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The aim of this thesis is to explore the key competencies of HR leaders and their ways of
developing and assessing their own competencies. It also examines competencies related to
leadership. The research literature suggests that with the constant change and increasing
uncertainty in the working life, the role of HR leaders has become increasingly important,
and the identification and development of their own competencies has become more crucial.

This study was carried out as a qualitative study and the data consisted of interviews with
eight HR leaders. The study found that HR leaders’ key competencies consist of personal
characteristics such as curiosity and perseverance, knowledge such as business, digital and
cultural acumen. The study also found that interviewees describe their key competencies as
activities, things they do, which confirms the tendency in the research literature to describe
key competencies with verbs, not just nouns. The leadership competencies of interviewees
were described by elements related to leading change and leading others.

The study revealed that the concept of competence is complex and ambiguous, so the
interviewees' assessment of key competencies was broad. The study also revealed that the
development of competencies by interviewees was mainly incidental and situational, with
the means of developing competencies being either formal, such as training, informal, such
as networking or learning from experience. The evaluation of interviewees’ own
competencies emphasized self-reflection and their own subjective assessment of their
competencies in relation to others, i.e., benchmarking, rather than requesting for a
measurement-based assessment.

Public



THVISTELMA

Lappeenrannan—Lahden teknillinen yliopisto LUT
LUT-kauppakorkeakoulu
Kauppatieteet

Salla Tuovinen

Henkilostojohtajien avainosaamisten ja heidan osaamisen kehittdmisen keinojen
tunnistaminen

Kauppatieteiden pro gradu -tutkielma

2024

86 sivua, 7 kuviota, 8 taulukkoa and 1 liite

Tarkastajat: Tutkijaopettaja Pasi Tuominen ja Tutkijaopettaja Mika Vanhala

Avainsanat: HR, henkilostjohtaja, kompetenssi, osaaminen, osaamisen kehittdminen,
0saamisen arviointi

Taman pro gradu-tutkimuksen tavoitteena on tutkia henkilostojohtajien keskeisia osaamisia
sekd heidan tapojaan kehittdd ja arvioida omaa osaamistaan. Lisaksi tarkastellaan
johtamiseen liittyvia kompetensseja. Tutkimuskirjallisuuden perusteella voidaan todeta, etta
tydelamén jatkuvan muutoksen ja lisddntyvan epdvarmuuden myota henkildstéjohtajien
roolista on tullut yha keskeisempi ja heiddn oman osaamisensa tunnistamisesta ja
kehittdmisesta on tullut entista tarkeampaa.

Tama tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena tutkimuksena, ja aineisto koostui kahdeksan
henkildstojohtajan haastattelusta. Tutkimuksessa havaittiin, ettd henkilostojohtajien
avainosaamiset koostuvat henkil6kohtaisista ominaisuuksista, kuten uteliaisuudesta ja
sinnikkyydestd, seka tiedosta, kuten liiketoiminta-, digitaalisesta ja kulttuurisesta
osaamisesta. Tutkimuksessa havaittiin lisaksi, ettd haastateltavat kuvaavat avainosaamisiaan
tekemisind  vahvistaen  tutkimuskirjallisuudessakin  esiinnoussutta tapaa kuvata
avainosaamisia verbien ei pelkastaan subjektiivien avulla. Johtamisosaaminen voidaan jakaa
tdman tutkimuksen mukaan muutoksen johtamiseen ja muiden johtamiseen liittyviin
osaamisiin.

Tutkimuksessa ilmenee, ettd osaamisen kédsite on monimutkainen ja monitulkintainen, joten
haastateltavien arvio avainosaamisistaan on laaja. Tutkimuksessa kdy myds ilmi, ettd
haastateltavien osaamisen kehittdminen on pdadasiassa satunnaista ja tilannekohtaista
osaamisen kehittdmisen keinojen ollessa formaaleja, kuten koulutuksiin osallistuminen,
epaformaaleja, kuten verkostoituminen sekd kokemuksesta oppiminen. Oman osaamisen
arvioinnissa korostui haastateltavien itsereflektio ja oma subjektiivinen arvio osaamisestaan
suhteessa muihin enemman kuin mittaamiseen perustuvan arvioinnin pyytdminen.
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1 Introduction

The competitive landscape and business environment have changed tremendously during the
past decades. The nature of work has changed from manufacturing to services, the world has
globalized and become geopolitically unstable, the workforce is ageing, customer demands
are growing, productivity pressures from competitors are increasing and technological
developments have been phenomenal (e.g., Avolio & Walumbwa 2006; Mazor et al. 2019;
Guggenberger et al. 2023; Shook & Tayob 2023). This new reality has forced organizations
to review their capabilities, their ways of serving their customers and their differentiators,
opening an opportunity for HR to help organizations beat the competition (Ulrich 1997).
Strong HR leadership is needed more than ever (Avolio and Walumbwa 2006, 274).

HR as a profession has emerged and evolved as business needs and requirements have
changed (Ulrich & Dulebohn 2015). Thanks to its strong roots in operational expertise, HR
has built up knowledge of its own field and internal customers over decades, leading to its
continued excellence in traditional practices (e.g., Ulrich 1997; Blumenfeld et al 2022; Azam
2023) and recognition of the profession (Losey 1999). But times have changed and will
continue to change, so what got HR professionals here today won't get them there tomorrow
(Peters & Kabacoff 2012). Changes in the business environment have forced HR to change
its perspective from internally driven operational activities (inside-out) to externally driven
business requirements (outside-in) (Ulrich & Dulebohn 2015; Ulrich 2022).

However, research shows that the shift from operational excellence to transformational and
strategic leadership has not progressed as quickly as the business environment has evolved
(Losey et al. 2005; Boudreau 2014; Lawler & Boudreau 2018), and one reason for the slow
pace is HR professionals themselves (Boudreau 2014). While HR has been busy with
offering development opportunities for others, it has overlooked its own development
(Ulrich 1997). In addition, HR has been satisfied with its own profession and its
development, so the need for change has been limited (Boudreau 2014). However, HR
professionals must constantly strive to improve their competencies in order to succeed in

their profession.

Competencies of HR professionals have been studied widely (see Ulrich et al. 1995; Ulrich
etal. 2013; SHRM 2016; Wright et al. 2021). They are multifaceted and vary from mastering
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HR delivery (e.g., Ulrich 1997), having functional HR knowledge (e.g., Schoonover 1997,
Selmer & Chiu 2004), and business acumen (e.g., Yeung et al. 1996; Ulrich 1997; SHRM
2016) to managing change (e.g., Ulrich 1997; Selmer & Chiu 2004), having personal
credibility (e.g., Yeung et al. 1996; Ulrich 1997; Schoonover 1997) and acting ethically (e.g.,
SHRM 2016). While knowledge of HR competencies has increased, HR has failed to invest
in developing their competencies (Ulrich et al. 1995, 491). And as interviewees in a study
by Yeung and his colleagues (1996, 53) report, identifying competencies is much easier than

developing them. This is particularly true for the development of HR leaders’ competence.

Since the HR function is typically led by one the most senior leaders of HR (SHRM 2016,
13), it is ultimately their responsibility to help organizations to beat the competition by
partnering with other senior leaders and ensuring that the organization has the right talent at
the right roles at the right time in an inclusive and diverse organizational culture while
leading and coaching a team of HR professionals in a fast-paced world (see e.g., Avolio &
Walumbwa 2006; Peters & Kabacoff 2012; Shook & Tayob 2023). This provides a strong
argument for why it is important to examine what are the key competencies HR leaders
should have and how they develop them to meet these requirements.

While much research has been done on HR competencies, little has been done on the
competencies of HR leaders: despite the efforts, only a few studies focusing specifically on
HR leaders’ competencies and competence development means were found (see Yeung et
al. 1996; Avolio & Walumbwa 2006; Srikanth 2019). In these studies, having business
acumen as a competence and learning from experience as a mean are emphasized. Still, it is
surprising that so little research has been done on identification of HR leaders’ competence
and their competence development means, despite the unprecedented need for strong HR

leadership. The aim of this study is the attempt to fill this research gap.

1.1 Objectives, research questions and exclusions

The purpose of this study is to fill the above-mentioned gap by interviewing eight senior HR
leaders in order to gain a better understanding of what HR leaders consider to be their key
competencies and how they develop these competencies. As noted, the HR profession has
emerged and evolved as business needs and requirements have changed, forcing HR

professionals to shift their focus from internally driven activities to externally driven
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requirements, which is why phenomena in the outside world should not be ignored when
defining key competencies. However, in order to avoid over-extending the scope of the
study, this study does not examine external phenomena as such, nor does it deal with them
in detail. They are intended solely to serve as a frame or a context for the actual research

topic, which is defined by these two main research questions:
RQ1: What are the key competencies of HR leaders?
RQ2: What means do HR leaders use to develop their own competencies?

Two sub-research questions are presented to complement the main research questions. The
first sub-research question seeks to answer what kind of leadership competencies are

required of HR leaders.

SRQ1: What are the leadership competencies of HR leaders?

The sub-research question to address the second main research question is:
SRQ2: How HR leaders assess their competence levels?

The connections between the main research questions, sub-research questions and studied

topics are illustrated in Figure 1.
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CONTEXT
RQ1 What are the key competencies of HR
leaders?
COMPETENCE
Identification of key competencies I

SQ1 What are the leadership competencies of
HR leaders?

v’

RQ2 What methods do HR leaders use to

develop their key competencies?
COMPETENCE DEVELOPMENT I

How competencies are developed

SQ2 How HR leaders assess their competence
levels?

Figure 1. Connections with the main research questions, sub-research questions and topics
studied.

This study is qualitative by nature. Answers to the research questions are obtained through

eight semi-structured interviews, relevant literature, and studies.
Exclusions

The HR leaders in this study are referred as “generalists” rather than specialists who
specialize in managing a particular area of HR, such as talent acquisition or shared services.
This study excludes HR leaders who represent these specialized roles, so competencies

related to a particular area of HR are not examined.

The interviewees in this study represent companies in the private sector, hence competencies
are examined from a business context. The same applies to the competence development,
I.e., neither competencies nor the means of their development in an educational or
pedagogical context are examined. Also, the possible qualification requirements of the

profession are not discussed.

The study of external phenomena is excluded from the scope of this research. However, the
interviewees were told at the beginning of the interviews that this study starts from the
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assumption that external factors play a role in determining which competencies are relevant
(see e.g., Ulrich and Dulebohn 2015). However, a detailed analysis of external factors

impacting competencies is beyond the scope of this study.

1.2 Definitions of the key concepts

The key concepts used in this study are HR, HR leader, competence, and competence
development which are briefly defined next. The context in which HR leaders operate is
approached in this study through the so-called outside-in approach which is also briefly
defined.

HR is short for Human Resources. It refers both to organizational systems and processes,
such as hiring and compensating, and to function or department (Ulrich 1997, 17.) The
abbreviation “HR” is used in this study as a general term covering profession, roles, function,

activities, and practices.

HR leaders are defined as one of the most senior leaders in HR typically holding the top
HR role in the organization (SHRM 2016, 13). HR leaders in the context of this study are
generalists, who typically operate at the business or corporate level as opposed to specialists
who typically are representatives of specialized HR services (Yeung et al. 1996). They are
also considered as strategists who focus on business partnership, strategy contribution and

alignment of HR practices to organization’s strategic intent (Schoonover 1997, 26).

Competence and competence development have multiple definitions depending on the
perspective or the context from which those are observed. The definitions are introduced
with details in chapters 3 and 4. The term learning is also used when discussing competence

development.

An approach in which business issues influence the creation of HR strategy is called an
outside-in approach. The opposite approach — inside-out — begins with the status quo of
HR, identification of how people issues are linked to business issues and ends with making
minor adjustments to existing HR activities. (Wright et al. 2004, 37.) This study refers to an
outside-in approach to describe the environment and perspective that HR leaders use when
considering what their key competencies are and how those can be developed. The concept

of strategy, on the other hand, is not explored in this study.
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1.3 Structure of the study

This study consists of eight chapters. This first chapter introduces the topic by presenting
reasons for the study, its objectives, and the research questions. The second, third and fourth

chapters form the theoretical part of this study.

