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The changing role of people
management in the digital age




Digital has been a driving force of change across industries;
and the transformation is accelerating — it took five years
for Apple to transform the music industry while Uber

and Airbnb profoundly reshaped the transportation and
hospitality sectors in less than two years. One can measure
the pace of digital disruption in months while it takes years
for an organization and its people to fully embrace such
fundamental changes in the way they operate. Change
management is by far the most enduring bottleneck

to digital transformation. While technology adoption
continues to be top of mind in all digital things, we
advocate in this point of view that fundamental changes

in leadership and talent attributes are far more critical to
successfully embark in the digital journey.

Digital transformation is no longer a niche interest as it
jumps out of the tech department and into the boardroom
of leaders across industries, sectors and geographies. The
current digital age is but a stepping-stone in the evolution
of a world enabled by the exponential use of technology in
the workplace.

The digital age is moving at such a fast pace that it is
fundamentally transforming the way organizations operate,
be it in the private or the public sector, and is requiring
them to develop new ways of thinking about service
delivery that influence the way operating models are
designed. Hence the profound effects on the functions

of the Human Resources (HR) departments in these
organizations and their role in identifying new approaches
to managing people.

Organizational implications of the digital economy

Prior to diving into the implications on HR functions, it is
important to identify selected organizational implications of
the digital economy:

« Increasingly, responsibility is sitting closer to where
decisions are most effective: Organizations are
becoming flatter and decision-making leaner.

+ Leaders have always focused on outcomes. With
the digital transformation, there are technological
enablers that make it possible to measure and test
the soundness of decisions quickly and easily.

+ Mobility and flexibility are crucial for employees to
remain relevant in the digital economy. Accordingly,
competencies are transferable and internal and
global movements are more appealing to both
employers and employees.

That being said, the HR dilemma no longer lies solely
between cost savings and value added. Instead, HR’s
concerns will soon be revolving around the changing
nature of the organization and employees becoming
increasingly digital and influenced by the following
disruptive themes:
- Digital mega trends, including but not limited to,
cyber, data, cloud, social and mobile.
A multi-generational workforce including
Millennials or first-generation digital citizens.
+ Merging work and life with hyper-
connected employees.
- Emergence of a new set of digitally
skilled employees.
« Business models under stress from digital disruption.
+ The employee being perceived as the first consumer
of the employer’s brand.

HR needs to be more pre-emptive with regard to digital
transformation as it plays an important role in shaping
the organization’s digital identity. It is a challenge and a
real complexity to plan future capabilities of a workforce
in the digital economy; as is the ability to integrate the
right people into a dynamic organizational context and
help existing employees and leaders gain new digital
competencies to be able to drive transformation.
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The three main areas that HR needs to acquire or
strengthen its role in and that are directly related to the
success of the digital transformation journey, are
outlined below.

« Re-structuring the organization to enable

the digital transformation: Prior to initiating the

transformation, the leadership team in any organization

must align its thought as to what digital means to

the organization and how it will fit into the overall

business model. This alignment will shape the digital

operating model of the organization that is composed

of aggregated future state digital capabilities (i.e.,

processes, people and technologies). It is HR's role to

map the future required digital capabilities and where
they should be executed in the organization. Digital
capabilities revolve around the following main areas in
the operating model:

— Strategy: How will digital drive value for the
organization? What role does the organization want
to play in the digital space? How does it want to win
in the digital era?

— Planning and operations: How will digital plan,
operate, monitor and track value captured?

— Product or service development: what are the
technical capabilities required for product or
service development?

— Innovation: What are the capabilities required to
drive the innovation needed to meet the strategic
objectives of the digital operating model
under construction?

— User experience: What are the capabilities needed to
understand the needs of customers? How will those
needs be catered to (e.g., channels, marketing mix)?

After defining the capabilities required, HR needs to
support its organization in linking those capabilities to
specific roles and responsibilities. HR would need to
follow a structured (yet agile) process covering mainly
the following activities:
— Evaluate the amount of work associated with
each capability.
— Determine roles needed based on the evaluated
amount of work.
— Define roles and responsibilities allocated to
unigue positions.

— Determine proper span of control that allows for
effective, lean and scalable management.

Following the phased approach of mapping capabilities
to roles, HR needs to design an organizational structure
that aligns with the said organization’s strategic
objectives. Based on the designed future structure

and positions, HR is then required to assess the gap in
talent between the current and future roles and identify
creative ways to bridge any gap.

Embracing the digital talent lifecycle: The talent
plan should be directly linked to the digital strategy
of the organization supporting HR in filling the gap
between current and future digital competencies.
HR plays an important role in managing the talent
lifecycle in a digital environment, from acquisition to
development and retention.
— Plan and acquire: Attracting the best-fit talent
is all about creating a compelling employee
value proposition. Digital talent is scarce and it is
challenging for organizations to find the required
competencies in the market. They must promote
themselves to potential staff. The recruitment process
should portray the organization as a digital brand
utilizing innovative solutions.

