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Purpose and Uses of This Book



Welcome to the world of technology-enabled Human Resources (e-HR). You are embarking on the path toward understanding the technologies available to you for HR functions.


The e-HR Advantage will allow you to be conversant with HR technology terms and related topics and to understand, most importantly, the valuable contributions you can make in the selection, design, implementation, and evaluation of technology without being a technology expert.


The technologies discussed in this book are those that will be of significance to anyone with human resource development (HRD) or human resource management (HRM) responsibilities. We will provide you with resources that you can use to manage technology-related activities, and we will clearly delineate areas of responsibility for the HR manager. In addition, we’ll address some of the legal and regulatory issues associated with the technologies. Finally, we will provide direction regarding books, articles, and other resources if you want to examine a given topic in more depth.



Who Will Benefit from This Book?



Those who have people care responsibilities and who are unfamiliar with the full range of technologies available to HR professionals will benefit from this book. Readers may include business owners, executives, managers, and information technology and HR professionals. The text uses layman’s terms for all descriptions.



How to Use This Book



Each chapter stands on its own and includes definitions, discussions of technology applications, graphics demonstrating major concepts, an explanation of the role of human resources relative to the technology, legal/regulatory/policy considerations, examination of cross-cultural issues HR professionals may encounter, related texts, examples, and current case studies.


All technology terms are italicized and described at first use, usually in the words of a leading expert in the field. “Tips and Tools” boxes provide recommendations to assist you with selection, implementation, and evaluation of the technology as well as “open-source” (free) or shareware (trial version) examples of the tool (when available), which you may use to try out the technology. “HR-Intersect” is a feature that indicates other units, divisions, and functional groups that can inform your decisions and with which you should collaborate. The “Case Study” boxes contain real-life examples offered by technology experts, executives, Human Resource managers, and professionals just like you. The case studies are used with the permission of the authors and their organizations. At the end of the book is a section entitled “Digging Deeper,” which offers you a list of resources that you may use to research beyond the text.


We provide very few vendor names for the major technology groupings. Because each geographical region offers a variety of vendors too numerous to list comprehensively, we suggest that you join a local or regional HR association or community of practice. Trust your colleagues and results of local research for a list of reliable vendors, consultants, subcontractors, and so on available where you work. We will emphasize best practices rather than promote specific organizations or products.


It is very important to find a regional HR association or community of practice (CoP) in which you can participate. These groups will benefit you both intellectually and professionally. Further, your connections may provide much-needed support for your technology-related decisions.


You may read this book from cover to cover, but more likely you will read selectively in the areas most relevant to your needs and then keep the book available as a desktop reference to use when you encounter a new term or technology-related question. We hope you will turn to this guide again and again as you participate in and contribute to technology decisions in your workplace!





SECTION 1
Introduction






CHAPTER 1
Technology and its impact on the Human Resources Professional



In the twenty-first century, we are constantly inundated with new ideas, new processes, and new products. The overwhelming onslaught of advertising messages, technical advances, and organizational policy changes influence our choices and behaviors; while these changes generally promise improved quality of life, they don’t always deliver on that promise. Amidst the deluge—and contributing to it—is technology.


Technology permeates every aspect of our lives, and it changes constantly. It seems that “work-saving” technologies emerge almost daily, and, if adopted, they affect organizational policies, practices, and workflow.


There is no denying that technology can impact all facets of society. In the last century we saw radical economic, social, and work-life changes from:


■ Machine/Industrial Age to the Technology/Informational Era


■ National economies to global economies


■ The physical to the virtual workplace


■ Manufacturing to “Mentofacturing” (the production of ideas)


■ Face-to-face interactions to online interactions (Schwandt and Marquardt 2000)


Another obvious fact is that technology contributed to these shifts.


In some ways, technology simplifies work, and in other ways it makes the workplace more complex. Technology offers both obstacles to success (the inevitable computer crashes) and increased opportunities (connections with people to whom we would not normally have access). Technology is neither bad nor good, but neutral. The way in which we use technology increases or decreases its positive net effect on us. Technology is, after all, nothing more than a tool. However, before proceeding any further, let’s define the term.



What Is Technology?



Technology includes any innovation humans have developed, any tool that aids us in extending and interacting with our environment. Each generation has a different tool that qualifies as technology. For example, the primary technological invention of the fifteenth century was arguably the printing press; it revolutionized publishing, communication, and the distribution of knowledge. The key technological advancement of the twentieth century was—undeniably—the computer. Computers forever altered business, leisure, personal lives, and public platforms. Both the printing press and modern-day computers are technologies that radically changed societies. When we talk about technology, then, we are referring to any tool, technique, or system that enables us to control and adapt to our environment.


In the twenty-first century, the emergence of Web 2.0 extends the impact of computer technology. In some measure, our environment is controlled, supported, and influenced by the Internet; businesses, public places, and homes are all affected by the Internet, in developed and developing countries. Whether scientists use Web 2.0 to obtain high-resolution radar images. Based on Web 2.0, we have developed new ways of caring for the old and sick. Trust communities use this secure framework for accessing an unlimited number of online resource providers while maintaining privacy. Business operations require automation and customization, which are enhanced by Web 2.0. It enables vivid images and smooth business videoconferencing, and it supports the use of sophisticated simulations, including avatars, computer-generated graphics that look like people (Steele 2007). The Internet is so pervasive and powerful globally that you could call the twenty-first century the “Internet century” (Doherty 2001).



