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FOREWORD


Greetings. It is my great pleasure to introduce you to Reset. It is inspiring, provocative, and full of wisdom based on lessons of life.


I’ve known Johnny for many years. He delivers his speeches with such passion and principle. His articles produce something of real use to the reader. You can expect the same from this book.


Simply put, Reset is the most effective guide to reimagining your organization at a time when we need it most.


So what does “reset” mean?


The true intent of this book in the world of work turned upside down is to place people with care and with deliberate purpose.


“Reset” means developing truly inclusive organizations that leverage differences for growth and innovation. It means reexamining antiquated paradigms and developing policies that support your unique company culture.


It means tapping into the hidden superpowers of nontraditional talent pools. It means deepening and diversifying your talent pools and building skills with remote education and distance learning.


It means that people matter more than ever.


It means leaders must face the hard truth that their biggest challenge isn’t technology, innovation, or even leading—it’s finding, developing, and engaging the right talent to thrive now and in the future.


We live in a world of constant upheaval—a concept generally understood as “a period of great change and disorder,” sometimes used in reference to the earth’s crust. But instead of geological shifts creating heretofore nonexistent islands and lakes, Reset details in plain language the tectonic changes underway for work, workers, and workplaces—for all things work—and delivers data-driven practical guidance and solutions.


Johnny has a gift for understanding what matters most in the world of work, what levers to pull and how hard, but he is also a gifted storyteller, and perhaps Reset shines brightest in the many captivating stories that bring to life the insights and guidance of the book.


In Reset, Johnny challenges, enlightens, and delights, and more than a few times on the same page!


Predicated on the hard truth that if leaders don’t get culture right now, they won’t survive the war for talent, much less thrive in the future of work, Reset



	shows executives how to lead through difficult, extraordinary times;


	gives HR professionals a deeper understanding of the urgency to cultivate culture and the agency of HR to implement real change;


	emboldens leaders and senior managers to harness the power of people for those not formally in HR but charged with the success and growth of employees; and


	offers People Managers “big picture” insights and data-driven organizing principles for improving day-to-day management and achieving long-term goals.




If you’re a leader, active, aspiring, or otherwise, this is not just the right book at the right time—it is essential reading for building better workplaces and a better world.


Happy reading!


—Ram Charan, global CEO advisor and bestselling author














PREFACE


As the leader of an organization devoted to human resources (HR), I find that I’m often frustrated by how difficult it can be to convince other leaders why HR is so important. That’s because, as an employee, it’s actually something you feel more than you see.


I’ve been there. Mine is an outside-in perspective. Too often, books on this subject are written by leaders who have been involved only in this profession—the lifers—whereas my career began in journalism and took incredible twists and turns before landing me where I am today.


I was always a curious kid, so the idea of being a reporter seemed at first like a natural fit: so much of that job is about asking questions. I was also a driven student wanting to achieve, and fast. By age twenty I had earned a bachelor’s degree with honors in journalism from the University of Miami.


I landed an internship at the Miami Herald back when the newspaper industry was growing in size and influence. The Herald was one of the best papers in the country and I enjoyed my work there. But it wasn’t my passion. And I quickly discovered the real downside of journalism: it didn’t pay.


I decided to go to law school and earned a doctor of jurisprudence degree and a master of arts degree with honors from Drake University. Now I really was on my way. Within a few years, I became vice president of HR at Blockbuster, which at the time was the big innovator in the home movie experience. Following that I took on the role of a senior vice president at Viacom’s Paramount Pictures. Then it was on to become senior vice president at IAC/InterActiveCorp., where I worked with legendary CEO, Barry Diller.


After IAC, I wanted to explore the nonprofit world and had the opportunity to serve as CEO of the Thurgood Marshall College Fund for seven years. It was an incredible honor to represent nearly 300,000 students attending publicly supported, historically Black colleges and universities, and a great experience in partnering with companies such as Apple to attract tens of millions of dollars in support of diversity.


But perhaps my most important role has been that of a dad. I’m a single parent with a brilliant eleven-year-old daughter who began studying Mandarin when she was four. If you ever see me around Washington, DC, you’ll probably notice her by my side.


Each of these roles I’ve held throughout my life and career have informed my perspective, the perspective you’ll see is woven throughout this book.