HR's role is crucial in creating recruitment channels
and messages to market the modern organization,
especially in a competitive environment where supply
is low and yet demand is growing exponentially.
Additionally, HR should focus on attracting
individuals who are digitally savvy and socially aware
since they are key for organizations going forward.
It is much more likely that employees who are
experienced with digital tools such as social media,
mobile banking and online shopping will understand
the impact they can have on the organization during
the digital transformation.

— Lead and develop: Organizations should enable
a learning environment and invest in existing
capabilities within the organization. They should
utilize their existing pool of talent by providing
their employees with the tailored learning and
development framework to transition them to
digital. It is the responsibility of HR functions to
develop and offer education programs through
a variety of channels and to allow employees to
take ownership of their development plans, not
only to build technical skills but also to adapt and
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develop new ways of working in alignment with the
organization’s digital strategy. HR also plays a role
in further up-skilling employees on understanding
the cultural shift that is happening. A digital culture
is one that embraces information and insight, and
recognizes the value of autonomy, entrepreneurship

and creativity. It creates an environment of openness,

opportunity and trust, and allows the organization
to be flexible, adaptive and responsive to change.
It enables ways of operating that can deliver
exponential and disruptive changes in performance.
— Engage and retain: HR supports organizations in
retention by investing in employee engagement
initiatives and making the workplace appealing to
the right talent at the right time. It is important that
organizations adopt innovative and collaborative
techniques and encourage the use of digital
platforms, giving talent the rules to live by and the
freedom to live with them—allowing employees the
flexibility to work from wherever is most convenient
to them. However this could eventually prove
burdensome to employees as they are constantly
connected. HR's role would then be to monitor the
overall well-being of the workforce.
Organizations should also offer employees
opportunities to make an impact during the digital
transformation and reward them for it.

HR plays an important role in
enabling digital leaders in the
organization and equipping them
with the required essential skills
and furthering their leadership
characteristics

Empowering digital leadership: Digital leaders

play a critical role in paving the way for the digital
transformation and should heavily engage and
communicate with key stakeholders (whether internal or
external to the organization) in deciding, designing and
delivering the digital organization. Digital leaders should
set clear costs, risks, mitigations and benefits of the
digital transformation and decide on types of change
management interventions that are needed to guide the
organization through the journey.

Hence, leaders should be equipped with the adequate
capabilities to be able to lead and manage the journey.
HR plays an important role in enabling digital leaders in
the organization and equipping them with the
required essential skills and furthering their leadership
characteristics.

Examples of key essential leadership skills that have
been deduced from organizations that have undergone
successful digital transformations are:

— A comprehensive understanding of the
digital market.

— Avisionary mindset to develop solutions to
potential disruption.

— A champion mentality to promote and gain buy-in
for digital initiatives.

— Financial acumen to quantify value and return
on investment.

— Business savvy to manage the push and pull tension
between cross-functional teams.

— Management capacity to effectively operate
the digital team.

— An entrepreneurial spirit to continuously innovate
products and manage the product or service life-
cycle and the user experience.

As for leadership qualities, below are some that are
particular to the digital environment, even if they
overlap with traditional leadership characteristics as
defined by Ken Blanchard, Stephen Covey and other
management gurus:
— Adaptability: Flexible and adaptable, giving people
freedom to innovate and allowing for individual
styles and preferences of working.

The changing role of people management in the digital age 4



— Tolerance: Encourage experimentation and the
development of ideas.

— Mobility: Champion the use of digital tools and
media, and enable flexible and contingent
working hours.

— Leadership at all levels: Provide a degree of direction
to employees by removing barriers to progress and
enable them to succeed.

— Collaboration: Bring together different parties and
people to leverage varied and diverse skill sets for
collaboration and problem solving.

— Decision-making: Be able to make quick, analytics-
based decisions. Develop the right team in place to
deliver key insights when needed.

— Communication: Be highly visible, accessible and
communicate frequently with colleagues across
grades and levels.

— Feedback: Provide real-time feedback and reward
individual and team achievements.

Concluding remarks

Evidently, digital is impacting every industry and every
organization. That said, managing the digital
transformation will affect which organizations will survive
and which will not in the era of the digitization rush.
Hence every pillar in an organization is expected to play
its role to contribute to a successful journey. This point of
view provides a step-by-step

approach to enable organizations from the inside to cope
with the digital transformation. However, agility and
scalability are key as a state-of-the-art digital organization
is one that continuously revamps its internal capabilities. HR
functions have a vital and critical responsibility to lead the
change and translate strategic objectives into competencies
that are constantly revived to keep up with business
challenges and market trends.
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