The second chapter serves as an introduction to the actual research topics of the study. The
purpose of the chapter is to briefly define HR as a profession, why and how HR has evolved
throughout its existence and why changes in the external environment have affected and
continue to affect HR as a profession. The chapter aims to provide an understanding of the
context in which HR professionals operate, with an emphasis on the influence of external
factors on what work should focus on. The chapter also aims to help the reader understand
the framework through which the interviewees in this study sought to identify the key
competencies of their profession and the methods for developing them. However, external

factors per se are not examined.

Chapter three begins with defining concepts of competence followed by identification of
competencies of HR professionals and leaders. In chapter four competence development and

related means are examined.

Chapter five begins the empirical part of the study. This chapter presents the research
methodology, data collection and analysis method. The results of the study are presented in

chapter six.

Chapter seven presents a discussion of the results in an attempt to relate them to the literature
used in the study. This chapter also presents the limitations of the study and suggestions for
future research. Chapter eight concludes the study. The structure of this study is illustrated

in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Structure of the study
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2 The evolution of HR into a business-oriented profession

This chapter starts the theoretical part of the study and serves as an introduction to the actual
research topics of this study (i.e., HR leaders’ competencies and competence development
means). As the subject of the study is HR leaders, this chapter first briefly describes HR as
a profession and its evolution from an inward-looking, activity-oriented direction towards a
more outward-looking, business-oriented direction. The chapter concludes with a brief
description of the outside-in approach used as a framework through which the subjects of

this study seek to examine key competencies.

2.1 HR as a profession

HR is a relatively young profession, born in the early 20th century (Losey 1999, 100). The
profession emerged in response to changes in the economic landscape and demands on how
to rationalize and manage employment relationships effectively (Ulrich & Dulebohn 2015,
188). At first HR professionals’ focus was solely on administrative tasks, ensuring that they
deliver operationally efficient and compliant services to the organization. Next the need for
specification and differentiation emerged: organizations needed to have specialists with
specific skills in specific jobs which made HR to design processes relevant for this need. In
addition, HR professionals themselves started to acquire specialized competence. This was
followed by a phase where the need to create links between HR and business started to
happen. This led HR to start designing its own processes and practices in response to
business problems in collaboration with others, rather than designing processes and practices
in isolation as had been the case in the past. (Ulrich & Dulebohn 2015, 190-191.)

This paradigm shift from administrative efficiency to a business-oriented approach in the
1990s was one of the most important turning points in the development of HR as
organizations started to seek more creativity and productivity from their workforces to gain
competitive advantage (Losey 1999, 99). One of the key influencers in this paradigm shift
was Dave Ulrich (Lawler & Mohrman 2003, 17). He argued that HR must focus on results
and deliveries, and this can only occur if HR goes beyond operational excellence and starts

to contribute to the strategy process, manage change, and act as an employee advocate
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(Ulrich 1997). Ulrich (2022) continued emphasizing the need for HR to create marketplace
value. By this he referred to the requirement for HR to contribute to business strategies more
actively, to collaborate with non-HR professionals more actively, to better understand
customer needs and wider macro-level social phenomena i.e., shift its focus from operational
excellence to business orientation. As Ulrich (2023) later pointed out “HR is not about HR,

it is about the value HR creates. ”

2.2 The HR Business Partner model

One example of business orientation is the so-called HR business partner model originally
created by Dave Ulrich (see Ulrich 1997). This model gained attention in the late 1990’s and
has since been widely adopted by HR professionals, particularly in the US and UK (Caldwell
2008, 277).

In short, the HR business partner model is based on the idea that business strategy guides
HR activities not the other way around (see Ulrich 1997). HR professionals to become
business partners they must understand the business challenges ahead and ensure that
organizations have the right resources in place (Azam 2023, 88). They must have the ability
to translate business strategy into action (Ulrich 1997, 79) and contribute to the business
strategy design and implementation (Lawler & Mohrman 2003, 16). HR business partners
are trusted advisors who do not always agree with business leaders, but who are not afraid
to have difficult conversations to help the company to strive (Ulrich 1997, 80). HR business
partners are also experts in administrative tasks, they concentrate on finding the right balance
between demands and resources so that employees do not feel overloaded and can manage
change. HR Business partners should also work closely with managers, even delegate some
of the responsibilities to managers (Ulrich 1997.) HR business partner is the new category
of manager, as interpreted by Caldwell (2008, 277).

This "Ulrich model™, as it has come to be known, has also faced criticism. Caldwell (2008,
277) argues that the competencies related to the role are unclear. Caldwell (2003, 1003) goes
on to say that Ulrich's vision of the HR business partnership may require more than HR
professionals can ever provide. The same is stated in a quote from Sarah Sandbrook in an
issue of HR Magazine: “I think the problem we 've got at the moment is we didn 't necessarily

change the way we work but suddenly everybody was a business partner” (Roper 2016).

Public



16

Despite criticisms of the HR business partnership model, it seeks to change the HR
perspective in a more strategic, value-added direction, something the external business

environment has been demanding for years.

However, the need for HR to become a business-oriented partner existed even before Ulrich's
(1997) acknowledged publication. In 1985 Golden and Ramanujam studied how HR
organizations interact with business and what drives their strategy creation. What they found
was that more than half of the organizations they studied, the work of HR was operational
and unconnected to the business or at most responding to the needs that arose from the
business (Golden & Ramanujam 1985, 434-439). Wright and his colleagues (2004) made
similar findings in their study 20 years later. More than half of the 20 organizations they
studied built their strategies and objectives around people issues not business issues. Only
five organizations were business-driven or having a business-driven approach, as they call
it, where everything started with identifying business needs and what were the results needed

from a people perspective to satisfy these business needs (Wright et al. 2004, 44).

The shift towards more strategic and business-oriented HR is still underway. In Azam’s
article from 2023 he pointed out that HR professionals are still balancing between traditional
HR practices and transformative HR processes (Azam 2023, 81). “/Human resources] sits
awkwardly between its history as a support function and its future as a strategic partner,”
as stated in the McKinsey & Company’s article (Blumenfeld et al. 2022). HR must become
more business-oriented and its activities more strategic and long-term, as Devanna and his
colleagues wrote back in the 1980s (see Devanna et al. 1981). However, the reality is that
the time spent on strategic tasks with a long-term view has not made much progress during
the decades as Boudreau (2014, 191) points out. Longitudinal study from 1995 to 2014
revealed that HR leaders spent approximately 25% of their time on strategic partnership and
28% on maintaining records and auditing. The percentages have remained almost the same
during the past 20 years. (Boudreau 2014, 191.)

Brockbank (1999, 339-340) stresses that HR needs to react to business needs and proactively
develop its own activities and competencies while implementing business strategies and
contributing to the formation of future strategies by linking internal capabilities with external
demands. There is a need for both operational and strategic focus and action, as Azam

stressed (2023), but both focus and action must be strategic if HR is to become a strategic
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business-oriented partner (Ulrich 1997; Brockbank 1999) and the neglect of own

competence development must stop (see Ulrich et al. 1995).

2.3 The outside-in approach to HR

As noted above, the need for HR to turn its focus from operational excellence to business-
orientation i.e., from the inside to the outside has emerged due to changes business, its
customers and competitors and overall business environments have faced. The latest
organization and HR trend reports anticipate that phenomena such as very competitive labor
market, economic slow-down and geopolitical disruption will continue impacting
organizations (Bersin 2022; Guggenberger et al. 2023) as well as the growing demands of
customers, the pressures of competitors and the threats of potential new entrants to the
market (Mazor et al. 2019). What all these trend reports seem to have in common is that the
focus on external factors, phenomena and the market landscape continues and becomes even
more important, which also underlines the importance of continuing the journey of becoming

a strategic partner, or a growth executive as described by Shook and Tayob (2023)

Changes at macro economical level and in business environments have influenced and
continue to influence the HR profession, creating opportunities for HR. As Cohen (2015,
205) writes, HR professionals’ present and future are bright filled with opportunities and
though-provoking challenges. The 2008 recession made HR professionals to take a lead in
developing competencies and contributing to the strategies which made them more valuable
to the organization (Lawler et al. 2011, 40). Changes in business environments have made
leaders to recognize the key role of human capital in the challenges and opportunities facing
current and future organizations (Boudreau 2014, 189), and who better to take a lead in
reshaping the strategies around talent than HR professionals (Lawler et al. 2011, 40). Many
respondents to PwC's 26th Annual Global CEO Survey stated that “keeping employees
happy and engaged is a mission-critical priority” (PwC 2023), something in which HR

professionals can play a significant role.

As mentioned at the core of being a business partner is understanding the needs of the
business and (external) customers, knowing the outcomes of business issues, understanding
competitive landscape and the ability to understand how those impact people issues and

ultimately HR competencies and activities. In other words, ability to shift the focus from an
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inward to an outward, or "outside-in" approach. One example of an outside-in approach is
provided by Wright and colleagues (2004, 37), who stress that business issues and
performance should dictate people issues and HR strategy and what kind of competencies

are needed, rather than the other way around (see Figure 3).

An outside-in perspective

Business issues/ .
Needed competencies
outcomes

HR Strategy

Business issues/ _ Needed competencies _ HR Strategy
outcomes

An inside-out perspective

Figure 3. Outside-in versus inside-out perspectives for identifying needed competencies and
developing HR strategies (adapted and modified from Wright et al. 2004, 37)

Understanding this outside-in perspective is essential for this study as it is intended to serve
as a lens through which interviewed HR leaders look at the competencies that matter to them
and ways to develop them. This approach seeks to understand that key competencies should
be understood through external requirements: what happens in the business environment
should dictate what HR leaders' key competencies are. This outside-in approach will not be
explored further in this study though, as the focus will be on the key competencies and the

ways in which they are developed.
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3 The competencies of HR

This chapter first defines the concept of competence in general, then looks at general HR
competencies and the competencies of HR leaders. The definition of leadership

competencies of HR leaders concludes the chapter.

3.1 The definition of competence

The concept of competence has probably existed as long as humans have existed (Mulder
2014, 108). The concept gained wider attention thanks to a 1973 article by David McClelland
(Rodriguez et al. 2002, 309), in which he argued that competencies and individual
characteristics explain success in life better than school exams and grades, which were the
dominant explanatory factors at the time (McClelland 1973). Currently, the term competence
is widely used in general language in various contexts (Mulder 2011, 11) which makes the
definition of the term ambiguous and the use of it confusing (Mansfield 2004; McEvoy et
al. 2005; Delamare De Leist & Winterton 2005; Mulder 2011).

The definition of competence is significantly influenced by the historical and cultural context
in which it is considered (Mansfield 2004). In the US context, competence means a task that
someone performs, and competencies refer to specific behavior and underlying
characteristics of a person which results in effective and superior performance. While in the
UK competence refers to state of being competent and competencies are described as
elements of competence, often replaced by terms such as outcomes or standards. (Mansfield
2004, 304.) These two countries have pioneered identifying and defining the concept of
competence, but even in these two countries the concept is approached differently.

The individual approach defines competence as a capability or ability which requires
measurable action and intent to be developed (Boyatzis 2008, 6). It can be seen as a set of
skills, knowledge, personal attributes, and activities (McEvoy et al. 2005, 384). The
individual-centered definition of competence emphasizes the importance of behavior: by
observing individuals who perform well, their characteristics - what makes them perform
better than others - becomes the definition of competence (Delamare Le Deist & Winterton
2005, 31-32).
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The organizational approach defines competence as the collective learning, coordination
and integration of product skills and technologies within the organization. It is about how
work is organized, how value is delivered, how involved, and committed people are to work
across organization to help an enterprise to gain its goals and competitive advantage.
Management plays a key role, as its ability to combine company-wide technologies and
production skills into competence and enable individual business units to adapt quickly to
change is essential to a company's success. (Prahalad & Hamel 1990, 82.) Prahalad and
Hamel (1990) call this the core competence. If the individual-centered definition of
competence emphasizes the behavior of the individual, the organizational-centered
definition emphasizes the importance of building the necessary competence in the
organization (Delamare De Leist & Winterton 2005, 36). Both approaches are central to the

American research and management literature (Mansfield 2004).