Human Resources and Technology



In the field of Human Resources (HR)—the learning and human development arm of most organizations—technology has completely altered business processes. This occurred in spite of the fact that HR departments tend to change more slowly than other departments and tend to be reluctant to use technology. It may be HR professionals’ emphasis on workers, rather than the tools used by the workers, that in some cases dampens their enthusiasm for technology. Typically, if you are in Human Resources, you care about people more than about things. There is a reason for that predisposition.


When Leonard Nadler coined the term human resource development, he cited Human Resource professionals’ role within organizations as helping individuals to grow and learn. The role became more sophisticated as human resource development (HRD) became more clearly defined to include the three-fold notion of training, education, and development. In the twenty-first century, Human Resource responsibilities surpassed a focus on individual and organizational development to encompass oversight of learning at the individual, team, and organizational levels.


An interesting phenomenon in this century has been the redistribution of conventional HR functions into the hands of non-HR managers. In this case, the care of employees becomes the responsibility of the employees’ direct supervisors rather than someone in the HR department. In such cases, the “people care” shifted from HR to managers. It is important to note this migration of responsibilities. Consequently, many HR roles and responsibilities appear under the job descriptions of supervisors and managers rather than a bona fide HR department. The impetus for this change can in part be attributed to cost efficiencies offered by HR technologies.


This migration of responsibilities may explain why non-HR professionals often make many of the technology decisions that impact the Human Resource department. As technology has gained in importance, it has begun to support many of the people-care functions that HR professionals previously handled themselves.


Traditionally, HR professionals have performed several key functions, including: HR strategic advisor, HR systems designer and developer, organization change consultant, organization design consultant, learning program specialist, instructor/facilitator, individual development and career consultant, performance consultant, and researcher.


In the past, each of these functions contributed significantly to an organization’s well-being. Interestingly, however, in the twenty-first century the functions have morphed to a new set of competencies, many of which can be enhanced or entirely performed using technology. In a study performed by the RBL Group and the Ross School at University of Michigan (assisted by the Society for Human Resource Management), a new set of competency domains were identified for the HR professional. These include:


■ Credible activist


■ Culture and change steward


■ Strategic architect


■ Talent manager and organization designer


■ Business ally


■ Operational executor (Society for Human Resource Management 2007)


Technology underpins all of these HR competencies and can, at very least, increase the effectiveness of the HR department. In fact, HR-related technologies offer many attractions. In short, technology can be used to enhance performance, quicken decision making, handle administrivia (excessive administrative detail), enable the exchange of knowledge, offer learning to a broader audience, and provide cost savings (Gueutal and Stone 2005).


The Society of Human Resource Management offers current advice on important HR matters in its journal, HRMagazine. Rita Zeidner states, in HRMagazine: “Core administrative responsibilities as diverse as recruitment, oversight of legal and regulatory compliance, benefits administration, and the safeguarding of confidential employee info cannot be carried out effectively without high-tech tools” (2009, 49). Organizations that reject emerging HR technologies are likely to find themselves at a severe disadvantage.



Riding the Wave of Internet-Enabled Technologies



Peter Vaill wrote in his book Learning as a Way of Being (1996) that society is in a perpetual state of turbulence similar to “white water,” which Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines as a “frothy water (as in breakers, rapids, or falls).” Experience demonstrates that tumultuous, surprising, novel, ill-structured, and obtrusive events that simulate the chaos of “white water” in our everyday lives often involve—or are related to—technology.


Whereas some simply avoid the water—rejecting technology entirely—others participate and become fully engaged. Yet there is a third option: learning survival techniques. There are strategies for coping with technological change that enable the businessperson to find safe harbor amid technology chaos. The key is this: one must prepare, use the appropriate tools, and seek assistance in order to deal with each new technology wave.


The first order of business is to differentiate the technology gimmicks from the effective tools. This requires an understanding of the selection process, the audience, the business, the existing technologies, and the future plans of the organization. Human Resource (HR) professionals must have the technology acumen to participate in and contribute to technology research, selection, and implementation. HR managers must understand technology so that they can gauge its potential impact on the workforce. And Human Resource, managers and leaders must help prepare others for technology-generated change that is occurring in the field of Human Resources.


Technology presents tremendous advantages. Global economies, countries, and organizations can realize cost efficiencies from investments made in Internet-enabled technologies. At the personal level, those who understand Internet-enabled technologies have a business advantage, especially in terms of higher wages (The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2003). Technology expertise can be a fast track to promotion. In fact, technology may be the key for organizational success, allowing HR staff to manage vast quantities of information and handle the pace of change while maintaining a leading edge. Consequently, to lead at this time in history, the HR professional must understand the technologies that impact HR functions and responsibilities.