The Beltway is now my home and where I’ve led the Society of Human Resource Management (SHRM) as its CEO since 2017. From my perspective, HR is in some ways a lot like the legal profession: people come to us to solve their problems. And every company is thrown some curveballs. It could be a corporate takeover or a shake-up in leadership. In 2008, every company faced an economic crisis the likes of which we hadn’t seen since the Great Depression. And in 2020, we faced perhaps the biggest of them all: Covid-19. The pandemic was an entirely different, once-in-a-lifetime crisis. As it unfolded through the months, those of us in HR were at a loss. During past crises, we’d had a bevy of tools at our disposal, honed and tested over the years. But there was nothing in our toolkit that could address this threat to our very existence as individuals, families, and a workforce.


As we witnessed, Covid-19 hit each workplace in myriad ways. And each gut punch of the pandemic landed squarely on HR. Leaders and employees turned to us for answers.


Whether you’re a founder, a CEO, or head of a management team, HR matters. Crises like Covid-19 simply put an exclamation point on that fact. We know from our research at SHRM that 70 percent of employees say they value HR more than ever after experiencing its impact during the pandemic. HR was their light in the fog, detailing safety, explaining work policy, providing life-balance resources, and divining solutions to problems. And many of us were doing it on the fly.


Maybe it took the Covid-19 crisis for people to get HR. Even those of us who do it for a living aren’t always able to articulate the significance of our work. But let there be no mistake now—it’s vital. Think of what HR has accomplished: we developed plans to keep remote employees engaged and informed; advocated for Covid-19 relief for workers; shifted resources to wellness initiatives; reimagined tools and strategies to recruit talent; and implemented flexibility plans for the workplace. And I don’t mean to be too cute about this, but I can say that in many places it took HR to get people to actually wash their hands frequently during the pandemic. Yes, HR is in all of what we do, from the boardroom to the washroom.


I was reminded of this in a conversation I had with Pfizer CEO Dr. Albert Bourla earlier this year. As the vaccine rollout was ramping up in March, I talked with him about his critical position at the epicenter of the Covid-19 response. Few companies were more essential than Pfizer in determining when and how our lives and workplaces could come back to normal. The vaccine was the golden key. Through it all, from research to distribution, Dr. Bourla understood the value of HR. He said this:


“I didn’t need Covid to appreciate the importance of the HR professional. It’s one of the most critical functions in a corporation, and I’ve always believed that. It’s a function I get personally involved in. HR has always been important, but in this new world of flexible work and with new opportunities and challenges, there is an opening in front of us where, professionally, [HR] has to define and develop new skills and processes to optimize what is expected of them—and that’s to make sure the human capital of a corporation is seriously engaged and inspired and believing. It’s productive to feel joy. We need to find ways to make sure that is happening.”


Dr. Bourla’s point about what we do encompasses the intangible: the emotions we associate with fulfillment, productivity, and purpose in our workplace and how they are tied to a company’s success. The way forward—that’s us.


Covid-19 has given a platform to the HR practitioner. I wanted to write this book because, in this moment, we have to seize the momentum not just as HR professionals but also as CEOs and leaders. There are lessons for all of us, not only in terms of crisis management and employee welfare but also in meeting business opportunities.


This book combines decades of research and experience gained by those of us at SHRM with everything we learned in 2020. I want to detail the path ahead as a road of innovation, curiosity, and new approaches to old policies and practices. Covid-19 shook our foundation, but in doing so it also awakened us. It sharpened our reactions, honed our resilience, broadened our vision. It brought HR into focus for all of those, including myself, who have worked hard to make clear its significance.


As we embrace this reset, I’ll detail how our workplaces are changing and what leaders must address to make sure their organizations thrive. HR won’t be just a lifeline in the next crisis. It will be a through-line for each step we take in shaping the important future of what we share as a society and as a culture: our workplace.














A NOTE ABOUT THE RESEARCH FOR RESET


At its heart, Reset provides an inside look at how leaders lead in times of crisis and provides a playbook for reinventing an enterprise, no matter the crucible it finds itself in. A hallmark of this book is SHRM’s proprietary research and evidence-based insights designed to master organizational transformation through its people. For instance, SHRM’s globally recognized research has been used to inform CEO perspectives on workplace issues related to sourcing talent and chief human resources officer (CHRO) insights into the employee experience. Based upon probability-based sampling and innovative data sciences, this book presents a holistic look at organizational behavior from a practical angle.