Competences can also be defined from a functional or occupational perspective, a
definition that has been prevalent in the UK. In this perspective competence is based on
occupational standards, and competence is demonstrated when an employee performs
according to the standards expected in a job. (Delamare De Leist & Winterton 2005, 34.)
Definition of professional competence is similar to this. Educational institutes or
associations grant professional licenses which give a person right to teach others (as
teachers) or perform medical operations (as doctors) (Mulder 2014, 112). Competence

therefore refers to authorization and certification too (Mulder 2011, 12).

Personal competence in turn refers to emotional, social, and cognitive intelligence that a
person has. Emotional intelligence becomes evident when an individual can effectively
recognize, comprehend, and apply emotional information concerning oneself, and social
intelligence when they can similarly utilize emotional information concerning others.
Cognitive intelligence, on the other hand, pertains to a person's capacity to think critically

and analyze information and situations. (Boyatzis 2008, 8.)

Competence can also be experienced differently in different situations. Competence as
situated professionalism addresses this topic by emphasizing that competence gets a
meaning only in a specific context. In this approach competence refers to effective
performance, and effectiveness can only be assessed by professional community, colleagues,
clients, or other stakeholders. Situated professionalism differs from functional or

occupational, and professional competence by emphasizing the importance of developing
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personal attributes too, not just focusing on skills and knowledge training. (Mulder 2011,
14.)

The definition of competence is also confused by the different interrelated concepts such as
competent, outcomes, tasks, and personal traits (Mansfield 2004, 304) or assets, capabilities,
and skills (Sanchez 2004, 519). Competent is an adjective that means that a person has the
ability to perform the requirements of the job i.e., the person is competent. Competent can
also refer to a minimum level of performance. (Mansfield 2004, 303.) Incompetent person
is the opposite: a person who is lacking abilities to perform or lacking power needed in the
job (Mulder 2011, 15). Outcomes refer to what needs to be done in a job, tasks what people
do in a job and personal traits what people are like (Mansfield 2004, 304).

Assets refer to anything tangible and intangible that a company has, and capabilities, also
considered as intangible assets, refer to repeatable patterns enabling products to be created,
produced, and sold (Sanchez 2004, 519.) Skills are “special forms of capability, usually
embedded in individuals or teams, that are ‘useful in specialized situations’ (Sanchez 2004,
519). Mansfield (2004, 301) define core skills as the general requirements of a job including
abilities to use numbers, problem-solving skills and, learning to learn skills, abilities to

communicate and make decisions.

Woodruff (1993) wants to differentiate competency from competence. According to him
competency refers to being a competent in a job, while competence refers to the person and
what enables him or her to be competent (Woodruffe 1993, 30). Summarizing the views of
Woodruffe (1993), Mansfield (2004) and Sanchez (2004), the suggestion emerges:
competent or competency is something that a person is and competence something that a

person has.

As noted above, the concept of competence can be defined in different ways, from different
perspectives and in different terms. Delamare Le Deist and Winterton (2005, 28) point out
that if competence in general is important, as many researchers claim when arguing that
competence is essential for competitiveness (see e.g., Prahalad & Hamel 1990; Mansfield
2004), its definition should be equally important. A need for a more coherent vocabulary
and a common understanding is obvious (Mansfield 2004; Sanchez 2004; Delamare Le Deist
& Winterton 2005; Mulder 2011).
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However, efforts have been made to define competences in a more holistic and coherent
way. Mulder (2011, 12) defines competence as a capability to perform effectively in a
specific situation in a specific role. Mansfield (2004, 308) argues that competence must be
viewed from a broad and strategic perspective in order to ensure a response to the
competitive requirements of the business environment. Schoonover (1997) has created a
framework for HR competencies in which he classifies competencies into core
competencies (personal attributes, leadership, management and functional), level-specific
competencies (team leader, middle management, executive) and role-specific
competencies (specialist, generalist, strategist) (Schoonover 1997, 28-29). Boyatzis (2008)
argues that performance becomes effective when a person’s values, vision, personal
philosophy, interests, life and career stages meet with the demands of the job in a specific
organizational context. Competence requires actions, i.e., set of alternate behaviors and

intent, and it must be measurable. (Boyatzis 2008, 6.)

Wright and his colleagues (2021) agree with Boyatzis (2008) that competencies must be
action oriented. They do not give emphasis on role-specificity, like Schoonover (1997) does,
rather point out that regardless of being generalist or specialist, the same competencies
should apply (Wright et al. 2021, 14). They define competence as “a pattern of related
behaviors that provide evidence of some underlying character (be), knowledge (know) or
skill/ability (do)” (Wright et al. 2021, 13).

Despite the varying definitions of competence, components such as personal attributes,
knowledge, behavior, performance, and context-specificity emerge in the above-mentioned
definitions. This study seeks to build on these, especially the definition of Wright and his
colleagues (2021) and consider competence as follows:

“A pattern of related behaviors that provide evidence of some underlying character (be),
knowledge (know) or skill/abilizy (do)” (Wright et al. 2021, 13).

Against this definition, this study seeks to identify the key competencies of HR leaders.

Since the aim of this study is to reveal the competencies and competence development means
of individual HR leaders, the approach to the competence is individual (not organizational)
and behavioral (not occupational or functional), hence the study leans on the American
tradition. The relevant context for this study is the business environment represented by the

HR leaders interviewed. In this study, however, the context is only used as a reminder that
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competence gains meaning in a certain context (see Mulder 2011), the context as such is not

discussed.

3.2 The HR competencies

Probably one of the most cited studies on competencies of HR professionals has been
conducted by Ulrich and his colleagues (McEvoy et al. 2005, 386). Their first study in 1987
launched a series of HR competency studies with the aim of discovering what are the
competencies that enable HR professionals to add value to the business. To date eight survey
rounds have been conducted with more than 100.000 respondents and several empirically
collected competencies and competence domains identified (see e.g., Ulrich et al. 1995;
Ulrich et al. 2012; Wright et al. 2021). The summary of HR professionals’ competence

domains from all eight rounds is presented in Tables 1 and 2.

In the first survey in 1987, Ulrich and his colleagues defined competence as “HR
professionals demonstrate competence when they add value to the business. They add value
by ensuring that they deliver ideas, programs, and initiatives to their business which helps
the business compete” (Ulrich et al. 1995, 474), and proposed that business knowledge,
delivery of HR and change management would be the necessary HR competence domains
(Ulrich et al. 1995, 475). In their next survey in 1992 they added personal credibility to the
list. In 2016 there were already nine competence domains found demonstrating that
competencies evolve, change, and become more complex over time, and for instance
managing change is no longer a single competence but is embedded in several other
competencies (Ulrich 2017; Wright et al. 2021, 14). From the 2007 study, competencies
were described using role metaphors until 2021, when Ulrich and his colleagues insisted that
competencies should be defined with verbs instead of roles, because verbs better describe
the actions HR professionals must take (Wright et al. 2021, 13).
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Table 1. The summary of HR professionals’ competency domains. Rounds 1-7 adapted from
Ulrich (2017)

1987 1992 1997 2002 2007 2012 2016
Round 1 Round 2 | Round 3 | Round 4 Round 5 Round 6 Round 7
Business Business all
Business Business Business Business knowledge y Strategic Strategic
knowledge knowledge | knowledge | Strategic Strategic positioner positioner
contribution architect
Human
Talent manager capital
HR tools . 1anag HR innovator | curator
HR delivery & organization :
. & integrator Total
designer
rewards
steward
. HR HR Technology
R HR delivery delivery delivery & media
Information Technology integrator
- HR Organizational or Compliance
, analysis & - .
. technology executor information manager
opera-tions -
proponent Analytics
designer &
interpreter
Change Change Culture&
Change Change Change SUF}?S%e \/3223 champion change
Organizati combined into Culture and Organization champion
on & - steward L
Culture strategic capability
culture contribution builder Paradox
navigator
Personal Personal Personal Personal Credible Credible Credible
credibility credibility credibility Activist Activist Activist

Table 2. Round 8 adapted from Wright, Ulrich, Wilson Burn & Ulrich (2021, 13)

2021
Round 8

Accelerates business

Mobilizes information

Simplifies complexity

Advances human
capability

Fosters collaboration

Another active party in defining HR competencies has been Society of Human Resource
Management (SHRM) (McEvoy et al. 2005, 387). They define competence as “a cluster of

knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics (KSAOs) needed for effective job

performance” (SHRM 2016, 4) and an indicator of the effectiveness of an HR professional

is a combination of having technical knowledge of HR, leadership proficiency, business

proficiency, and interpersonal proficiency (SHRM 2016, 14).

SHRM’s competency model is highly detailed with each competency consisting of a title,

definition, cluster, sub competencies, key behaviors, and proficiency standards (SHRM
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2016, 11). In this study, it is not necessary to look at competencies in such detail, but rather
to use the logic of career classification provided by the model. The model presents four
career levels - early, mid, senior, and executive - each consisting of different proficiency
standards (i.e., specific, work-related performance behaviors) relevant to each career level.
Schoonover (1997) utilized the same logic when classifying competencies into core
competencies that all HR professionals should possess and, role- and level-specific
competencies which vary depending on the role (i.e., generalist vs. specialist) and career

level (i.e., team leader vs. executive).

The career-level logic is also reflected in McEvoy and his colleagues' (2005) competency-
based model for developing HR professionals. They define the competence of an effective
HR professional as a set of personal attributes, functional knowledge of HR, knowledge of
business, knowledge of key organizational processes and strategic HR management (see
Table 3). They go on to argue that all these elements can be developed throughout a career,
and that development occurs in stages. The stages vary according to the competence to be
developed, rather than the career level, but naturally early career professionals have more
competencies to develop and more stages to overcome than executives. (McEvoy 2005, 388-
391.)

The need for role-specific competencies was emphasized in an interview survey conducted
by Yeung and his colleagues (1996). Competencies connected to certain roles would benefit
HR professionals’ competence development and prioritization of development actions better
than having generic competencies (Yeung et al. 1996, 51). Wright and colleagues (2021, 14)
disagreed with this, as noted earlier, and argued that it is not necessary to classify
competencies by role, while the HR leaders interviewed by Yeung and his colleagues
stressed the opposite (Yeung et al. 1996, 49). Their survey also found core competencies
important for all HR professionals (see Table 3), but the main focus was on role-level

competencies.

Competencies leading to effective HR performance has also been examined by Selmer and
Chiu (2004). Their study in Hong Kong sought to find out how both CEOs and HR
professionals perceive the critical competencies that HR professionals should have. They
found a total of eight competencies, seven of which they found differences between the
groups of respondents. The most substantive gaps were found in change management,

professional personal skills and innovation and crisis management and organizational
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knowledge making the acquiring and developing of these competencies the priority for HR

professionals now and in the future. Selmer’s and Chiu's (2004) study showed that the

competencies with the most gaps are similar to HR competencies identified in other studies.

