A Players.”1® For example, the Strategic Business Partner might request Traditional HR
to assemble the best compensation packages in order to retain the “A Players.”

In effect, the Properly Structured HR Function has a tiered system of time and resource
allocation. Traditional HR provides the classic role of employee advocacy for employees
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in the support and surplus roles. Employees in strategic positions receive the same
support the employees in the support and surplus positions receive from Traditional HR
as well as additional support delivered by Strategic Business Partners. Otherwise put, the
additional resources and time that “A Players” receive is another layer of employee
advocacy in order to enhance their firm-specific skills.

The Properly Structured HR Function is likely only realistic for large firms and
may vary by design between industries. Strategic Business Partners may spearhead HR
strategy in organizations large enough to have such roles but line managers must be
included too. HR processes should be driving business processes to create firm value. It
is of course difficult to evaluate how far HR has extended into the role of Strategic
Business Partner. Future studies should evaluate how much the paradigm has shifted
from a pure HR efficiency mindset to also including value adding strategies. Firms solely
focused on cost reduction have room to extend farther into the role of Strategic Business
Partner.
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