Within Reset, leaders of all levels can find data from consumers, working Americans, HR professionals, small business operators, CHROs, and CEOs across all major industries. From that base, I’ll share lessons on the following topics regarding leadership in this new era:



	Perceptions of employees and employers when it comes to sustaining culture and driving innovation when the workforce is dispersed


	Defining the best talent search strategies no matter your industry, as you seek growth and reinvention to sustain your business


	Developing workplace strategies that ensure safety for all workers


	Motivating the right type of behavior from your leadership team and driving employee development


	Understanding the financial impact of policy shifts long overdue in the modern workplace


	Analyzing the viability of your business model given the current talent pool and future workforce trends


	Examining best practices and insights from leaders at the cutting edge of reimagining their workplaces’ culture for inclusion


	Building a culture of innovation capable of withstanding common everyday naysayer perspectives and challenges


	Perhaps most importantly, defining what works when everything else fails, no matter what the world throws at you




Whether your imperative is to thrive during chaos or lead the necessary transformation long overdue within your organization, the key is in the data. Leaders who leverage data make informed decisions even when just confirming their gut instincts. In Reset, data plays a leading role in making the point for all leaders met with crisis—use the information available to you and make the crisis your opportunity.


—Alexander Alonso, PhD, SHRM Chief Knowledge Officer














Progress is a nice word. But change is its motivator. And change has its enemies.


—ROBERT F. KENNEDY
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A MESSAGE TO LEADERS


Upheaval brings about opportunities to rethink, reset, and restructure your organization. Here’s what that means for leaders now and in the future.


Years ago, I read a book called Leadership Secrets of Attila the Hun by Wess Roberts, PhD. As Dr. Roberts correctly says in the first sentence, “Attila the Hun is a dubious character upon whom to base a metaphor on leadership.” True enough, but notwithstanding Atilla’s reputation, the book is actually full of timeless lessons in successful management, and I find myself coming back to it every now and then.


The challenges of 2020 had me thinking about that book, and its emphasis on courage as a key trait for leaders. One “Attilaism” states that “Huns must learn early that working through a hardship is an experience that influences them all the days of their lives.” He may as well have been writing about the Covid-19 pandemic.1


Talk about hardship. Once the outbreak began in early 2020, my phone was abuzz with inquiries from my fellow CEOs looking for insights and advice. Many were asking how their organizations should be transitioning to a virtual operation and protecting their workers. Those in more dire straits sought counsel to make hard decisions about furloughs, layoffs, and sustainability of the enterprise itself. Leaders of the financially solvent as well as the fully leveraged organizations were earning their executive salaries more than ever before.


The research division of SHRM was already tracking the impact of Covid-19 by early February 2020. Our research arm is an economic and policy data powerhouse capturing the insights of working Americans, small business operators, HR professionals, and business leaders from the top three thousand employers around the globe. Using everything from archival data to surveys and focus groups to predictive modeling, SHRM research provided information that helped employers and employees understand the severity of the pandemic in those early days. For example, we learned that if the outbreak necessitated quarantine conditions for three months or longer, which it ultimately did in many locations, almost one-fifth of enterprises anticipated revenue losses greater than 50 percent; 5 percent of enterprises anticipated a full and irrevocable loss of the business. With 165 million workers in the United States, there was no question these were devastating times. This impact was almost immediately blunted by the passage of the CARES Act, which provided payroll protection for small businesses. Nonetheless, our research in partnership with Oxford Economics has shown that roughly 31 percent of small businesses failed to survive the pandemic even with these protections. In some cases, businesses were unable to avail themselves of funds when the assistance program ran out of money or long delays in processing were unsurvivable.


No one feels the weight on the workplace more than the chief executive officer, with the possible exception of your chief human resource officer. And given I’m a CEO of the world’s largest association supporting HR professionals, believe me when I say I feel it all.


While the pandemic crisis gave me pause, it also offered a rare opportunity to hone my principles of leadership and then put them to work. Crises come and go, but our charge to demonstrate leadership skills is constant (as it was for Attila the Hun). In times such as these, I abide by three key principles:


1. Culture comes first. There is no better test of organizational culture than stressful moments when your workforce comes together—or crumbles. It’s important to take these moments to identify who really drives your guiding principles and who represents the “hidden heel” (to borrow a term from Vince McMahon, chairman and CEO of World Wrestling Entertainment, referring to the villain in the ring). You’ll never have a better opportunity to assess the members of your leadership team for their cultural alignment than when they are put on the spot during a crisis.


