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Leveraging HR’s Key 
Role for the Success of 
Organizational Initiatives
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“PEOPLE ARE OUR MOST VALUABLE ASSET.” It’s a common 

refrain among CEOs, who understand the value an organization’s employees bring to 

the table more than anyone. Leaders know that it’s their people who determine the level 

of service or product quality that a company delivers to its customers. More than any 

rulebook, individual employees making decisions on a daily basis can make—or break—a 

company’s reputation in its industry and in the marketplace. They determine the fate of 

critical competitive moves such as integrating an acquisition or expanding geographically. 

Collectively, employees carry an organization’s culture, are charged with fulfilling its mission 

and, ultimately, play a critical role in the success or failure of any strategic initiative.

Widespread recognition of the pivotal role the human 

resource component plays in any business’s success, coupled 

with tightening talent markets and accelerating technological 

disruption, are making the head HR role within organizations 

increasingly central. Chief human resources officers are now 

charged with participating in setting strategy, as well as man-

aging talent to deliver on it. Speaking with CEOs gathered for 

a recent roundtable discussion sponsored by Sibson Consult-

ing, Daniel Fries, managing director of Sibson, likened the role 

to that of a key consigliere to the corner office. “Today’s CHRO 

reports directly to the CEO,” he said. “They are participating 

in every strategic conversation of merit in the organization, 

bringing together the business issues and the people issues.”

 “The head of HR has to be viewed as a strategic collaborator,” agreed Douglas Sieg, 

CEO of Lord Abbett, who added that it’s essential for business leaders to communicate the 

significance of that role to the rest of the organization. “You have to do everything you can 

optically to support HR and send the message that the HR function is not just as a person-

nel department.” At Lord Abbett, part of setting that tone entailed rebuilding the executive 

suite in order to move the head of HR in, Sieg reported.  

It’s also key for companies to get the right person in the CHRO role. Today’s heads of HR re-

quire a broader range of business knowledge, as well as a deep understanding of the techno-

logical advances, demographic shifts and global competitive landscape, to continually antic-

ipate business needs and position the company and its employees to meet them. They need 

to be agents of change capable of understanding where the business is today and where it is 

going—and be able to identify and address the talent gaps it will face on that journey.

Shifting Roles, Shifting Skill Sets
Still, despite recognition of the changing role of the HR function and those leading it, 

all too often companies default to past practices in deciding and executing on strategy, 

noted Fries, who cited acquisitions as an example. Inherently risky due to a high failure rate, 

acquisitions are scrutinized carefully by management and vetted by boards—and yet, in 

many cases, little attention is paid to the critical people component of the deal. Instead 

CEOs bringing a deal proposal to the board talk about how accretive the transaction will 

be, citing sales metrics, earnings per share and accounting figures. 

“But if a deal fails, it’s not usually because you got the key metrics wrong, it’s because you 

didn’t know anything about the people you were acquiring,” he asserted. “I tell CEOs, ‘Take 

column LLL, row 3,654 and move it to the end where it belongs. Begin with the front-end 

part, which is looking at culture and the people.’”

The concept resonated with CEO participants, several of whom shared their own ac-

quisition experiences. Joel Trammell, CEO of Black Box, recounted the aftermath of a deal 

in which a larger firm bought a company he was running. Six months into the acquisition, 

just before Trammell and his HR leader were leaving the company, they ran an employee 

survey that they had conducted every six months for the previous nine years. “The scores 

went down 30 percent pretty much across the board,” reported Trammell, who said the 
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ing a more holistic approach to hiring 

and retaining employees, pointed out 

Bob Weidner, CEO of Metals Service 

Center Institute, who spent part of 

his 30-year career running the HR de-

partment of a private equity portfolio 

company. “I find that CEOs either view 

people as assets, in which case they 

invest in their assets, or as liabilities, in 

which case they do everything they 

can to drive down expenses,” he said. “If 

you are really serious about people, you 

are at those campuses or trade schools, 

wherever you recruit, consistently every 

single year in good times and in bad, 

versus the CEO who says, ‘Oh, we have 

some holes to fill, I guess we should 

recruit now.’’”

First-year turnover rates can be indicative of the latter, said 

Fries, who cited industry data suggesting that the bulk of 

turnover takes place in that critical time period. “A lot of organi-

zations put tremendous time, effort and energy into the talent 

acquisition process,” he said. “Then, essentially, the onboard-

ing process just falls flat. So you spend all this time courting 

engineers or whatever type of talent you need and then, once 

they’re hired, you say, ‘Here’s where you sit. Here’s the bath-

room.’ And they think, ‘Wait a minute, what happened to that 

nice courtship?’”

In the coming labor market crunch, that disconnect will back-

fire in a big way, predicted Weidner, particularly with Millennials. 