Table 3. Summary of HR competencies

Customer value
creation

feedback
Knowledge of strategic
HR management:
e Linking HR to
business strategy
e  Consulting with
executives,

SHRM SCHOONOVER MCcEVOY ET AL. YEUNG ET SELMER &
(2016, 14) (1997, 30) (2005, 388) AL. (1996,50) | CHIU
(2004, 330-332)
Interpersonal e  Relationship Personal attributes: e  Credibility Professional
proficiency: orientation e  Conscientiousness and integrity | personal skills:
e Communication | e  Continuous e Adaptability e  Systemic e emotional
e Relationship learning e Proactivity perspective intelligence,
management e  Tolerance for e Customer e ensuring ethical
e  Clobal and stress, orientation standard
cultural ambiguity, e  Effective e  personal
effectiveness change communicati integrity and
on credibility
e  HR expertise e  Assessment, Functional knowledge e  Business e  HR knowledge
(HR knowledge) evaluation, and of HR: knowledge e  Business
Business-oriented measurement e  Staffing knowledge
proficiency: skills e  Appraisal
e  Business e  Compliance e  Compensation
acumen e  Coaching, e  Employee relations
e  Critical consulting, and Knowledge of business:
evaluation developing e Accounting
e  Consultation e  Staffing and e Finance
retention ° Marketing
e  Operations
Leadership Leadership: Knowledge of key e Negotiation | ¢  Change agent
proficiency: e  Strategic organizational and conflict | ¢  Innovation and
e  Leadership and business processes: resolution crisis
navigation perspective e Change skills management
e  Ethical practice | ¢ Change management e Creative
management e  Facilitation, and problem
e  Communication oD solving
and influence e  Leadership e Inspirational
Management: e Interpersonal, leadership
e  Project and coaching, and team e  Facilitation of
product skills activities
management e HR e  Driver of
e Quality process research and collaboration
orientation organization across

organization
Organizational
knowledge
Expertise in
organization
analysis,
design, and
development
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3.2.1 The competencies of HR leaders

HR leaders have the difficult yet challenging task of leading a function whose value-adding
role is difficult to demonstrate (Lawson & Limbrick 1996, 67). As described earlier, the
business environment is under a constant change which have impacts on competencies of
HR professionals too. HR professionals, including HR leaders, should master both
traditional competencies (i.e., functional knowledge) and strategic competencies (i.e.,
business knowledge, change management) (Ulrich 1997; Azam 2023), have abilities to lead
(Yeung et al. 1996; Longenecker & Fink 2015) and have personal credibility (Yeung et al.
1996; Schoonover 1997; McEvoy 2005) resulting in effective performance (Lawson &
Limbrick 1996; Mansfield 2004; Selmer & Chiu 2004). HR leaders play a key role in
predicting future competence of HR professionals (Yeung et al. 1996, 49) and linking
business and people issues by shifting the focus to outside-in perspective (Ulrich 1997,
Wright et al. 2004).

The competencies of HR leaders can be examined using competency models. Yeung and his
colleagues (1996, 51) have created a model, which consists of four elements: core
competencies, leadership, HR expertise and consultation. The logic in the model is that all
HR professionals should possess the core competencies, but depending on the role, the three
remaining elements vary. The competency model of an HR leader includes core
competencies and leadership competencies, former containing competencies such as having
business acumen, capacity to facilitate and implement change and possessing influencing
skills and the latter referring to leadership style, leadership skills and attributes (Yeung et al
1996, 50).

Similarly, Schoonover’s (1997, 30) competency model consists of core competencies, role-
level but also career-level competencies. The relevant role level for this study is the strategist
role, consisting of competencies related to business acumen and human capital
maximization. The career level considered in this study is the executive level, with skills in
areas such as visioning, alignment, building partnerships and developing the working

environment. (Schoonover 1997, 30.)

Lawson and Limbrick (1996) have examined senior HR leaders’ competencies by
interviewing 23 CEOs who expected senior HR leaders to support line operations, provide

flexible and effective HR capabilities and ensure HR staff has the needed competence level.
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They also expected senior HR leaders to have personal credibility, proactive decision-
making, communication skills, business knowledge, strategic focus, leadership skills, a
sense of urgency and change orientation, among others. (Lawson & Limbrick 1996.)
Business acumen, trustworthy leadership, HR expertise, and cultural stewardship are the
cornerstones of exceptional HR leadership according to Longenecker and Fink (2015). They
stress that if HR leadership is built on these four pillars, the constant challenges faced by
companies and HR can be overcome (Longenecker & Fink 2015, 24). An Accenture study
found that the skills of high-performing HR leaders (systems thinking, financial skills,
leadership, technology and data, strategic talent development and business acumen) and
strong relationships with the C-level executives set them apart from their peers (Shook &
Tayob 2023, 11).

Boudreau (2014, 194) uses a metaphor of “orchestra conductor” when describing the
competencies of HR leaders. Like conductors, HR leaders should assemble single experts
into one unit and make them collaborate together. This requires allowing the use of expertise
from other disciplines in their work. (Boudreau 2014, 194.) Marc Effron (2022, 28:42)
continues in a podcast interview that the best HR leaders not only know but love the business,
meaning that too often HR leaders just observe the business, but exceptional HR leaders get
themselves involved in the business (Effron 2023, 26:30).

Peters and Kabacoff (2012) used existing data to identify what are the characteristics of a
typical (North American) HR leader and a “HR superstar” as they call it. Typical HR leaders
excel in the traditional role of employee advocate, seen as nice people but lacking vision,
innovation, risk-taking and results-orientation, while HR superstars are the opposite. They
see the big picture and how they can contribute to it, they are not afraid to challenge the
status quo, they think differently and challenge others, they manage their own function the
way businesses are managed and demand results, they set high expectations and
communicate them clearly, they are not afraid to take risks and try alternative approaches.
They continue that these characteristics make a difference, enable HR leaders to become

equal and respected member of the executive teams. (Peters & Kabacoff 2012.)
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3.2.2 The leadership competencies of HR leaders

In general, leadership can be seen as a layering of different competencies, with the
relationships between the layers depending on the level of the leader's role in the
organization (Mumford et al. 2007, 166). Mumford and his colleagues (2007, 155-156)
propose based on the research that all leaders should possess cognitive skills (such as
abilities to critical thinking, communication, information collecting, learning to learn),
interpersonal skills (interacting and influencing skills), business skills (such as knowledge
of specific domains) and strategic skills (such as system thinking, understanding complex
issues, deal with ambiguity). In their study, they found that cognitive skills of a leader were
most needed, as were interpersonal skills, but when they looked at the relationship between
organizational level and leadership requirements, they found that it became stronger when
business and strategic skills were emphasized. This finding indicates that when promoting
leaders, the acquisition of business and strategic acumen becomes critical. (Mumford et al.
2007, 166.)

Avolio and Walumbwa (2006, 273) continue by pointing out that the demands and
challenges that HR and HR leaders face today are growing, becoming more complex, even
unprecedent. They highlight the importance of having strategic leadership competencies
(Avolio & Walumbwa 2006, 274), such as abilities to contribute to business strategy and
decisions (Lawler & Boudreau 2009, 3), to connect key human capital metrics to key
business metrics (e.g., customer behavior and financial outcomes) and to build a coherent
management system around them (Cascio 2005, 161) and have the ability to identify the
human capital factors that are key to the superior performance and therefore company's
success (Armstrong 2005, 197). Today's and tomorrow's HR leaders should have the courage
to lead and take a 'seat at the table', which many HR leaders currently do not have, and many
believe they should not have unless they demonstrate their strategic role in organizations
(Avolio & Walumbwa 2006, 274).

To address these challenges, Avolio and Walumbwa (2006) suggest that HR leaders assume
the role of authentic leaders. Authentic leaders know themselves, their core values, beliefs,
aspirations, and strengths, have self-awareness and self-reflection, and being authentic
involves themselves, those they lead and the organizational context, which together as a

complex construct lead to sustainable growth and performance (Avolio & Walumbwa 2006
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278-280). Avolio and Gardner (2005, 331) continue by believing that authentic leadership
can help people find meaning in their work through greater self-awareness, build optimism
and confidence, and increase openness in relationships and decision-making, leading to

greater trust and commitment.
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4 The competence development means of HR

This chapter starts with a definition of competence development, followed by an introduction
to the methods of competence development and how competence levels are assessed. It

concludes by looking at the ways in which HR leaders can develop their competencies.

4.1 The definition of competence development

Similar to the concept of competence, the concept of competence management or
competence development is multifaceted. Different terms can refer to the same topics or the
same term can be used to describe completely different things (Viitala 2005, 32). In this
study, competence development is used as a general term instead of the concept of
competence management. However, for the sake of clarity, the concept of competence
management is also briefly defined before moving on to definition of competence

development.

Competence management is about strengthening and ensuring the operational and
competitive performance of an organization through its knowledge base (Viitala 2005, 14).
It must be connected to the strategic goals of an organization leading to desired performance
(Mulder 2011, 23). Competence management is a way how organizations manage the
competencies of individuals, teams, and the whole organization (Berio & Harzallah 2007,

199), i.e., the subject of management is competence (Viitala 2005, 18).

Berio and Harzallah (2007, 199) consider competence management as an umbrella concept
consisting of four processes: competence identification, competence assessment, competence
acquisition and competence knowledge usage. The names of the processes are in many ways
self-explanatory, but what is noteworthy about the processes it that the authors attempt to
make a difference between required and acquired competencies. In the identification
process, the required competencies (i.e., the competencies that are required to carry out tasks
now or in the future) are identified while in the assessment and acquisition phase the acquired
competencies (i.e., how organizations assess what competencies to acquire and how and

when to acquire them) are identified (Berio & Harzallah 2007, 199). They continue that the
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required competencies can be identified, for example through interviews, and acquired
through learning processes (Berio & Harzallah 2007, 204-205).

Competence development on the other hand can be defined as ” an overall designation for
the various measures that can be used to affect the supply of competence on the internal
labour market (in individual employees, groups of employees or the whole personnel
group) ”(Ellstrém and Kock 2008, 7). By this Ellstrom and Kock (2008) refer to the planned
measures (such as career planning, training, job rotation) but also to unplanned and
unintended measures organizations take to further informal learning at the workplace. In
addition, competence development can also refer to the learning processes through which

individuals acquire competence. (Ellstrom & Kock 2008, 7.)

The ability to experience a variety of developmental experiences, motivation, and the ability
to cope with difficulties, to receive support from others and adequate ways to perform work-
related tasks, contribute to the development of an individual's competence, i.e., becoming
professionally competent as explained by Cheetam and Chivers (2001, 284-285). This
requires time and energy as noted by Yeung and his colleagues (1996, 53). Competence
development is critical if companies want to achieve or maintain competitiveness, but still
some companies have neglected to make the necessary investments and preferred to invest
in external resources (Prahalad & Hamel 1990, 84) or they have invested a considerable
number of resources without understanding the impact of these investments (Ellstrom &
Kock 2008).

Competence development can be viewed from organizational perspective and individual
perspective (e.g., Drejer 2000, 212; Ellstrom & Kock 2008, 7). The organizational
perspective can be recognized in Argyris's (1977) article in which he wrote about
organizational learning, although he did not associate it with the term "competence
development”. He defines organizational learning as “a process of detecting and correcting
error. Error is for our purposes any feature of knowledge or knowing that inhibits learning”
(Argyris 1977, 116). Prahalad and Hamel (1990) have defined core competencies as “the
collective learning of the organization” (Prahalad & Hamel 1990, 82) referring to the

concept of organizational learning.

Similar to Argyris (1977), Fiol and Lyles (1985, 803) define organizational learning as a

process where better knowledge and understanding lead to improved actions. They argue
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that contextual factors such as company culture, strategy, and organizational structure
increase (or decrease) the likelihood of learning. They also make a difference between
individual and organizational learning by pointing out that organizations unlike individuals
maintain learning structures, i.e., meaning that organizational learning is much more than a
sum of individuals’ learning. (Fiol & Lyles 1985, 804.)

However, organizations or processes as such do not learn, human beings do (Drejer 2000,
210), emphasizing the individual perspective to learning. Sundberg (2001, 104) continues
arguing that no one can develop the competence of another individual, only the individual
can do so. What others can do, is to set the scene and provide tools for competence
development (Sundberg 2001, 104).

From an individual perspective Drejer (2000, 215) proposes a model how competencies
develop (i.e., an individual becomes competent) through different levels. The levels - novice,
advanced beginner, skilled, expert and world class - illustrate how competencies develop
through stages that take time and are demonstrated by performance (Drejer 2000, 215). What
Drejer's (2000) levels of competence development suggest is that for instance world-class

competence is not achieved overnight but is a gradual process.