2. Data is your greatest friend. My data team at SHRM is there to arm me with the best information. I rely on them more than most CEOs, but numbers do not take the place of leadership. Over the years, I’ve worked with peers whose style is to do everything by instinct and those whose style is to overanalyze. The Covid-19 pandemic, so dependent on daily changing data, provided an opportunity for leaders to assess their own instincts and abilities to make analytical, data-driven decisions. In the future, other such opportunities will arise, where you’ll want to rely on data to guide your way forward.


3. Be “extra.” We, the CEOs of the world, grind and cycle through business crises, making sure our bottom lines are sustainable. It’s what we do best. During periods of heightened stress, we dive into a focus on our revenues and budgets, often forgetting the impact we have on people’s lives. When I find myself falling into these bad habits in my work relationships, I try to stop and think about a guiding principle imparted by Ram Charan. This renowned executive coach and author advises being “extra” in all you do to serve your people. That means making the extra effort to recognize those who are working through extraordinary circumstances. Because the words of a CEO mean more, CEOs can make all the difference in making the world of their workers a better place.


I strive to live by these leadership principles whether there is a crisis at hand or an important decision to be made, and I encourage my fellow leaders to do the same. Together we can move our economy forward while creating meaningful organizational cultures for the millions of workers who trust us to make their lives better.


USING A CRISIS FOR ORGANIZATIONAL GOOD


I’m often reminded of that old proverb, “Necessity is the mother of invention.” The upheaval of a crisis forces us all to challenge everything we have been thinking and saying about work on virtually every front. Even organizations that think they have it right discover they need to revisit how they do things. And that’s the silver lining of a crisis.


If you look at the Great Depression, you will see success stories from companies that challenged convention in a time of deep despair. During the economic freefall, with skyrocketing unemployment and long food lines, many companies slashed budgets. But not Kellogg’s. The cereal maker raised wages, unveiled new products, and invested heavily in radio advertising. Suddenly, “Snap! Crackle! Pop!” was part of the American lexicon. How popular were Rice Krispies? At Kellogg’s, profits soared nearly 30 percent from 1929 to 1933.


The same strategy of investing during a downturn served Kraft as it introduced Miracle Whip in 1933 to win the marketplace, and also Chrysler when it released the low-cost Plymouth. The third-most-popular automaker surged ahead of Ford to become number two in 1933.2


Companies that hunker down to ride out the storm often emerge from shelter bewildered to find competitors that innovated, gambled, and invested—and won. We have seen this throughout our more recent inflection points, too. Amid the dot-com bubble at the end of the 1990s, Amazon and Priceline rocketed out of the spiral. In the weeks after 9/11, Apple released the iPod. After the 2008 financial collapse, Hyundai became a rising new force in the auto industry, with a huge advertising push and a memorable message to buyers: if you’ve lost your job, we’ll take your car back—guaranteed.3


I have witnessed the life cycle of businesses as they faced forces outside their control and also confronted failures from self-inflicted wounds. McKinsey & Company is a good example of the latter. They are a powerhouse consulting firm with brilliant people in their top offices, and yet McKinsey had to pay out $573 million as a settlement for its role in the opioid crisis. How will the firm rebound? How will McKinsey regain trust?


As Kevin Sneader, the firm’s global managing partner, said in a statement, “We deeply regret that we did not adequately acknowledge the tragic consequences of the epidemic unfolding in our communities. With this agreement, we hope to be part of the solution to the opioid crisis in the U.S.”4


There is work for McKinsey to do, and the result remains to be seen, but this messaging could be the beginning of recovery, a first step toward emerging from a crisis by showing contrition and reinventing its image as well as its mission.


I’m an eternal optimist. So, even in crisis, I start with the mindset of “what’s the good that can come out of this?” Necessity forces you to rethink a lot of things, but when all is said and done the net effect is that it demands innovation and reinvention. It finally propels us from a twentieth-century way of thinking into the twenty-first century. Are we meeting the paradigm shifts of the moment? Are we in tune with the needs of our workforce? We still have mountains to climb to get into a twenty-first-century construct and organizational response to work, workers, and the workplace.