Technology and opportunity



In spite of solid evidence to the contrary, there are those who remain unconvinced of the importance of technology and the Internet. There is even a term for these people: neo-Luddites, a term used to describe those who mistrust or fear the inevitable changes brought about by new technology. The original Luddites were named after Ned Lud, an English laborer who was reported to have destroyed weaving machinery around 1779; the Luddites destroyed technological devices that they felt threatened their livelihoods.


Let’s be honest now … Have you ever wanted to take a bat to your computer? We thought so. This negative response, as you know, is ineffective against the advances of technology. Neo-Luddites are unable to halt technological progress, yet they cannot be convinced that the proactive approach of embracing technology is the more sensible plan.


When HR professionals reject technology, they force others—who may or may not understand the responsibilities of Human Resources management—to make decisions about the technology selection appropriateness. Often, those who fill in are not the stakeholders; rather they are information technology (IT) experts. While IT professionals have technical knowledge of hardware and software, they may not know the characteristics and workflow of the target audience; when those who will use the technology are not represented in the decision, they become disgruntled and sometimes frustrated. HR professionals should serve as the liaison.


The sensible, happy medium is for HR professionals to examine proposed technologies for whether or not they will satisfy the stakeholders’ workplace needs. Technology can positively impact organizational, team, and individual development in a variety of areas. There are many instances where technology enhances the learning, effectiveness, and communication within an organization. Consider the examples of online learning, workplace collaboration tools, employee time-tracking technology, and communication by e-mail. These technologies render more efficient everything from internal communication to knowledge management. Technology can streamline employee surveys and certification; assistive technology increases opportunities for those with physical disabilities; and HR information systems and self-service sites enable the free flow of compensation, healthcare, and retirement information. Collaboration increases through the use of listservs, social networking sites, and groupware. Opportunities for new efficiencies in the technology-enabled workplace are endless.



Organizational Readiness



As with any business decision, good sense, research, and an understanding of the organizational climate must prevail when making technology decisions. Technology selection must take into account the business environment and organizational disposition toward new technologies. The organization’s mission and organizational climate indicate its readiness to adopt a new technology; its readiness to accept new technology influences both the type of technology selected and ultimately the technology’s success in that environment.



HR’s Changing Role



Corporate leaders around the world care very much about the integration of technology, learning, and organizational life. In the case of HR functions, it should be the HR executive and her HR managers who select, implement, and evaluate technology options that affect their work. Even those HR professionals who are not technology-savvy can—and should—have significant input. At the very least, HR managers, as stakeholders, should be aware of and research technological improvements that impact the workplace in order to participate in technology decisions. This is a recent change to the role of the HR professional.


Other ways in which technology changes the role of the HR professional include:


■ Assessing the effectiveness of new technologies


■ Knowing when and where to apply new technologies


■ Integrating existing technologies with new technologies


■ Redesigning business processes to incorporate the new technology


■ Securing appropriate buy-in on technologies from the user groups


Typically, the HR professional knows the business environment and understands the employees within the organization—information that is invaluable to those making technology decisions. The HR leader must assess the readiness of the organization to implement new technologies; HR and people-care managers should play a significant role in every major technology decision that impacts workers and the flow of work within their organization.



The Competitive Edge



HR-related decisions must not be made in a vacuum. The Human Resources Department and those with human resource responsibilities have important information and contacts that can inform the process. HR professionals also should involve the target audience in the HR technology selection process.


Further, technology-related functions in which HR professionals should participate include:


■ Gathering system requirements


■ Acting as the gatekeepers of the technology


■ Establishing operating principles


■ Establishing standards for secure information


■ Performing electronic onboarding processes for new hires


■ Directing employee benefit contributions


■ Generating reports from HR systems


■ Evaluating workers


■ Conducting employee surveys


■ Providing e-learning


■ Conducting computer-based testing


■ Enabling workplace collaboration and other efficiency-producing operations (Zeidner, 2009)


These are all important ways for HR professionals to add value to the technology decision-making process.


Still unconvinced of your need for technology expertise? For the Human Resources Department, there are many benefits to using the current technologies. For instance, the HR manager who assists in implementing knowledge management technologies promotes organizational learning. Learning technologies can generate learning transfer, while document sharing and database technologies can increase information availability for those who need it justin-time. Groupware technologies facilitate team and individual learning as well as promote communities of practice. And, as stated previously, technologies such as HR systems can increase efficiency and accuracy as well as reduce the time HR professionals spend on administrative tasks.


From the viewpoint of the organization, the new technologies allow an organization to keep pace with, and meet the demands of, a complex environment. Knowledge management allows an organization to collect, analyze, and organize information in a way that provides a competitive edge to the organization. Customer relationship management (CRM) systems can gather valuable information about clients that informs the marketing team about client needs. New techniques, information, and processes can be disseminated using e-learning technologies. These are just a few examples of how technology benefits an organization.