Although human beings learn not organizations as noted by Drejer (2000, 210), learning
does not happen without a proper context, meaning that both actors, individuals, and
organizations, are required. Getting better or more competent is evaluated in relation to how
well individual’s competencies are linked to the organization's goals and how to reach them
(Drejer 2000, 214). And as Viitala (2005, 109) continues, companies’ success is depending
on how well complex and hierarchical individual competencies are connected with the
organizations’ strategy. However, how competence development is addressed in

organizations’ goals or strategies are excluded from the scope of this study.

4.2 Means of competence assessment

Competence assessment can be defined in relation to the desired activity (Hager et al. 1994)
or how to identify that an employee (or individual) has acquired a certain competence (Berio
& Harzallah 2007, 199). Ward and her colleagues (2002, 74) write that research on self-

assessment emphasizes an interindividual perspective, based on an individual's self-
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assessment of his or her own competence against a self-imposed standard. Instead of
focusing on interindividual perspective, they suggest an intraindividual perspective, where
the aim is for the individual to identify his or her own strengths and weaknesses, and thus to

identify the areas that need most improvement (Ward et al. 2002, 74).

In the context of competence assessment, measurement and feedback (see Hager et al. 1994)
is often discussed, for example through surveys or 360 assessments (Yeung et al. 1996).
Bohlouli and his colleagues (2017) have created a mathematical model with the aim of
identifying competence gaps. Their research is based on the 4P rule, where all four P's -
Person, Performance, Position, Period - must be evaluated to find the most suitable person
for the job. Their approach is based on the challenge that organizations often face: how to
find the right person for the right job. (Bohlouli et al. 2017.) The level of competence can
also be assessed as part of development discussions, where feedback is given, for example,

by one's own manager (Ulrich 1997).

Avolio and Walumbwa (2006) stress the importance of self-reflection as a means of
assessing competence: in order to identify areas where you need to improve, you need to be
able to reflect on your own competence. This contributes to the approaches advocated by
Ward and her colleagues (2002), in which individuals need to assess their own competencies
in relation to someone (interindividual perspective) and identify their own areas of
development in order to begin to develop them (intraindividual perspective).

The literature emphasizes that competencies are assessed in relation to a specific profession
or role (see e.g. Hager et al. 1994; Berio & Harzallah 2007; Bohlouli et al. 2017). This is
probably justified, especially as everyone has a specific occupation or role in an
organization. In contrast, the individual's own subjective perspective on the assessment of

his or her competencies is limited.

4.3 Means of competence development

Ulrich (1997, 144) categorizes competence development means into four categories that are
typically used in the organizations: 1) training, courses, and seminars 2) developing through
experiences such as job assignments, job rotation, and apprenticeships 3) action-learning

i.e., training activities focused on solving real business problems and 4) coaching,
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mentoring, and collaborating. Similar to Ulrich’s (1997) categorization is Littlejohn’s and
her colleagues’ (2011) categorization. Based on their research they found the following
seven learning practices used in the workplaces: 1) formal learning, 2) self-study, 3) learning
through discussions with others, 4) learning through experience, 5) vicarious learning, 6)
mentoring and coaching and 7) learning by teaching others (Littlejohn et al. 2011, 27).

Both Ulrich (1997) and Littlejohn and her colleagues (2011) distinguish formal learning
and informal learning, former referring to formal ways of learning such as classroom
courses or seminars while the latter refers to for example learning from experience and from
others, coaching and mentoring. Based on a literature review conducted by Za and his
colleagues (2014, 1025) they define informal learning as “when learning processes are
neither determined nor designed by an organization, learning is often referred to as
informal, experiential, or accidental learning”. Marsick and her colleagues (2017, 27)
continue that informal learning is challenging to identify and examine since it is often
unconscious and difficult to observe. They note that in addition to formal and informal
learning, also incidental learning occurs. By this they mean accidental and spontaneous
learning acquired “through conscious and at times unconscious, interaction within an

experience, situated in a context (historical and relational) ” (Marsick et al. 2017, 32).

As stated, learning in the workplace is considered important and takes place in many ways,
yet a large part of the investments have been directed towards formal learning practices (le
Clus 2011, 359). When asked about their best and worst learning experiences, employees
cite formal learning activities and ignore other forms of learning because they are rarely seen
as learning at all (Littlejohn et al. 2011, 30). But as Littlejohn and her colleagues' (2011)
study respondents pointed out, when formal education is combined with experimentation, it
makes for a powerful learning combination. A similar view was given by the interviewees
in Cheetham and Chivers’ (2001) study: the faster learning is put into practice, the more
effective it becomes (Cheetham & Chivers 2001, 285). Their results suggested also that
formality in learning means different things to different individuals (Cheetam & Chivers
2001, 285) making the boundaries between formal, informal, and incidental learning

irrelevant as noted by Marsick and her colleagues (2017, 32).
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4.3.1 The means of competence development of HR professionals

Developing the competencies of HR professionals is often overlooked because they focus
on developing others, not themselves (Ulrich et al. 1995, 491; Ulrich 1997, 228). Possibly
for this reason, the development strategies of HR professionals, including HR leaders have
been overlooked (Yeung et al. 1996, 53). Considering the pressure and demands HR is
facing, developing their competencies should prioritized. If HR professionals do not commit
to develop themselves, their current skills and competencies become obsolete (Yeung et al.
1996, 56).

Yeung and colleagues’ (1996) study about competence development strategies for HR
professionals emphasized the importance of assessing current competency levels, identifying
competence gaps, and clearly communicating the needed competencies before planning and
executing development actions. This approach ensures that HR professionals understand the
expectations placed upon them. Once competency levels have been assessed and areas for
development identified, HR professionals can start to develop their competencies for
example through formal training, on-the-job learning, peer networks, mentoring or coaching.
(Yeung et al. 1996, 53-55.)

Le Clus (2011) highlighted that the majority of investments in competence development
focus on formal learning activities. However, an interview study by Cheetam and Chivers
(2001) revealed that professionals across different fields considered 'learning on the job' as
the most efficient method to achieve full competency. Similarly, Yeung and colleagues
(1996, 55) found out that HR professionals to learn on the job, they must be exposed to so
called stretch projects where they must use variety of critical competencies in business-
related projects, and they must have opportunities to rotate within HR or even outside HR.
Especially when rotating outside HR to line manager roles, HR professionals have an
opportunity to gain business acumen, customer understanding and enhance credibility
(Yeung et al. 1996, 55).

Rotation as a way to gain (new) business acumen was also discovered by Prahalad and
Hamel (1990, 91) who noted that the companies who rotated their most critical employees
regularly excelled. Lawler and Boudreau (2009, 2, 20) noticed based on their longitudinal
study of large American corporations that HR professionals to become strategic business

partners, they should develop themselves by rotating, having line management experience
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and involving line managers into HR decision-making processes. They continued later that
HR professionals should rotate to non-HR roles at some point in their career to gain business
acumen (Lawler and Boudreau 2018, 155). Similar proposal was also made by Losey and
colleagues (2005, 205) in their article, where they highlighted the importance of rotations
within and outside of HR in developing competence.

4.3.2 The means of competence development of HR leaders

As noted, limited research has been done on the development of HR leaders' competencies
(see Yeung et al. 1996; Srikanth 2019). Some of the methods that have been prevalent in
studies include exposure to development projects (Robinson & Wick, 1992), challenging
tasks (Srikanth 2019) and challenging situations (Avolio & Walumbwa 2006), and rotation
within and outside of HR (Yeung et al. 1996; Roberts & Hirsch 2005). Similar results were
also found when studying the development of non-HR executives’ competencies (Dragoni
et al. 2011). The common denominator of these proposed development activities can be

considered as 'learning from experience'.

Dragoni and her colleagues (2011) found that systematically developing executives through
increasingly challenging roles leads to the development of strategic thinking competence,
which is crucial for a company's competitiveness. This supports the idea proposed by
Robinson and Wick (1992) that exposure to challenging developmental opportunities
promotes learning. They suggested that business success relies on leaders' ability to handle
change, ambiguity, and complexity, making the incorporation of learning into work critical
(Robinson & Wick 1992).

HR leaders are encouraged to gain business acumen, organizational insights and
understanding of market expectations by entering the field and working with managers and
employees (Cascio 2005, 160) by gaining experience in business tasks or roles (Yeung et al.
1996, 55) or actively learning how organizations work (Roberts & Hirsch 2005, 176).
Armstrong (2005, 199) emphasizes the importance of participating in professional networks
outside HR’s own domain. HR leaders must be able to collect information from multiple
sources, involve others in decision-making, but also make those independently, and more

importantly have willingness to make tough decisions (Peters & Kabacoff 2012).
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Avolio and Walumbwa (2006) suggest that HR leaders should expose themselves to
challenging situations, spend more time with their followers to better understand cause-and-
effect relationships, and integrate knowledge from different disciplines. Self-awareness is
an important part of authentic leadership, so it must be treated as a process in which HR
leaders consciously strive to understand their own values, beliefs, and sense of purpose. They
must seek opportunities for self-awareness and self-knowledge. (Avolio & Walumbwa 2006,
280, 283.) McEvoy and colleagues (2005, 393) continue reminding that self-assessment is

critical when addressing development needs.

Srikanth (2019) study examines how cognitive ability, personality dimensions and density
of work experience predict HR competencies. His findings suggest that the nature of the
activities, the different roles (individual contributor, team leader, and manager) and the time
spent in these roles determine the density of the work experience. Leaders who have held
multiple positions in multiple challenging positions over a period of time tend to report
greater density of work experience, and the more extensive or dense the experience, the
better it indicates not only what leaders are capable of, but also what they can actually do.
Therefore, HR leaders should be exposed to challenging assignments and have control over
their density of experience. (Srikanth 2019, 359.) Similar findings were found in a study by
Dragoni and her colleagues (2011). They call this "accumulation of work experience™ which
suggest the same as Srikanth's (2019) density of work: the more experience has been
accumulated, the more clearly it shows multi-level participation in different roles and
activities (Dragoni et al. 2011, 832).

However, learning from experience is not a simple concept. It requires certain level of self-
consciousness to extract learning from experience (Robinson & Wick 1992, 63), cognitive
ability and openness to experience (Dragoni et al. 2011) but also workplace maturity such
that opportunities for on-the-job learning are possible and as equal as possible for all groups
of employees (Billett 2001).For learning experiences to be developmental, they must be
challenging, and they must trigger the idea that the old ways of doing things no longer apply.
In addition, leaders must take the accountability of their actions and they must be open for
development and growth. (Robinson & Wick 1992, 64.) As Robinson and Wick (1992, 64)
continue “apparently, experience provides only the opportunity for development to take

place: the individual must extract the lessons from the experience before development can
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occur”. Effron (2022, 37:02) continues noting that not all experience is meaningful.

Therefore, it is important to understand what competence to develop and how to develop it.
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5 Empirical research

This chapter describes the research method used in this study and how the data was collected
and analyzed. The aim is to give as clear a picture as possible of how the results and
conclusions were reached. The chapter concludes with a description of the reliability and

validity of the study.

5.1 Research method and course of the research process

The aim of this study is to examine two sets of issues, the competencies of HR leaders and
the means to develop the competencies. The most appropriate research method to investigate
these two aspects in this study is qualitative research. Qualitative research refers to research
that uses non-quantitative data collection such as interviews to evaluate and describe
respondents’ behavior or experiences of the studied phenomena (Adams et al. 2007, 26;
Godwill 2015, 15.) One of its objectives is to investigate the phenomenon deeply and
thoroughly (Eskola & Suoranta 1998) and not to seek statistical generalizations (Tuomi &
Sarajéarvi 2018).

Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018) write that when considering what qualitative research is, the
fundamental question is what the relationship of qualitative research to theory is i.e., is
qualitative research theoretical or empirical in nature. The question can be approached by
assessing the method of analysis appropriate to the qualitative research in question. For
example, grounded theory is a method that is guided by a theoretical or epistemological
framework, while content analysis is a method that can be applied quite freely to different
theoretical and epistemological starting points (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). This study uses

content analysis as a method of analysis.