We know crisis offers us a chance to see the cracks within our own organization. But, beyond that, it allows us to recognize opportunities where we haven’t seen them before. Typically, we tend to be creatures of habit. We want to default to the status quo, especially if everything seems to be working at the moment. The crisis forcibly shoves us right out of that safe place and makes us redefine what methods might get us out of the mess. And if we do it right, it gives us the tools to make our organizations more profitable, sustainable, and more attractive places to work.


Remote work is a great illustration. In one of the first famous examples, Yahoo! tried a work-from-home model in the early 2000s, to attract talent to Silicon Valley. But it then reversed itself in 2013 when CEO Marissa Mayer called everyone back to the office, feeling that everyday interactions were necessary to enhance creative problem solving.


In a Yahoo! memo leaked to reporter Kara Swisher at AllThingsD, HR leader Jackie Reses related Mayer’s policy to staffers: “To become the absolute best place to work, communication and collaboration will be important, so we need to be working side-by-side.”5


To Mayer, innovation required the back-and-forth of a workplace where a quick coffee with coworkers on the office grounds could lead to a creative way to address a problem, where an impromptu brainstorm could manifest a new strategy. She felt it had been a mistake to embrace remote work and the silos that came with it.


In 2015, Mayer explained this reasoning at the Global Forum Conference. She said she had been frustrated by the empty parking lots and was hearing complaints about absentee workers. She also knew that back when everyone was in the office, the Flickr and weather-app teams would stumble upon solutions while hanging out in the hallways, chatting with each other. Although she told the Global Forum audience that she hoped the remote work decision would not be her “legacy,” she added that “we weren’t trying to make a broader commentary on working styles or working from home. We were just saying, ‘Look, it was the right thing for us in that moment.’”6


Mayer was doing what she felt worked for Yahoo!, not the whole world. She was at the epicenter of the debate, but she wasn’t an outlier. IBM and other companies followed suit, believing employees were more productive and collaborative in an office environment. As the Wall Street Journal described the IBM move in 2017, “The 105-year-old technology giant is quietly dismantling its decades-old remote program to bring employees back to the offices, a move it says will improve collaboration and accelerate the pace of work.”7


So where are we now? Well, the pace has quickened with tech. Remember, remote work even had the antiquated label “telecommuting” until the last few years. The broadband speeds that moved at the pace of molasses have been replaced with today’s high-speed networks. The calculus and culture have changed.


New technology amid the Covid-19 reality—virtual meetings and even recruiting and onboarding through Zoom and other virtual platforms—has allowed us to ask the question, Can reduced commute times for remote workers lead to more productivity, or will the physical disconnect and inability of remote workers to collaborate in person cause more harm than good? Ultimately, the answer may well be a hybrid model where flexible remote work becomes the norm. The Covid-19 crisis has presented us with an opportunity to rethink work in all of those areas and more.


Rod Martin Jr., the CEO of Voya Financial, once said to me: “Johnny, my CHRO and others have been talking about losing out on talent because the people aren’t located in the New York metro area.” There was this whole category of people he felt needed to work in the office. It wasn’t just a cultural imperative, either. This is what he wanted and he really felt they must do it. Rod says now, post-Covid-19: “I rethought it because I saw that it actually could work. In many instances they were better at their work. And so that’s something I would have never, ever agreed to if it weren’t for Covid. I just wouldn’t have even opened my mind to it.” One of the great benefits of this realization was that he could increase the number of qualified individuals with disabilities who would have turned down Voya job opportunities, due to the difficulties of navigating public transportation to a New York City office every day.


The bottom line is that upheaval creates opportunity. You just have to figure out how best to seize it.


THE CHIEF HUMAN RESOURCES OFFICER


Many of my CEO colleagues seek out my thoughts on one question: Do I have the right CHRO?