In the field of human resources, many technology opportunities offer a competitive advantage. HR departments that do not adapt to the sophisticated technologies around them will languish and become irrelevant. Further, they do a disservice to the population they are designed to serve. In order to deal with the twenty-first-century business environment, HR departments, HR managers, and those with HR responsibilities must have the internal capabilities to adapt to new technologies. Human resource professionals must be involved in analyzing, selecting, designing, implementing, and evaluating new technologies, especially those that impact the domain of human resources.


Individually, HR professionals must understand HR-related technologies in order to have credibility. Professionals cannot lead when they do not understand the tools of their trade. This does not mean that HR professionals must program instruction, design websites, or manage technology implementation efforts. Rather, HR leaders must understand the new technologies well enough to make informed decisions about them, to abide by regulatory and legal requirements, to establish policies regarding the technologies, to understand how they will impact business processes, and to redesign workflow to accommodate the technologies. All of these functions fall within the domain of HR.


HR professionals must be knowledgeable about technologies that can benefit the practice of HR in their organizations. This lends credibility to the HR department and earns it a more prominent role in strategizing and making executive decisions.



Conclusion



Technology changes rapidly. Some professionals resist this change. Human resource professionals are among those who tend to flout technology because their interest is in humans rather than technology. However, it is beneficial to the organization, the HR professional, and the employees they serve for HR professionals to become involved in the technology selection and implementation process. In so doing, HR professionals can take advantage of the new, sophisticated, labor-saving hardware and software, represent employees’ best interests in the technology selection process, and add to their own credibility by being knowledgeable about this important business area. Ultimately an HR professional’s understanding of technology positions her at a strategic level, as a decision-maker.





CHAPTER 2
Technology in Workplaces around the World



The adoption and acceptance of technology—or the lack of acceptance—depends in part on the characteristics and environment of the culture into which it is introduced. Often, those managers and workers directly affected by technology are neither taken into account nor consulted when new systems are launched. Ignoring the culture of the target audience, the organizational culture, and the workers within the organization can spell failure for a technology implementation effort. Whether an organization is putting into place an entirely new technology system, upgrading an existing system, or implementing a new module in a system, those employees who will use the technology should be considered.


Because of their understanding of organizational culture, even nontechnical HR professionals are crucial to the selection, implementation, and adoption of new technology. Those who focus on the care and development of employees have vital information about the audience and the organizational context. Further, HR professionals typically have the skills to identify the ways in which the technology will impact workflow, jobs, training, benefits, organizational policies, the quality of work life, and so on. It is satisfying to most HR professionals to help those who are going to be affected by changes in technology. Insights from HR professionals can determine whether or not the new system, machine, or program is actually used. You can really make a difference!


When a new technology is introduced, there is a ripple effect through the entire organization. Depending on how well the organization considers its culture and prepares its staff for the change, the ripple may result in tiny waves or it may cause a tsunami. So let’s start with culture in the workplace. Then we will address the interplay between technology and culture, technology and the organization, and technology and the worker. Finally we will outline your important role as an HR professional.



Culture and the Workplace



In today’s rapidly globalizing marketplace, understanding cultural differences is critical for both employee satisfaction and corporate success. Managers and HRD professionals who have worked internationally have long recognized that people live and learn differently because of culture; employees are managed and motivated differently, and they think and react differently because of culture. In truth, culture shapes every aspect of the workplace. Why? Because culture teaches each of us specific “correct” ways to think and act, which are different from every other culture’s way of thinking and acting. These cultural differences affect how we do our work.



Culture and How We Do Things



Culture influences the way in which groups of people behave and the belief systems that they develop to justify and explain these behaviors.


Geert Hofstede, an influential organizational psychologist, has written extensively about culture. We will use his framework, which features six dimensions for analysis of culture, including power distance, individualism, masculinity versus femininity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term/short-term avoidance, and indulgence versus restraint (Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov 2010). Each dimension is defined below:


■ Power distance focuses on the degree or the extent to which the less powerful members of organizations and institutions (like the family) accept and expect that power is distributed unequally.


■ Small power distance is the extent to which people want a say in how they are led.


■ Large power distance indicates acceptance by the followers of relations that are autocratic or paternalistic.


■ The distribution of power is defined from below, not from above, and is endorsed by the followers as much as by the leaders.


■ Individualism versus collectivism concentrates on the degree to which society reinforces the achievements of an individual or those of the collective.


■ Individualist societies are those in which everyone looks after self and immediate family.


■ Collectivist societies are those in which people belong to strong, cohesive ingroups, such as extended families, where protection is exchanged for loyalty.


■ Masculinity versus femininity revolves around the distribution of roles between the genders.


■ Masculinity embraces assertiveness and competitiveness.


■ Femininity values modesty and caring.


■ The assertive pole has been called “masculine” and the modest, caring pole “feminine.”


■ Uncertainty avoidance focuses on the acceptance of uncertainty and ambiguity within the society, such as tolerance for unstructured situations.


■ High uncertainty avoidance indicates the culture has little tolerance for uncertainly and ambiguity, resulting in a rule-oriented society that institutes controls in order to reduce uncertainty.


■ Low uncertainty avoidance implies that the culture has more tolerance for a variety of opinions, readily accepts change, and takes more risks.


