QUALITY

Upgrading the Service
Level of HR

Human resource departments: heal thyseives. HR professionals are
often so busy attending to everyone else in the company that they forget
the needs of their own departments.

By Edward J. Cripe

here appears to be a heightened interest

by many c.e.o.s in the productivity and
quality of HR departments (and of other staff
departments). The quality movement is finally
reaching many human resource departments,
which ironically helped launch the movement
in many companies. Unfortunately, in its zeal to
improve quality throughout an entire organiza-
tion, HR executives devoted (or were allowed
to devote) few resources (time, money and
people) to improving the quality and produc-
tivity of their own departments.

Today, the credibility of many HR depart-
ments is at an all-time low because other
departments are starting to ask embarrassing
questions, such as: Why can't we get the same
quality of service from HR that we are teaching
our employees to provide to external custom-
ers? Why does it take so long to get questions
(re: policies, benefits, etc.) answered? Why
doesn't HR retum phone calls? What do “they”
really do? What value do they add?

Unfortunately, there are several related
factors at work that are compounding the
perceived problem of low productivity and
quality in HR, including:

= Cost-cutting frenzies. As a consultant,
what is heard from the senior level is deep
concern about succeeding in the “new”
economy, or even surviving in it.

Phrases such as “getting lean and mean”
and “gaining a competitive advantage” are

commonplace. Lowering costs has become an
obsession in many organizations. Quality, while
often anocther key theme, is a longer-term
means to lower costs, but frequently takes a
back seat to short-term (and highly visible)
actions to cul Costs.

When executives decide to cut costs, an
easy place to start is in areas where revenue
does not exist, but costs are clearly identified
on each month’s budget report. Areas where
the value of the services or products produced
are difficult to quantify, where the company's
TQM effort has not as yet taken hold (because
the initial emphasis is in the core end of the
business, manufacturing of goods or delivery
of services) and where productivity already
seems to be slipping are also easy targets. And
where do these easy targets often exist? They
exist in staff departments such as HR, that's
where.

» Employee Insecurity. Everyone seems (o
agree that our economy is going through a
transition; we just disagree on what to do about
it. This “transition” has been going on for some
time now. Ask managers in industry and, if an
honest answer is given, they will say thatif they
haven't already suffered some negative finan-
cial impact, they are worried about something
bad happening.

The resulting insecuritv and morale prob-
lems caused by this economic turmeil is costing
American business dearly in lost productivity in
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