An article published in the Economist in March 2020 highlighted the rise of CHROs (or CPOs, “chief people officers,” as they’re sometimes known) in a Covid-19 world. Today they are tasked with reimagining the work, how the workers perform it, and creating a safe workplace. Domino’s Pizza chairman David Brandon recently told me that enterprises rise and fall based on the ingenuity of their CHROs. Why? Because the CHRO serves as the chief reinvention officer, exploring how the workforce relates to consumers and determining which skills that workforce can ply in novel ways. They are the people who are looked to, to lead in these incredibly important areas.8


The organizations thriving in this era are led by CHROs who exhibit a gift for reinvention. Not only that, but they also have the tools they need to envision, and implement, a totally new way of doing business with their human resources. Just as chief financial officers (CFOs) have had to think of new ways of generating revenue or capital by exploring diversified portfolios, CHROs are taking diversified operations and thinking of new ways to generate revenue in a sustainable way. A great example of this is CVS Health, where the CHRO, Lisa Bisaccia, reimagined how the workforce could be repositioned from pharmacy staff to full-service allied health services professionals. This allowed the company to pivot during the Covid-19 crisis and become the third-largest source of testing and treatment in the United States.


SHRM’s chief knowledge officer, Alexander Alonso, PhD, SHRM-SCP (senior certified professional), has studied this very phenomenon. Over the last ten years, Dr. Alonso has interviewed CEOs to find out what they consider to be the characteristics of the ideal CHRO. Most described true leaders who epitomized the reinventive spirit. Specifically, CEOs were looking for CHROs who embodied the following five core tenets:


• Push boundaries to power organizational agility. The HR leader plays an important role in enabling agility in the broader organization as well as the HR function. To do so, however, requires agility on the part of the HR executive, who must serve as architect of new and enhanced business initiatives essential to the organization’s future, while continuing to support HR’s vital operational activities. “An effective C-Suite leader [in HR] must operate like a CEO—thinking broadly about the levers to pull to create value,” says John Berisford, former McGraw-Hill financial CHRO and now president of Standard & Poor’s. “For a CHRO, it’s all about alignment of talent to the growth and performance agenda.”9 For example, a CHRO should be tuned in to competitors. Are they scaling up in a new direction? Are they shedding personnel in another? As the Harvard Business Review noted: “Motorola might have been able to anticipate the iPhone if the company’s CHRO had alerted the CEO when Apple began trying to recruit Motorola’s technical people.”10


• Unleash digitalization. CHROs must develop the digital business acumen to understand how technical skills fit into the workplace and how to make best use of people as organizations implement digital technologies to unlock greater business value. For example, a CHRO must be able to analyze people metrics in determining areas of the workforce or business strategy that need to be automated to meet modernization and improve efficiency. Chipotle’s Marissa Andrada has done a fantastic job of that. She long ago realized the importance of digitalization in their business so that when Covid-19 hit, they were ready. They had already invested significant dollars in retooling their operations, upskilling their employees, and making themselves a twenty-first-century digital business—not just a food company, but a technology company that served food. Turning on a dime was easier for them because they had focused so heavily on their e-commerce platform and finding ways to make sure it was ahead of the game, especially in mobile. Because what they identified was that, if you look at the data, the way people order food today, more often than not, is through their phones. That required a total shift in terms of how their employees thought. And at Chipotle, HR led that shift.


• Embrace perpetual work reinvention. As technology gives rise to new ways of working and new work options that may include automation, work itself will be continuously reinvented. It is the CHRO who orchestrates the many emerging options for getting work done—think of tools for remote operations or digitizing expenses and field reports—and determines how to best combine human talent and automation. To keep up with perpetual work reinvention and changing skill requirements, the HR leader must make continuous learning and reskilling a core component of the new employment deal.


• Rethink culture and leadership. Attracting and engaging a global, multigenerational workforce that may include free agents and alliance partners requires an inclusive culture that extends beyond traditional organizational borders, so that all talent feels vested in a common mission and purpose. As a result, HR executives must be able to lead people in nonhierarchical, fluid work environments and empower talent on the front lines to drive problem solving and innovation.


•  Elevate HR decision science. From predicting talent shortages to enhancing the talent experience to making better business cases in the boardroom, decision science and analytics enable HR leaders to progress from anecdotal to evidence-based thinking, critical to having impact as business executives.


Unfortunately, what these CEOs were looking for, they rarely encountered.


The prevailing perception is that CEOs do not value HR—or at least that’s what HR professionals tell themselves to rationalize their own shortcomings. (I actually wrote a whole book about this back in 2009, The Trouble with HR: An Insider’s Guide to Finding and Keeping the Best People, as a call to action for reimagining the HR profession from top to bottom.)