■ Long-term versus short-term orientation focuses on the degree to which society accepts or rejects long-term devotion to traditional, forward-thinking values, based on Confucian heritage.


■ Long-term focus indicates appreciation of long-range commitments and respect for tradition, including a strong work ethic in which long-term rewards are expected as a result of hard work.


■ Short-term orientation indicates that the culture accepts that change can occur rapidly, and believes that traditions and long-term commitments should not become impediments to change. This orientation embraces the future and change.


■ Indulgence versus restraint


■ Indulgent societies support open gratification of basic and natural human desires necessary to enjoying life.


■ Restrained cultures suppress gratification of desires and regulate it using social norms.


Another view on the same topic of culture is presented by Dean Foster, former director of the global leadership and training company Berlitz International. He describes culture by categorizing the way it addresses these three questions:


■ What is the best way for people to relate to one another?


■ What is the best way to view time?


■ What is the best way for society to work with the world at large? (Foster 2002)


Culture provides people with a meaningful context in which to meet other people, to think about themselves, and to face the outer world. It is important to realize that culture is logical and rational to the members of the culture but often appears irrational or illogical to those outside it.


Several factors impact a culture and, in turn, are influenced by the culture. These include religion, language, education, economics, politics/law, family, class structure, history, and geography/natural resources. What distinguishes one culture from another is not the presence or absence of these factors, but rather the patterns and practices found within and between these factors (Marquardt and Engel 1992). Importantly—and directly related to this book—each of these factors can and does influence the ways in which a cultural group responds to technology.


Cultural attributes can be categorized into three major groups of cultural orientations, and within those groups are three subgroups of cultural preferences (Foster 2002). Because culture is so critical to technology selection and implementation, let’s look at these attributes a bit more closely.


Culture and the Best Way for People to Relate to Each Other


Each culture has its own unique way of describing the best way for people to relate to each other. As mentioned earlier, power distance focuses on the degree to which the less powerful members of organizations and institutions accept and expect that power is distributed unequally. Within this context, consideration should be given to whether the culture is other-independent or other-dependent. Other-independent is a characteristic that allows people within the culture to act autonomously, with individuality and without constant reference to family, clan, or other membership group. Other-dependent is the opposite, and emphasizes the group (collectivism) rather than the individual (individualism). This is enabled through collaboration and harmony rather than competition and winning.


Structure in everyday life can be presented as either hierarchical or egalitarian in nature. Within a hierarchy-oriented society, respect for elders, rulers, and religious leaders plays a pivotal role; whereas in an egalitarian society, social status and hierarchy have little influence. The relationship-oriented society is highly dependent on loyalty toward a person who is deemed to have power and authority and with whom there is a relationship. Conversely, in the rule-oriented culture, objective rules are the ultimate authority, and there is an emphasis on equality where each individual’s opinions count.


Culture and the Best Way to View Time


Another aspect of culture is the group’s perspective on the best way to view time, with respect to certain categories. Is the time system, within the society, monochronic (things are done one at a time) or polychronic (many things are done at once, often called multitasking)? Is the culture past-oriented, with an emphasis on tradition, or future-oriented, embracing change? These questions represent the opposite ends on a scale of how to view time. This also relates to Hofstede’s view of constraint versus indulgence, where constraint suppresses desires and indulgence requires immediate gratification (2010).


Culture and the Best Way for Society to Work with the World at Large


With regard to the best way for society to work with the world at large, there are three major continuums to examine. One continuum can be summarized with this question: is the communication high-context indirect or low-context direct? High-context indirect is a communication style in which context has ultimate importance. High-context indirect communication uses nonverbal elements such as voice tone, facial expression, gestures, and eye movements to convey a message. One talks around the point and embellishes it. Communication is seen as an art form, a way of engaging someone. Low-context direct refers to communications in which the individual pays more attention to the literal meanings of words than to the context surrounding them. The message is carried more by words than by nonverbal methods. The verbal message is direct; one spells things out exactly. Communication is seen as a way of exchanging information, ideas, and opinions. Disagreement is depersonalized and focuses on rational solutions, not personal ones.


The next question to ask is whether the culture is process-oriented or result-oriented. Process orientation depends more on analogous reasoning with an interest in human beings more than the task, often considered feminine characteristics. In contrast, result-oriented thinking relies upon proving and disproving the logic in a systematic way.


Formal or informal behavior is another cultural differentiator. Formal societies are ritualized and predicated upon honoring hierarchies and status as well as a respect for elders, and saving face. In informal societies, competence and results take precedence over respect for status or age.
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FIGURE 2-1 Culture Spectrum


One way to view cultural issues is to examine them using the cultural mores spectrum. Merging Hofstede’s and Foster’s approaches provides us with the illustrated view of the spectrum of cultural dimensions.


The cultural characteristics shown above provide a mirror, as well as a window, into the reasons people may react differently in the workplace.



Cultural Adaptations



Understanding that people’s cultures influence their behaviors is highly relevant to the modern workplace. In order to adapt to situations involving other cultures, HR professionals, and organizations in general, must apply some basic guidelines. They must:


■ Be cognizant of cultural differences in business settings.