The research process of this study began in May 2023, when the author decided on a research
topic and started to explore the literature. While conducting the literature review, the author
began to formulate the key research questions for the study and the research gap that the
study sought to address. In June and August 2023, the literature review was completed, and
the research design began to take shape. In September 2023, the researcher finalized the
literature review and drafted the interview questions. In October 2023, potential interviewees
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were identified, contacted and interviews arranged, which took place in November 2023.
After collecting the data, the author analyzed the data using the methods used in the study.
In December 2023, the research was finalized with the aim of returning the completed work
in January 2024. The final return of the work was eventually delayed until June 2024. The

research process is illustrated in figure 4.

MAY 2023 JUNE-AUGUST 2023 SEPTEMBER 2023 OCTOBER 2023
Choosing the subject Writing a literature review Finalizing the literature review Contacting the interviewees
Getting to know the literature Drawing up a research plan Drawing up a data collection Choosing the data collection

plan method and the analysis

Writing a thematic analysis
. strategy

Finalizing the interview

questions
NOVEMBER 2023 DECEMBER 2023 JANUARY 2024
Conducting the interviews Writing the empirical findings Submitting the thesis
Transcribing the interviews e o_nclusmns .
. Finalizing the thesis
Analysizing data

Figure 4. The research process

5.2 Data collection

In this study, interviews were used as the data collection method. One of the advantages of
interviews is their flexibility, i.e., the interviewer can repeat the question, correct
misunderstandings, or make clarifications (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). Another advantage is
the possibility to keep the focus group small and to use discretionary sampling (Eskola &
Suoranta 1998) or "elite sampling”, as Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018) define it. This carefully
and appropriately selected focus group determines where the samples are collected and thus
helps to reduce the generalizability of the results (Eisenhardt 1989, 537). Only respondents
who are expected to provide the best information about the phenomenon under study are

selected for the survey (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018).

In addition to the selection of interviewees, one of the most common considerations is what
is a sufficient sample size for the study (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). It is simply impossible to
give an answer to that question, at least not when the sample size is improbable (Guest et al.

2006, 59), but one way to determine the adequacy of the sample size is saturation (Guest et
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al. 2006, 59; Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). Saturation refers to the point at which little or no
new information is obtained (Guest 2006, 59; Weller et al. 2018, 1), and at which point the
data starts to repeat itself (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). It is impossible to give a strict definition
of the saturation point, as it depends on the topic under study or the amount of information
obtained from the interviews (Weller et al. 2018, 13). Instead of aiming to reach a complete
saturation point, the researcher should aim to find important or central themes in the data
(Weller et al. 2018, 13).

This study utilized discretionary sampling by selecting eight interviewees who met the key
criteria of the study. All interviewees were senior HR leaders who were working in a so-
called generalist role and who had minimum of three years’ experience in leadership roles.
The companies they represented were either global companies with a subsidiary in Finland
or companies operating solely in Finland.

The interviewees had a wide range of HR work experience in roles such as HR administrator,
HR coordinator, HR manager, HR business partner and HR leader with specific HR areas
ranging from recruitment, payroll, shared services, compensation and benefits, performance
management and learning and development. One interviewee had experience in inhouse HR
role, providing HR support as an outsourced consultant to the named clients. All

interviewees had minimum three years of HR leader experience.

The work experience outside HR was limited (the work experience in this context excluded
short-term summer works and short-term internships). One of the interviewees started her
career in finance as a controller and then moved on to HR roles. Two of the interviewees
had experience in sales whether B2B (business to business) or B2C (business to consumer)
and one of the interviewees had experience in business development roles but the number of

years spent in such positions was limited to a few years.

Seven of the eight interviewees currently have subordinates, one of the interviewees has had
subordinates in the past but is currently working without a team. The number of subordinates
ranged from four to eleven. All subordinates worked in HR roles, but some of the
interviewees also had other roles reporting to them (e.g., executive assistant or work ability

manager).

All interviewees reported to the CEO of the company or to the CEO of a specific

geographical area. Three of the interviewees worked in a matrix organization hence they
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reported also to the Group HR leader or to the HR leader of a specific geographical area. All

interviewees were females. The summary of the interviewees is presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Summary of the interviewees

INTERVIE | EDUCATION YEARS OF COMPANY INDUSTRY
WEE EXPERIENCE DETAILS FY2022
1 M.Sc. Economics inHR: 30y Employees: 950 Catering & real
HR leader: 25y Revenues: ~70M€ estate services
2 M.Sc. Economics inHR: 24y Employees: 160 Pharmaceuticals
HR leader: 13y Revenues: ~70M€ & healthcare
3 M.Sc. Economics inHR: 30y Employees: 15000 Construction
HR leader: 17y Revenues: EBIT 3%
4 M.Sc. Economics inHR: 16y Employees: 700 Real estate
B. Business HR leader: 7y Revenues: ~80M€
Administration
5 M.Sc. Economics inHR: 25y Employees: 450 Health tech
MBA HR leader: 15y Revenues: ~100M€
6 M.Sc. Economics inHR: 18y Employees: 550 Construction
HR leader: 3y Revenues: 240M€
7 M.Sc. HR inHR: 17y Employees: 3400 Energy
Management HR leader: 10y Revenues: 1,1B€ management
B.Sc. Computer
Science &
Mathematics
8 Master of Social inHR: 20y Employees: 1400 Real estate &
Sciences HR leader: 5y Revenues: ~100M€ construction
B. Business
Administration

The data was collected through interviews in November 2023. Prior to the interviews, the
interviewees were approached by email in October 2023 with the aim of requesting their
willingness to participate in this study. All approached interviewees accepted the request to
participate. The basic information about the study, such as the researched phenomena and
the reasons for the study, was given to them in advance, but the interview questions were
not. This was a deliberate decision made by the author. The reason why questions were not
given in advance was that the interviewees were given the freedom to interpret the themes
from their own point of view during the interview. However, it is justified to give the
interview questions in advance in order to obtain as much information as possible on the

desired topics, as pointed out by Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018).

Before setting the interviews, all interviewees were given information regarding the
confidentiality: their responses would be treated anonymously. Also, in accordance with the

GDPR, consent to be interviewed was requested when doing the interview.
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All interviews were conducted remotely via Teams, which allowed the interviews to be
recorded. The recordings were securely stored in a cloud storage at LUT University and will
be destroyed when they are no longer needed for the purposes of this study. The average

duration of the interview was one hour.

All interviews were transcribed with the help of Teams and Word transcription
functionalities. The transcripts were carefully checked and unnecessary words such as "like"

and "well" were removed. A total of 137 pages of transcribed text were produced.

The interviews followed the same structure. First, the interview process was explained, then
consent was sought, and it was explained how the data collected would be handled. Then
seven background questions were asked before moving on to the thematic questions. The
interview questions are annexed to this study (appendix 1).

As noted, the data collection method used in this study was interviews, more specifically
semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews use pre-selected themes and closely
related pre-defined questions (Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2018) such as open-ended questions and
questions arising from the theoretical framework (Galleta 2013, 45). With open-ended
questions, the interviewees have an opportunity to narrate their experiences freely, while the
scope and the objectives of the study must be kept in mind (Galleta 2013, 47). As Tuomi and
Sarajarvi (2018) point out, semi-structured interviews do not rely on asking just any

questions but try to find answers to themes or questions that are relevant to the research.

One of the basic questions in qualitative research is: should all interviewees be asked the
same questions in the same order and should the wording of the questions be exactly the
same (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). In this study, the structure and the initial questions to all
interviewees were the same but since the interviewees were asked open-ended questions,
many of them covered several questions or topics in one answer. Also, interviewees were
asked to give examples, and in some cases the initial questions were followed by "why" and
"how" questions. In this sense, the wording of all interviews was not the same and not all
interviews asked exactly the same questions, but the structure of the interview and themes

covered were same in all of the interviews.
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5.3 Data analysis

The survey data was analyzed using content analysis as a method. Krippendorff (2019, 24)
defines content analysis as “a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences
from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use.” Tuomi and Sarajéarvi
(2018) define content analysis as a text analysis which aims to describe the phenomenon
under study in a concise and generalized form. Although the definition of content analysis
uses the word "text", it does not only refer to written text (Krippendorff 2019, 24), but can

also include interviews, dialogues, and speeches (Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2018).

Content analysis allows for an objective and systematic analysis of the data (Tuomi &
Sarajarvi 2018). However, the researcher must become aware of his or her own presumptions
and subjectivity (Eskola & Suoranta 1998). Content analysis aims to organize data in a clear
format without losing the information they contain. This can be done by first splitting the
data into parts, then processing and reassembling them into a logical whole. The research
literature also distinguishes what guides content analysis; is it the data or theory. The former
refers to the need to define a unit of analysis, such as a word or phrase, before starting an
analysis, while the latter starts from a predefined unit, based on a theory or model. The
former is also known as inductive content analysis while the latter is known as deductive
content analysis. (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018.) In this study, the aim was to analyze the data

from the perspective of inductive content analysis.

This study used Tuomi & Sarajarvi's (2018) three-step analysis process. In the first step, the
data is reduced to exclude all irrelevant information, for example by summarizing or
dividing the text into different parts (Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2018), in order to reduce the data to
a manageable size (Krippendorff 2019, 88). In this study, the transcribed data was first
summarized by searching the data for units relevant to the study, such as competence, and
painting them in different colors in the text. Once the units were identified, those were drawn
on paper as a map and different kind of lists. This was followed by the second step of the

analysis process, clustering.

The clustering phase involves looking for similarities in the data, which are then grouped
into categories. First, sub-categories are created, which are combined to create categories
and finally main categories. (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018.) In this study, the clustering was first

done on paper by drawing and writing on a piece of paper summarized phrases from the
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transcribes then clustering those into sub-categories and categories. The categories found
were then transferred to Excel. First, separate tabs were made in Excel based on the
previously in the reducing phase identified units. Then tables were created in which the
found sub-categories and categories were inserted. An example of the data from the

clustering phase is shown in Figure 5.

SUMMARIZED
PHRASES

SUB-CATEGORIES )

Participation in
Networking with a
fee

paid networks
(EGN, Henry)
|

S

Participation in a
paid book club

|
S

Personal networks
consisting of ex-

colleagues
| —

CATEGORY

Networking

Networks within

Networking
- ——1 current
without a fee -
organization
Acquaintances
working in the
same field

Figure 5. Example of clustering

The third step is conceptualization, where the aim is to continue making categorizations in
order to form theoretical concepts on the basis of the selected data (Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2018).
As Krippendorff (2019, 255) points out it is important to recognize the conceptual difference
between the data analyzed and the abstract nature of the categories chosen, i.e., meaning that
the researcher must consider the subjectivity of their own categories.

In this study, the data was further classified in Excel by identifying not only sub-categories
and categories, but also main categories and their possible links to concepts described in the
theory. For example, the definition of competence and its components — personal
characteristics and knowledge - used in the study guided the categorization work. In addition
to Excel, PowerPoint was used for illustration purposes, as an example in Figure 6

demonstrates.
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SUB-

CATEGORIES
MAIN CATEGORIES p N

CATEGORIES

Being curious

UNIT OF AN Per 1 L )
ANALYSIS crsonal Curiosity
characteristics s N

Having curiosity

Competence

Understanding of the

N market conditions
. A S
Knowledge Business acumen p .
J\ Understanding of the

business

. J

Figure 6. Example of the conceptualization phase guided by the unit of an analysis

Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018) describe conceptualization as a process in which the researcher
builds a picture of the phenomenon under study through the categories he or she has made.
The categories found at this stage guided the analysis of the results, but also how the findings
are described in chapter 6. During the analysis of the data, the author regularly returned to
the transcripts, looking for direct quotes to support the analysis. Direct quotes were therefore

used extensively in the findings chapter.