So suddenly we found ourselves in the middle of a pandemic, and organizations were struggling almost as much as their workers were. My CEO friends kept reaching out, still wondering what made a great CHRO and what made one not so great. Whenever they call, I respond with something Dr. Alonso calls the “little and big R’s of HR,” which are outlined in the boxes here and here. To sum up: the CHROs who succeed tend to focus on the right things, and the CHROs who fail tend to focus on the wrong things.


Let’s take a look at the failing CHROs and their R’s first:


Rules. They approach every problem with the notion of following rules rather than thinking about how to design a solution. Later, they assess compliance in terms of whether rules were followed.


Roles. Every discussion of an issue starts with the dreaded “who’s in charge here?” determination of roles and responsibilities. If your CHRO makes such an unspoken call for validation in order to solidify their own authority, it’s time to consider a change.


Relationships. While relationships are important, they can be a pitfall of weak CHROs. Data is also important and has to be prioritized to achieve success. Not every problem-solving opportunity has to begin with relationships and their dynamics.


Righteousness. There is endless debate over who is right, forgoing core collaboration that accounts for other perspectives.


This focus on the four “wrong R’s,” as described above, is more the norm than any of us would like to admit, reflecting the experiences of three out of four CEOs, based on our interviews.


A special number of CEOs, however—fewer than one in four—are fortunate enough to have CHROs on their team who apply very different R principles. They are described below, along with examples of how these successful CHROs did the “right things” during the Covid-19 crisis.


Results. The basis of every activity is to deliver results for the organization, which, in turn, delivers results for people. This may mean talent management, training programs, and succession strategies.


Reconnaissance. Data and information are leveraged to advance organizational objectives. Today, this means that application of core analytics enables the CHRO to make decisions about efficiency, effectiveness, and entrepreneurship.


Resourcefulness. Decisions are based on evidence and concepts of design thinking—a cognitive and strategic practice applied to problem solving. Today, this means the CHRO can think abstractly about new problems and their underlying issues, has the tenacity needed to tackle them, and has the ingenuity to resolve them.


Reimagination. Each day starts with an understanding of people matters and an eye toward reinventing the business in the face of competition and existential threats. Today, this means the CHRO is reimagining how a stock operation could yield revenue in new, unexpected circumstances, viewing the talent landscape across the enterprise with a labor economist’s eye to repurpose and reskill the workforce and meet market demands.


One such CHRO embodying the right kind of R’s has been Dr. Mark Blankenship, who was CHRO for Jack in the Box brands until 2020. While there, he helped reimagine the fast food industry using a data-driven approach that earned his team the HR Management Impact Award for 2017. Within his organization, Dr. Blankenship used his analytical prowess to reinvent and reimagine how food would be ordered and delivered, all with greater engagement for staff, leading to the lowest turnover rates in a high-turnover industry. To make this happen, he focused on people metrics—what made employees happy—and on how customers responded to those upbeat and helpful staffers. It was easy to see that the stores with engaged employees also had high customer satisfaction.




CHROS FOCUSED ON THE WRONG THINGS


RULES


CHROs who fail emphasize rules over solutions.


ROLES


CHROs who fail develop an instinctual approach to solidifying their role, necessitating constant validation.


RELATIONSHIPS


CHROs who fail prioritize relationships above results or data.


RIGHTEOUSNESS


CHROs who fail need to be right at all times without accounting for other perspectives.





What can findings like this lead to? In 2017, Jack in the Box was about to become the first fast-food chain to join a third-party delivery service. When they partnered with DoorDash,11 Dr. Blankenship and his team made sure the employees who would have to fill those orders were informed and valued. By connecting those dots—the financial data, the people data—he was able to get the most out of both.




CHROS FOCUSED ON THE RIGHT THINGS


RESULTS


CHROs who succeed drive results for all aspects of the organization.


RECONNAISSANCE


CHROs who succeed leverage data for all analyses.


RESOURCEFULNESS


CHROs who succeed marshal resources in innovative ways to solve problems.


REIMAGINATION


CHROs who succeed do all they can to reinvent the organization beyond its workforce capabilities.





Dr. Blankenship seized on the “R” in reconnaissance that we listed. He listened to the data. Let’s unpack what that means. Think of data in stages; for example, stage one can be data collection. There’s real value in collection because the second stage will be to analyze it. What is it telling you? For Jack in the Box, it was the positive and profit-making relationship between customer satisfaction and employee engagement. For a company like Netflix, data will give them useful information about viewing habits down to the minute. For a company like Starbucks, data will provide analysis about its rewards program or use of its mobile apps.