■ Discuss cultural differences in a nonjudgmental manner.


■ Be open and willing to learn.


■ Realize that the business goal is not to elevate one culture’s way over another’s—rather to find the best way/approach for a project (Zweifel 2010).



Technology and Culture



How does culture relate to technology? Anytime a new technology is under consideration, those with HR responsibilities must realize that culture may have an impact on how it is accepted and integrated into the workplace. There are technologies that may be particularly offensive to some cultures. For instance, some cultures value face-to-face encounters and do not appreciate technologies that replace in-person interaction. The simulated world, with its avatars (which are computer-simulated beings that can be controlled by the user) and undisclosed personalities, can be highly offensive to those who are accustomed to more formal relationships based upon hierarchy and status.


A new technology can be received negatively or positively, but rarely is the response neutral. It is, therefore, important to analyze the culture, organizational context, and impact on workers before adopting a new technology. If the cultural predisposition toward a technology makes it difficult for employees from that culture to use it, then the HR professional must get involved to help find alternatives. Perform an audience analysis before instituting any new technology within another culture, and include members of the target audience in the technology selection process in order to get their feedback. When selecting a technology, consider cultural values, and choose a technology that aligns with these. Use culturally appropriate visuals and terminology in your communication. Conform to the most conservative legal and regulatory technology policies, whether they originate in the country of the organization’s headquarters or the country hosting the technology.



Globalization and Culture



Over the past one hundred years, companies have undergone a corporate evolution from domestic markets toward globalization. As they evolved from the domestic to the international phase, companies began freely importing and/or exporting parts and products. In the multinational phase, occurring within the past twenty years, companies have become global, operating as if the entire world were a single, borderless entity. These global companies have been made possible by technology. However, the success of a company’s globalization process depends largely upon the effectiveness of the technology it has chosen and on how that technology works with the employees’ cultural capacities. To the extent that the technology maximizes the strengths of various cultures, the organization benefits. This capability leads to multiple perspectives, the development of a wider range of options and approaches, the heightening of creativity and problem-solving skills, and increased flexibility in addressing culturally distinct clients and partners. Thinking and operating globally are critical to organizational survival and growth in the twenty-first century.


Globalization does not erase culture, however. In fact, employees of global companies may hold onto their cultural beliefs and practices more tightly than employees of domestic companies. Although some values transcend nationalities and can operate on a worldwide scale (such as the value of teamwork, continuous learning, respect for individuals), culturally unique principles and ideals do not disappear. Thus, embracing aspects of other cultures such as food, clothes, and entertainment represents a superficial behavioral change rather than a change to core cultural values and basic assumptions.


Cultural differences affect all global organizations: there is no global or multinational organization that operates devoid of culture’s influence. In fact, every organization is immersed, at the very least, in the culture of the region. The tools we use—right down to our writing implements—are impacted by culture. Organizations cannot separate themselves from the culture of their location. As organizations broaden their reach, they must also consider and adapt to the cultures that they encounter.




Tips for Aligning Technology with Culture


Following are some tips about culture and technology:


■ Culture impacts the way people learn and communicate; therefore, technology-enhanced events and products must be altered for different cultural settings.


■ When selecting a technology, consider cultural values and choose a technology that aligns with these.


■ Use culturally appropriate visuals and terminology in your communication.


■ Conform to the most conservative legal and regulatory technology policies, whether they originate in the country of the organization’s headquarters or in the country hosting the technology.






Organizational Readiness for Technology



Organizational culture is most evident in the artifacts of the organization (such as buildings, logos, and signs), basic guiding assumptions (about human nature, human relations, and the environment), and the organization’s values and beliefs as shown by the actions of the organization (Schein 1992). The organizational culture impacts both the adoption of and adaptation to technology. Some organizations are predisposed to embrace technology; others are not. The organizational context and the disposition of an organization toward technology should be identified before implementing new technology. After such an analysis, the message and implementation approach can be adapted for the audience.


Electronic medical records management was introduced in the United States as a government initiative in 1996 but was not adopted until the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009. Other nations, including England, Australia, Canada, and Estonia, adopted the electronic medical record system as early as 2005. Why did it not take root earlier in the United States? One answer is that healthcare organizations were not ready for the technology and the broad changes that would attend its implementation. Additionally, it is possible that cultural perceptions needed to shift.


Is the Organization Ready for Technology?


Gauging organizational readiness is an important and necessary task. Jeffrey Liker, Carol Haddad, and Jennifer Karlin provide insight into how one can assess an organization’s preparedness for a new technology (1999). Elements like the organization’s vision and mission, management philosophy, the tone of labor–management interactions, and the degree of shared agreement about the technology all impact organizational readiness for a new technology. These are some of the contextual inputs that should contribute to technology selection and implementation.