5.4 Reliability and validity of the study

The reliability of research means is often assessed through validity and reliability. The
former refers to the fact that the study has investigated what has been reported and the latter
to the reproducibility of the study. (Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2018). They continue noting that both
concepts have been criticized, but as Eskola and Suoranta (1998) point out, it is not the
concepts themselves that are essential, but the meaning that is given to them. Tuomi and
Sarajdrvi (2018) go on to say that when it comes to assessing reliability, it is the whole that

counts.

When discussing the reliability of qualitative research, questions of truth and objectivity
often arise. When considering the objectivity of qualitative research, it is also useful to

consider the reliability of the findings and their impartiality. (Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2018.) By
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this, Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018) mean being aware of whether the researcher seeks to
understand the subjects as themselves or whether the interviewee's story is filtered through
the researcher's own perspective. Eskola & Suoranta (1998) continue by stating that

objectivity may be gained once realizing own subjectivity.

In this study, this impartiality point was key, as the author of this study was a senior HR
leader herself. The author had to be aware of her own subjectivity towards her subjects, both
during the interview phase and during the analysis phase. This was made possible by a
conscious decision to examine the data only on the basis of what emerged in the data, but

also by acknowledging that one's own subjectivity might guide the analysis.

Other important aspect to consider is the reliability of the findings as Tuomi and Sarajérvi
(2018) write. This can also refer to the importance of data transparency. Transparency in
qualitative research can be gained for instance by explaining thoroughly how data is
collected, generated, and analyzed, sharing carefully selected data, or using qualitative data
analysis software (Kapiszewski & Karcher 2021). Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018) present a list
that can be used to assess the reliability of research. They list similar items than Kapiszewski
and Karcher (2021) such as the justification of the choice of informants, the collection of
data, and how it is analyzed and reporting of the results as elements that help to assess
reliability (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). However, transparency is not something that the
studies either have or do not have, as most studies fall somewhere in between, but rather the
aim of increasing transparency is to provide new ways of evaluating qualitative research
(Kapiszewski & Karcher 2021).

In this study, the aim was to describe the interviewees as accurately as possible while
protecting their anonymity. Similarly, the data collection and the process steps involved, as
well as the analysis process, were described as accurately as possible. In the findings chapter,
direct quotes from interviewees aimed to authenticate the findings reported. The aim of
describing these is to allow the reader to assess the reliability of the research.

However, from the point of view of the reproducibility of the study, the fact that the
interviewees are anonymous affects the assessment of reliability. As Batt and Kahn (2021,
1080) point out; qualitative research is not typically replicable because the anonymity of the
respondents must be preserved. It is also important to note that different interviewees may

give different answers. Although this study used saturation to identify at what point the data
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starts to repeat itself, different interviewees or a larger sample size may produce different
results. In addition, the author’s own subjectivity may have affected reliability, as noted

earlier.

The purpose of this chapter has been to give the reader as much information as possible
about the steps involved in carrying out the research and collecting the data thus help the
reader to assess the reliability of the research. In addition, the interview questions, which are
presented as annexes to this study, have been constructed in an attempt to find answers to
the phenomena under investigation. This was done in order to ensure the validity of the

study, i.e., that this study investigates what the reader is promised.
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6 Findings

This chapter presents the results of the study. The chapter starts with a discussion of the key
competencies of HR leaders, as well as those related to leadership, followed by findings
related to the ways in which HR leaders seek to assess and develop their own competencies.

The chapter concludes with a summary of the findings.

6.1 The key competencies of HR leaders

The interviews revealed the ambiguity of the definition of competence. To minimize
ambiguity, the definition of competence used in this study was explained to the interviewees.
The definition of competence was also used in the analysis of the results, and the following

subsections are constructed using the definition.
6.1.1 Personal characteristics

The interviewees' perspectives on the personal characteristics of HR leaders varied. Some
highlighted the ability to establish a close connection with the business, having curiosity or
the ability to add value as personal characteristics. Others stressed the need to tolerate
uncertainty, look ahead and demonstrate a forward-looking attitude. Some interviewees
stressed the importance of credibility and authenticity, while others emphasized task-
orientation i.e., key job requirements influence what the most important personal

characteristics of a HR leader should be.

Despite the different approaches to the question of personal characteristics, the responses of
the interviewees revealed components that could be identified as such. They used the terms
such as curiosity, resilience, perseverance, determination, agility, firmness, emotional
intelligence, patience, authenticity, self-awareness, and credibility. The terms “curious”
and ““curiosity” recurred most often in the interviews. Curiosity in this context referred to

the curiosity to learn new things, to evolve and being open-minded.
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“Curiosity, this | have discovered is one of the key things and it's not only for HR, it's for
everyone going forward that if you do not have the curiosity you are not actually learning
and developing yourself further.”

(Interviewee 7)

“You have to be curious about what's happening outside and what’s happening inside the
company.”

(Interviewee 1)

Interviewees also stressed the importance of self-reflection on personal characteristics: in
order to identify the most important characteristics, one must be able to identify the extent

to which one has or does not have them.

6.1.2 Knowledge

Business acumen emerged as the most important competence of all, when asked about what
knowledge should HR leaders have. Business acumen in this context meant an understanding
of the market, customers, competitors, the financials of the business, an understanding of
business challenges and future prospects. Business acumen also referred to the strategic role
of HR: to be a strategic partner, HR needs to understand the business, as one interviewee put
it:
“In HR you need to have, no matter if | am a leader or not, business acumen. Super key. |
need to know my business in order to understand what's happening in the environment,
what's happening with the talents, what resources are difficult to get, where can | buy,

build, borrow and bridge, | mean all those people strategies are based on your business
acumen.”

(Interviewee 7)

Business acumen was considered so important that its absence would even be worrying:

“For HR leaders or HR people in general if you don't have business acumen and don't
care about it then that's always a bit worrying. We can't look at things from inside our own
bubble.”

(Interviewee 4)
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The interviewees agreed that other stakeholders would consider business acumen to be a key
competence for HR leaders as well. Interviews revealed that HR leaders need to work in
close partnership with business and other stakeholders, rather than in isolation, as one of the
interviewees’ commented:
“They [business stakeholders] want a more strategic approach from HR. They don't want
an HR director who is caught up in the day-to-day operational stuff, but they want
someone who is there to support the management team and work with them to think about

the bigger picture. You know, away from that ‘rule and police world” more to the direction
that we are here to support the business. ”

(Interviewee 4)

The interviews also raised the issue of political decisions, such as establishment of wellbeing
services counties, and the resulting regulatory impact on HR leaders' competencies and

ability to support the business in the best possible way.

Second most cited competence after business acumen was functional knowledge of HR in
particular knowledge of labor law and employment relations. Interviewees also stressed the
importance of HR process related skills and subject matter expertise such as understanding

talent acquisition.

Digital acumen emerged as a key area of expertise in the interviews. Digital acumen in this
regard meant data literacy, analytical skills, and responsible data management.
“Understanding the usefulness of data and data analytics. A concrete example is the
workforce planning tool that we use, which genuinely enables us to look beyond industry
boundaries to see the headcount and its development, because the allocation of resources

to projects is important. This is how you use digitalization to link the skills and numbers of
people [to projects].

(Interviewee 3)

References to digitalization also emerged in the interviews. The term was used in a broad
sense, but data analysis revealed that it was used primarily to refer to the digitalization of
work and how digitalization impacts on skills and competencies. By digitalization of
work, interviewees meant making work more efficient by allowing some tasks to be
performed by artificial intelligence and automating work which requires certain kind of
competence. As one interviewee commented, HR has a key role to play as work changes and

becomes more automated:
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“HR is quite on the spot challenging the organization to digitize its operations. --- But HR
should have a vision of how the work is going to change and how people’s skills and
competencies can be kept up with the change.”

(Interviewee 2)

The interviewees highlighted the increased need to make data-driven decisions now that data
is widely available from different sources and with the help of artificial intelligence. This
need, in turn, highlighted the importance of having competence to handle that data

responsibly.

The interviews stressed the importance of understanding the usability of data in decision-
making and planning, which increases the demand for analytical skills. The challenge of
skills obsolescence was also raised, to which digitalization can provide a solution. As one
interviewee underlined the role of the HR leader as an advocate for continuous competence
development, by stating:

“You need to understand what you can build around digitalization. I've noticed that my
team is really behind in these technological solutions and digital competencies. | feel that |

[as a leader] need to be really on the map about what can be done with current technology
and how we can use it. In a way, to be able to give vision to my team.”

(Interviewee 4)

Also, cultural acumen emerged as one of the key knowledge related competencies that HR

leaders should possess. Cultural acumen in this regard meant understanding of different

cultural backgrounds, organizational culture building skills, ability to lead different people,

courage, and willingness to intervene, and the ability to recognize different patterns of

human behavior.

“Every organization has a certain cultural background and what you do has to be put into
context. If you don't know the people and the way of doing things, people might easily

misunderstand, so you need to know the starting point from which people listen to what is
being said or told.”

(Interviewee 6)

The interviews also referred to diversity: as the world has become more globalized, bringing
together, and abilities to manage diverse teams was seen as an opportunity by the

interviewees. In this study, diversity is classified as part of culture acumen.
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The interviews highlighted the need for cultural change due to increasing diversity in
organizations. For instance, an organization previously exclusively Finnish-speaking may
soon have non-Finnish-speaking employees. HR leaders play a crucial role in driving these
changes.

"The internationalization of the workforce is likely to become more important and with it

the understanding of different cultural backgrounds. Here is where we [HR leaders] play
an important role."

(Interviewee 8)

The interviews also highlighted the importance of knowing current trends that are not
necessarily HR related but important for HR leaders to know. For example, sustainability-
related knowledge emerged in the interviews. It was seen as important for the competitive
advantage of the organization and therefore also for the competence of HR leaders as one
interviewee pointed out:
"Customers are under increasing pressure to be sustainable, which is why they are also
demanding different sustainability measures from us. So in a way we, myself included,

have to be at the forefront of building things together with our customers so that they can
respond to what is required of them."

(Interviewee 4)

The interviewees highlighted customer-centricity and how knowing the customers and
taking their needs into account allows an organization to differentiate itself from its
competitors. According to the interviewees, this is done either by becoming more customer-
centric by offering customers solutions that others do not yet offer, or by developing
solutions together with customers. The interviews revealed that customer related knowledge

is also important for HR leaders to have.

6.1.3 Actions

Interviewees used the words "ability", "capacity™ and "skills™ extensively to define the key
competencies of HR leaders. At the analysis stage, it seemed natural to put them in verb
form, as interviewees used verbs when talking about them, for example: 'to be able to

challenge constructively' (Interviewee 3).
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The results showed that the most cited action-related competencies that came up that HR
leaders should possess were related to challenging, developing, engaging others,
justifying, prioritizing, critical thinking, collaborating, influencing, making decision,

looking ahead, putting plans into actions and solving problems.

“[HR leaders should have] strong decision-making abilities and the courage to challenge.
Challenge senior managers in a good, constructive way. ”

(Interviewee 2)

“It’s really important to be able to influence up front and sell your ideas so that you don't
go for example into a management team unprepared without having done a little bit of
influencing work [in advance].”

(Interviewee 1)

The interviews highlighted a genuine desire not only to be interested in the business, the
market in which it operates and its competitors, but also to show it to others. As one

interviewee commented:

“I need to be really aware of them [market trends], but I don't need to know how to do
everything, but I need to know where the world is going, what the trends are and the
opportunities they create, so that | am able to start developing the organization in that
direction.”