That’s all logical. But the real power of data analysis is in stage three—the Holy Grail—the predictive nature harvested from the collection and analysis. What’s next? This is what some people pay fortune-tellers to reveal and yet, with data, we have a credible, actionable crystal ball.


Can you foresee who will leave your company next and why? If you can collect data on, say, an employee’s time at the organization, right down to their last days and exit interview, and then conduct analysis that will help tell you what the next person with similar metrics will do, that’s valuable predictive data. Now let’s take it a step further.


Let’s consider current, real-time data and predict how workers will react to workplace policies that are being implemented. We collect data, which tells us how people have responded in the past, but not necessarily how people will respond in the future. Predicting behavior is where data with advanced algorithms and machine learning comes in.


This is a game changer for the hiring process. When I talk with CHROs, they say their CEO will inevitably ask, “How long do we expect a specific hire to work at our company?” Basically, the CEO wants to know, “Am I investing in a twenty-year employee or a three-year one?” Honestly, if I know that a hire is likely only going to give me three years, then I probably don’t want to offer the benefit of paying for their MBA.


The value of focusing on complex data, from collection to prediction, is simple: it empowers you to really engage in valuable workforce planning. There are numerous new tools that companies are using today that will change tomorrow—hot tools turn cold really quick—so you’re better off hiring sharp data specialists and scientists who comprehend the analytics with whatever tool they have in front of them. You need people who understand the question you’re looking to ask and answer, who can convert curiosity into actionable intelligence and deliver on it.


It’s what great leaders look for: prediction. That’s why the work Dr. Mark Blankenship did for Jack in the Box was so successful. It was peoplecentric but data driven through every stage.


Moreover, his work was used to reimagine what employment in one of their restaurants meant and how it was basic training for a successful life as a business leader. Examples like these, while rare, exist and continue to grow from the likes of PepsiCo, McDonald’s, and Royal Caribbean International, which may have had the greatest of all existential resets during the pandemic.


It’s nearly impossible to forget the cruise ship passengers stranded at the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic, trapped in what were essentially floating petri dishes of contagion. Cruise ships were among the first canaries in the coal mine of Covid-19.


In an instant, the cruise industry was shut down in the United States, but a handful of foreign ports did allow launches, which gave Royal Caribbean a chance to test stricter safety protocols and better ventilation systems with upgraded HEPA filters, all while still providing passengers a getaway experience.


As CEO Richard Fain said amid their limited test runs during the pandemic, Royal Caribbean ships carried a hundred thousand passengers and only had ten positive Covid-19 tests.12 This is where the data guided them, necessity motivated them, and innovation saved them. Meeting the crisis with HR implementing these steps was the key to surviving, but the measures will also serve to rebuild trust with passengers for the future.


The foundation for that trust isn’t happenstance; it’s a strategy that CHROs work to define with their CEOs. That’s why a CHRO is so important to the process, especially in a crisis.


Identifying proper CHRO skill sets, as Dr. Alonso has done, is something I once believed was a purely academic exercise. Now I am resolute in my belief that such systematic identification is a core imperative of sustainable enterprises.


There are those who point toward technology or infrastructure, claiming HR is not even a profession: the know-it-all “thought leaders” of the world. But if recent conversations with my peers are any indication, HR isn’t just a profession. It is the difference maker in good times and especially when crises darken our doors.


LEADERSHIP LESSON


As we look at leadership under a new lens, it’s important to consider the greatest capital for any organization—talent. The organization succeeds not with trite perspectives on unleashing human potential or driving greater growth, but through a deep examination of how the organization reinvents itself regularly through effective talent management. We have all heard the old adage “Never waste a good crisis.” I would offer a friendly amendment: “Make constant reset your friend.” Upheaval brings about opportunities to rethink, reset, and restructure your organization.


Here are some key questions you should consider making part of your reset repertoire:




• How do we define a reset moment for our organization?


• What’s the best way to use reset moments for organizational good?


• Are we, the leaders, all aligned on the reset moment and its value?


• Where will we use reset moments and how will talent play a role?


• Where are the points of fear associated with a reset?








If you’ve always done it that way, it’s probably wrong.


—CHARLES KETTERING
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