The following visual (see Figure 2-2: Organizational Readiness for Technology) categorizes an organization’s views of technology along two axes. At one end of the horizontal continuum is the technology focus. An organization whose primary focus may be on technology embraces and encourages use of new technologies, and much of its success depends upon technology. For example, institutions in information technology, telecommunications, or research industries quickly adapt to new technologies because the mechanics of the programs are similar to their business offerings. On the other end of the continuum is the environment focus. An organization at this end of the spectrum typically emphasizes human interactions. Examples of institutions that prefer to make people a priority include nonprofit organizations and those that emphasize people-provided skills. Typically, political organizations, counseling organizations, and educational institutions all rely heavily on their workers rather than on the benefits of technology.
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FIGURE 2-2 Organizational Readiness for Technology


Adapted from Liker, Haddad, and Karlin’s 1999 “Multiple Paradigms on Technology Impacts.”


On the vertical axes are the static and dynamic views of technology’s impact. The static view is deterministic, equivalent to “if this then that” linear thinking. Organizations on this end of the continuum are typically bound by regulations and processes that make outcomes foreseeable. Static organizations believe that the right technology leads to desired results, or traditional engineering thinking. The dynamic view, on the other hand, considers a more complex interplay of technology and the organization; while technology design is important, process matters. The organization with a dynamic view of technology considers technology implementation to be a complex process that may have major social transformation qualities. However the processes for technology design and implementation must be followed—changing management is important, and user involvement is key. In this paradigm, organizational innovations may precede technology.


Human Resources and Organizational Readiness for Technology


Assessing the host organization’s readiness for technology is important. Those organizations that are more focused on the context and the people involved rather than on the technology itself may be more difficult to convince of the need for technology. Conversely, when an organization’s technology focus outweighs the contextual influence, the organization is usually more inclined toward technology adoption.


When it is time to make a technology decision, it is the HR professional who knows the organizational environment best. An assessment of the organization’s readiness for technology may help to forecast acceptance—or rejection—of a new technology. An HR professional has the interpersonal and communication skills to help introduce new technology in a way that increases the likelihood that the change will work for the employees.



The Worker and Technology



The worker should influence the selection and implementation of technology. The worker’s interface with technology occurs at the business process, workflow level. The degree to which technology affects workflow and business process matches the degree of discomfort that you can expect from employees working with the new technology.



Intersects between Workers and Technology



While technology use varies, we can identify four common areas of interaction between technology and the worker. The first area involves interaction with computer-based equipment such as electronic cash registers or bar-code scanners, robotic or computer-controlled machine tools, computerized diagnostic devices, and various office machines. In this area, people interact directly with hardware but usually not with software, so workers generally need little understanding of the technology. They can operate the equipment by following a specific set of procedures or steps. This type of human interface with equipment is typical of service and manufacturing jobs, as well as tasks done by the general public.


The second area of interaction between workers and technology is with one or more proprietary application programs. This includes any system for processing transactions (e.g., customer orders, billing, reservations), completing or checking records in a database (e.g., medical, insurance, law enforcement, inventory), or specialized decision making (e.g., loan appraisals, budgeting, transportation routing). The information processing activities of almost every organization are heavily dependent upon such proprietary software, and millions of clerical jobs revolve around their use. Learning to use such a system typically requires formal training delivered by internal staff or contractors. The duration and extent of this training can range from a few hours to many weeks, depending upon the complexity and stability of the software application.


The third area of technology interaction involves the use of commercially available application software such as word processing, spreadsheets, databases, project management, or telecommunications programs. While organizations may use these programs in unique or specialized ways (including accessing proprietary systems), the software usually comes with its own, off-the-shelf performance support or training materials, including manuals, online help/tutorials, and even workshops.


The fourth area of interaction entails knowledge of computer systems or networks themselves. This is the domain of information or technology specialists who plan, design, procure, install, or maintain hardware and software. These specialists may be programmers, technicians, engineers, system analysts, project managers, or senior administrators. The range of specific skills or knowledge about technology required in these positions can be very extensive and diverse. It is also likely to be transient, as the hallmark of technology is the rapid speed at which everything changes.



HR’s Role, the New Technology, and the Worker



Each area of interaction presents its own training challenges and learning needs in which the HR professional should participate. Additionally, with technology comes an impact on the workflow and the individual work processes. The design of the organization, labor relations, and the implementation process will have the most dramatic effect at the individual level. If the HR professional manages the interface between the worker and the technology, that will assist with the technology implementation. To facilitate the transition, identify the impact on workflow early and communicate changes in business processes. Then determine the target audience/user’s skills, knowledge, abilities, location, expectations, attitudes, and culture (audience characteristics) to identify gaps that can be addressed using training, job aids, or performance support. Doing this analysis beforehand will ensure a comfortable transition to the new technology.



Preparation for Technology Implementation in Global Organizations



How can organizations possibly avoid the potential pitfalls inherent in the varied and sometimes competing priorities of a multicultural organization? Once organizational readiness for technology has been determined, external culture has been assessed, and the target group has been analyzed for receptivity and readiness, then the HR professional must answer some critical questions about the best technology to implement given the profile of the organization and its cultural context. Without the critical information gained by examining these overarching issues, any technology initiative is bound to suffer setbacks and possible derailment.