“They’re going to say, ‘No training budget, no development 

plans, no onboarding, no mentoring? You’re not walking the talk 

with all the great stuff you said when you were recruiting me. 

I’m out of here.’”

Conversely, employees who feel valued, connected to the 

company culture and supported by their managers are not only 

more likely to stay, they’re also more engaged. Stronger en-

gagement, in turn, leads to greater success rates across a broad 

range of strategic initiatives, such as integrating an acquisition, 

adapting to new technology or business model transformation. 

And ultimately, it’s that ability to enable evolution that today’s 

CEOs and their heads of HR are charged with delivering.

purchasing company hadn’t changed out many employees 

or to whom they reported. “So the only score that stayed the 

same was for the question, ‘Does your manager seem to care 

about you?’ The other 11 all went down because they never 

went through the exercise of what people did and why, and 

the cultures were just total clashes.”

At some companies, noted Lord Abbett’s Sieg, problems 

arise because HR departments failed to keep pace with the 

change in what their organizations need from them. “When 

I came in [to the CEO role], it was after the global financial 

crisis and our company—along with a lot of companies in our 

sector—had an HR function that was predominantly exit-only,” 

he said. “In other words, when there was a problem, HR came 

in, put the fire out and went back to their corner.”

Living the Talk
While recruiting talent and managing departures no longer 

dominate HR’s role in an organization, they are still a critical 

part of the talent management equation, noted Fries. Howev-

er, these and other traditional functions like setting com-

pensation and seeking to reduce turnover should be viewed 

through the lens of delivering on strategic goals. For example, 

the way that a company rewards executives should tie into 

how company leadership defines its mission and values. “Are 

they rewarding their executives in line with what they talk 

about publicly as those things that are most important to 

them?” asks Fries. “Or is the link between compensation and 

achieving strategic goals only words on a card that everyone 

has on their desks?”

Where a company puts the money it spends on people is 

also very telling, adds Fries, who suggests companies consider 

how they would answer the question: If you have a dollar to 

spend on people, where would you spend it? Whether it’s 

incentive pay, base pay, hiring, training and development—by 

definition the answer will show you what’s most important to 

your organization.

As companies move along the curve of viewing human 

capital asset management as a key component of strategy, 

some are discovering that assumptions once baked into their 

hiring, compensation and retention strategies were flawed. 

Ajinomoto Althea, for example, traditionally sought employ-

ees with the technical skill set the contract development and 

manufacturing company needed, but has been transitioning 

toward focusing on cultural fit. “We had a great culture, but we 

didn’t really know why—what about it made it work?” explains 

Erica Raether, VP of human resources.  “About five years ago, 

we started looking into really understanding that. Then we 

made the shift to align our hiring with cultural fit, because 

if new hires don’t have that fit with our values, they will not 

be able to transition quickly, and we’re always working on 

different projects. And they won’t stay very long, be successful 

or be able to help us move to the next level.”

But some business leaders are myopic about the value of tak-

        You have to 
do everything 
you can optically 
to support HR 
and send the 
message that the 
HR function is not 
just as a personnel 
department.  
—DOUG SIEG, CEO, 
Lord Abbett



4

Strategy Skills:  
The ability to anticipate 
and respond to business 
opportunities and challenges.

Business Acumen:  
A cross-functional 
understanding of the 
business, including 
finances, operations and risk 
management. 

Technology Literacy:  
The ability to identify the 
talent needs innovative 
technology and digital 
transformation will bring.

Communication Skills:  
A comfort level presenting 
talent strategy to the board 
and promoting corporate 
values throughout the 
organization. 

Change Stewardship:  
The agility to adapt quickly 
to changes in markets, 
competitive landscape and 
talent pool demographics. 

THE STRATEGIC CHRO SKILL SET
Charged with working with the C-Suite to set and execute on strategy, today’s CHROs need a broader skill set 
than their predecessors, including:

Sibson Consulting, a member of The Segal Group, provides 
strategic human resources solutions to corporate and non-profit 
employers and professional service firms. Sibson’s consulting 
experts work with clients to achieve their business goals and vision 
in today’s challenging environment through customized solutions 
related to the planning, implementation and operation of total 
rewards, compensation, talent management, organization design, 
change management, retirement and health benefit programs. 
www.sibson.com

Chief Executive Group, the leading community for business leaders 
worldwide, publishes Chief Executive magazine (since 1977), ChiefExec-
utive.net, Corporate Board Member magazine and BoardMember.com, 
as well as conferences and roundtables that enable CEOs to discuss key 
subjects and share their experiences with their peers. The Group also 
runs the Chief Executive Network, the leading CEO membership organi-
zation arranged by industry, and facilitates the annual “CEO of the Year,” 
a prestigious honor bestowed upon an outstanding corporate leader, 
nominated and selected by a group of peers. Visit ChiefExecutive.net and 
BoardMember.com for more information.
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