In order to be of optimum assistance, HR professionals must do their research and examine different elements contributing to the technology decision.


The following questions can be used to analyze conditions and prepare for new technology. This preparation will mitigate the cultural, organizational, and individual issues. Before implementing new technology, HR professionals should gather this information and use it in the decision-making process. The questions to ask prior to technology selection are:


■ What is the organization’s mission and how does the technology align that mission?


■ How would you describe the organization’s position relative to technology (organizational readiness)?


■ What is the larger cultural context for the region where the technology will be implemented and for the target audience?


■ How will this new technology be received by the organization as a whole and the target audience in particular?


■ What are the proposed technology’s capabilities?


■ Why is this technology better than the other options?


■ What existing technology infrastructure will the new technology replace or enhance?


■ What are the client/customer needs (nature of learning, nature of the course)?


■ How would you describe the audience/user’s skills, knowledge, abilities, location, expectations, and attitudes (audience characteristics)?


■ How will the new technology impact business processes?


■ Will there need to be training before the audience is able to use this technology?


■ What are the costs and benefits of this technology?


■ How will this technology contribute to learning transfer?


■ What support for the technology use will be provided?


■ How will the technology be maintained and updated?


■ Are there any ethical issues regarding the use of this technology?


■ Do the capabilities for development and implementation reside inhouse or will you need to outsource this technology development and implementation?


These questions span instructional, logistical, and management considerations, all of which play a role in technology decisions. These questions can and should be asked by the HR professional. Conforming to the above process of analysis reinforces the critical role of HR.



Regulatory and Legal Issues Regarding Technology and Global Organizations



Not only can the HR professional impact the selection of technology, but he should have input regarding legal and regulatory compliance. A key to successful technology implementation is to have reviewed and identified the intersection between the regulatory issues of the host country and the technology in use. Always err on the side of the more conservative interpretation of the law. Whether the prevailing law is that of the host country or the organization’s home country, ensure that your organization carefully follows all guidelines that have legal ramifications. For example, some countries have relatively vague copyright laws, whereas U.S. copyright laws are clearly outlined. Consequently, when designing courseware for an international audience, if the organization’s headquarters are in the United States, abide by U.S. copyright laws. Or, for instance, if the workday for the host country includes time for midday prayers, but the country in which the organization is headquartered does not, abide by the guidelines of the host country, and don’t schedule conference calls or synchronous communications that interfere with that cultural provision.


As cybercrime rises, the issues of laws of the host country versus the organization’s home country become increasingly important. On this topic, Jennifer Schramm of HR Magazine says, “Combating cybercrime has become increasingly challenging for law-enforcement agencies everywhere, so individuals and organizations—and HR professionals in particular—must continue to take steps to protect themselves and the data they collect” (2004, 152). Because developing countries often have fewer laws addressing cybercrime, and law enforcement tends to focus on nontechnology-related crimes, cybercriminals operate more freely. In failing to legislate and/or enforce laws related to technology, less-developed countries may inadvertently provide safe haven to cybercriminals. Keep these issues in mind and follow best practices in order to protect confidential data and sensitive information.


These examples demonstrate the expediency of knowing the technology-related laws of the host countries. Additionally, an understanding of the cultural mores for each of the countries touched by a global organization plays a critical role in the success of the organization’s technologies. Analyzing the specific culture within the organization and the impact the new technology will have on the target audience will also prepare the HR professional for the response to technology initiatives. Finally, answering the list of technology questions before choosing the technology and offering that important information to inform decision making can have a positive impact on the process.



Conclusion



HR professionals can and should contribute to technology decisions, especially ones that involve the HR department and the people it serves. HR professionals bring a unique perspective to bear on any technology selection effort. It is their job to ensure that specific issues are addressed. They provide invaluable input about the culture, business processes, employee disposition toward the technology, and the readiness of the organization for new technologies. HR professionals add value when they are informed, and they can become irreplaceable members of the technology team.





SECTION 2
Learning Systems






CHAPTER 3
Technologies That Enable Learning



A wide variety of technologies are available to support organization, team, and individual learning. Online learning is an effective venue for distributing learning. Other supplemental technologies, such as audio and video components, discussion boards and chats, simulations, and virtual worlds, enhance online learning. This chapter begins with a description of various online learning tools. Next, we will address the cost benefits, in particular, of online learning. Case studies provide real-life examples of how these technologies can be used.



e-Learning



E-learning is one of the most-talked-about tools available in the area of education. For the purposes of this book, e-learning is defined as “any type of learning situation in which instructional context is delivered through the use of computer-networked technology, primarily over an intranet or through the Internet” (Bondarouk and Ruel 2010, 149). E-learning may be designed by programmers using programming code such as Hypertext Markup Language (HTML), Dreamweaver MX, Flash, Authorware, Javascript, etc., and hosted on a server, or it may be authored and hosted within a larger system called a learning content management system (LCMS). E-learning hosted on a server and e-learning delivered using an LCMS both rely upon the Internet. This commonality earns it the name of “web-based instruction” (WBI) or “e-learning.”
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