(Interviewee 4)

The key competencies found in this study are summarized in Table 5.
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KEY COMPETENCIES OF HR LEADERS

expertise

Digital acumen

o Data literacy

e Data management

e Data-driven decision making

e Analytical skills

Cultural acumen

e understanding of different
cultural backgrounds

e Organizational culture
building skills

e  Ability to lead diverse
people and recognize

diversity

Other

e  Sustainability related
knowledge

e  Customer related knowledge

Personal characteristics Knowledge Actions

e  Curiosity Business acumen e Challenging

e Resilience e Understanding of the e Developing

e  Perseverance business, market, customers, | ¢  Engaging others

e Determination competitors e Justifying

e Agility e Knowing basic financials e Prioritizing

e Firmness e Understanding of business | «  Critical thinking

e Emotional intelligence challenges and prospects e Collaborating

e Patience Functional knowledge of HR e Influencing

e Authenticity * Understanding labor lawand | 4 \aking decision

e  Self-awareness employment relations e Looking ahead

e  Credibility e Having HR processknow- | ;= pytting plans into actions
how and substance matter «  Solving problems

6.1.4 Leadership competencies

Guided by the theoretical part it was decided to separate HR leaders’ leadership

competencies into their own domain. The results showed that leadership was mainly

considered from two perspectives: leading change and leading others (see Table 6).

The competencies related to leading change, involving others was the most emphasized by

the interviewees. It was seen as a critical component of managing change. In addition to the

involvement of others, the interviewees highlighted the importance of communication.

Regular and continuous communication was seen as a prerequisite for successful change

management. Communication in this regard meant also active listening. The interviews
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revealed that leaders often forget that they know more about the change and where things
are in the change process, and therefore forget to communicate the change sufficiently to
employees. The lack of communication and involvement has led to failed transformations,
as one interviewee pointed out:

“[You should] remember to involve others. When | think about where transformations

could have gone better, there have been situations where people have not been sufficiently
involved, and not enough communication has taken place.”

(Interviewee 8)

The interviewees highlighted the importance of recognizing that people are at different
stages of the transformation journey or have different attitudes to change, i.e., having
situational awareness. Change for some is perceived as an opportunity, for others a threat.
In this regard, one interviewee pointed out that if change is to be achieved, it is important to
recognize the different attitudes, communicate regularly about the change but also convince
and sell the idea why the change is needed. While HR leaders might be positive about
change, it is important for them to realize that not everyone is necessarily positive about it:
“Many of us HR leaders are perhaps surprisingly more positive about change and then the

challenge is to understand why for some people change is always a dirty word. ”
(Interviewee 5)

The interviews also highlighted the need not to emphasize change and its management,
because everything around us is changing all the time and change is no longer an isolated
issue. However, the interviews do not suggest that this diminishes the importance of planning
for change. It is essential to identify and plan what is changing, when, how and by whom,

and to communicate this.

Also, in this context the word “ability” was widely used by the interviewees. One of the most
cited abilities in leading change was the ability to lead by example. Interviewees said that
they needed to lead by example, be involved and get others involved also during challenging
times, as one interviewee said:

“Leading by example [is important for HR leaders]. | temporarily took on quite

operational tasks myself, to show the team that anybody can do these things, that you can
do these things too. ”

(Interviewee 3)
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In addition, the interviewees highlighted the importance of having the vision about the future

by understanding the reasons behind the change the ability to involve and engage others.

Related to people leadership competencies that HR leader should have, the interviewees
emphasized the importance of knowing the people you lead, their strengths, competencies,
and motivational factors. In summary, the interviewees stressed the importance of
individuality in leadership and of considering the individual qualities and competencies of
the people being led. They stressed that they want to support their team members to take
more responsibility, to challenge themselves in different projects and to encourage them to
learn things that will be useful to them in the future. This is done by for instance knowing

what the team members do for work and in which areas they need support.

In addition to knowing the people you lead, interviewees stressed the importance of
providing feedback. Without it, an individual cannot develop. As one interviewee said:
“I create a strong relationship with my team members. When the trust is created, they

know that | am giving them feedback because | want them to become better versions of
themselves.”

(Interviewee 7)

The interviews revealed a few qualities that HR leaders expected of themselves. Emotional
intelligence and personal enthusiasm were such qualities as one interviewee stated:
“In my opinion, your own enthusiasm is where it all starts, that certain kind of vision of
what we need to achieve and then really the belief that we can achieve these things we

need to do. When you are enthusiastic about things, it is so much easier to get the rest of
the team to get excited too.”

(Interviewee 6)

Table 6. Leadership competencies of HR leader

LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES
Leading change Leading others
e Having situational awareness e Having emotional intelligence
e Having vision about the future e Having enthusiasm
e Being able to involve and engage others e Being authentic
e Being able to communicate and plan e Knowing who you lead
e Leading by example e Providing feedback
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6.2 The competence assessment and development means of HR leaders

When the interviewees were asked about their own competence development, the interviews
revealed that they did not take a very planned or systematic approach to the development of
their own development, as one interviewee describes:
“The development of my own competence is unsystematic. Sometimes I try to catch an
event, but I try to be with the business [in order to develop my own competence].”

(Interviewee 3)

However, their answers conveyed a need-based approach, curiosity about different
phenomena and active attendance to different projects in which they could develop their own
competence.

"My competencies develop more for immediate needs, but when I get openly involved in

different projects, maybe even in areas that are a bit foreign to me [it develops].”
(Interviewee 2)

The interviews revealed that the responsibility for developing HR leaders’ own
competencies rested on their own initiative and activity, as no one mentioned that someone
else had urged them to develop their competencies. The interviews also revealed that the
approach to developing one's own competencies was generally ad hoc and situational, rather
than strategic and long-term.

The interviews revealed a total of 12 individual means of developing competencies. Based
on the analysis, the means were categorized as formal and informal, with the majority being
informal. In addition, one method - learning from experience - was highlighted as a
separate method because it was asked about separately, and the analysis revealed two

different perspectives.

6.2.1 Formal competence development means

Training organized by the company, with defined objectives, timetable, and duration, was
the most frequently cited way of formally developing one's competencies. Interviewees

reported having attended such training several times during their careers. Only a few
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interviewees mentioned participation in training outside their own organization. What
these external trainings had in common was that they were all certification trainings (agile,

coaching, mindfulness).

Participation in webinars, professional conferences and events with specific agendas and
topics is also considered as formal competence development means in this study. The
interviewees mentioned that they have participated in different events, conferences, and

webinars in order to gain new knowledge and upskill their competencies.

6.2.2 Informal competence development means

The most frequently cited informal means of competence development was networks and
networking. The networks were either professional but paid networks, where network
members met on an agreed topic, or collegial unpaid networks, consisting of either former
or current colleagues or other acquaintances in the same field. Some interviewees were more
active with their networks, others less active, but all mentioned that they turn to their
networks when they need help, a new perspective or advice or want to exchange ideas as
commented by one interviewee:
“I have some colleagues with whom | exchange ideas. Often, they give me really good

ideas. The knowledge outside my own bubble, the knowledge of how things are done
elsewhere, [makes me think] whether a model like this could work for us?

(Interviewee 8)

Reading also emerged as a means of developing competencies. Interviewees said they
actively read articles, blog posts, books and social media posts to develop their competencies
and gain new insights and perspectives. In particular, the Harvard Business Review was
mentioned as a key source. Taking notes and returning to them was also seen as a way of

developing competencies.

Mentoring, both as a mentor and as a mentee, was also highlighted. Some of the
interviewees had experience in being a mentor, some as being a mentee. Mentoring was
either organized, for example through a mentoring program, or informal mentoring, where
the mentor or mentee was found within the company or through own networks. A common

feature being a mentee was the need to either get new insights or develop own competencies
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while common feature for being a mentor was the desire to help and support a younger
person:
“I have a couple of mentees now and it's been really great to see the light bulb go on in
their minds.”

(Interviewee 1)

Interviewees also mentioned coaching either as a coach or being coached:

“I had an external coach, that was helping me asking the right questions. Then | had an
internal mentor that taught me how to take risks based on what is happening in the
environment. --- | realized very early in my career that coaching and mentorship you need
to be quite aware yourself. What is it you want to develop?”

(Interviewee 7)

Few interviewees explicitly mentioned participation in projects, but the interviews
revealed that various projects such as mergers and acquisitions, organizational development
projects and change projects have significantly developed the competencies of each

interviewee during their career.

6.2.3 Learning from experience

Learning from experience emerged as its own method of competence development. The
interviewees' responses revealed two approaches to experience: experience that builds up
the competencies needed for the job and experience that comes from living. An example
of the first is a co-operative negotiation process, which can only be learned by participating
in the process. Life experience plays a role, for example when facing different situations and
people, as one interviewee commented:
“You need a certain amount of experience for the job, but life experience will help. Over

time, | have learned to accept that people are different, and everyone works from their own

starting point, and there are so many ways to get to the finish line, so it [life experience]
does help.”

(Interviewee 6)
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Interviews revealed that experience alone is not enough, but that experience needs to be
accompanied by education and exposure; learning new things through training and the

opportunity to put what you have learned into practice creates experience.

The data showed that the experience of the interviewees came from HR-related tasks, rather
than from other types of tasks. However, it was considered important to have other types of
experience and, as one interviewee explains:
“More and more I've been given responsibilities that are not just HR related. Currently |
am doing a business plan for us and developing business related things. I'm in a role

where I'm a project manager on a big transformation project and I'm leading change
management and risk management on that.”

(Interviewee 6)

When asked how experience affects the success of an HR leader’s work, the responses
varied. Some felt that experience is very important as it gives credibility and conviction,
while others felt that experience is not so important and that even those with less experience
can succeed if they have a sufficient support network behind them. Those who emphasized
the importance of experience stressed the importance of understanding the content of HR
issues in order to support and develop the team in a credible way. They also stressed the
importance of credibility in terms of working with the leadership team. Those for whom the
experience did not matter so much saw it as an opportunity for new insights and ideas, as
pointed out by one interviewee:
“I think with the right attitude and curiosity you can do very well, since it's quite a

common-sense job, and with a combination of skills and knowledge, I think even a younger
person can do well as an HR leader.”

(Interviewee 3)

The interviews did not reveal the need for having several years of experience or any specific
training or career paths identified to become a successful HR leader. Instead, they stressed
the importance of curiosity, courage, and life experience. Interviewees stressed the
importance of maintaining situational awareness or an "eye for a game". They noted that
facing challenges accelerates the development of the experience needed as an HR leader. In
addition, interviews highlighted that life experience enables leaders to deal with challenges

and reduce personal stress:
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“A lot of people think it's /HR leader’s job] easy and you get to do all sorts of fun and
development projects. But there are quite a lot of difficult things in this job. So yes, | would
say that any life experience is valuable for an HR leader, so that you are not too blue-eyed

or naive.”

(Interviewee 5)

The competence development means of HR leaders are listed in Table 7.

Table 7. Competence development means of HR leaders

COMPETENCE DEVELOPMENT MEANS

Formal Informal Learning from experience

e Formal trainings organized by e  Networks, networking e experience that builds up
own company e Mentoring (both being a the competencies needed

e Events, conferences mentor and a mentee) for the job

e  Other formal trainings (e.g., e Reading (articles, blogs, o life-experience
certification trainings) books)

o Webinars e  Coaching (both being a coach

and coached)

e Participating in various
projects

e Writing notes

e Making puzzles and building
Legos

e Having an interaction with
the business

6.2.4 Competence assessment means

In order to develop your competencies, it is essential to be able to assess your own level of
competence. Three main ways of assessing own competence emerged from the answers of
the interviewees: self-reflection, benchmarking their own competencies on a chosen

theme or topic and getting feedback. These assessment means are summarized in Table 8.

Self-reflection emerged in majority of the interviews as the most used way of assessing own
competence. Interviewees stressed the importance of self-reflection, especially in
understanding where they need to improve and where they have been successful. They
pointed out that once you become aware of your own areas for development, you learn to
identify the ways in which you can start to fill the competence gaps. Self-reflection takes

time as one interviewee pointed out:
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“You need to take time for reflection. Where do you succeed and why? Where are the
areas where you need improvements and why? Why do you have that gap and then identify
whether it is a skill, experience, specific coaching [you are lacking].”

(Interviewee 7)

Similarly, benchmarking was mentioned as a valuable assessment method. Benchmarking
in this regard meant participating in events or webinars, reading articles, networking with
others, listening to subject matter experts and finding out information from different sources
with the purpose of assessing one's own competencies in relation to other people or
phenomena. When the interviewees read, listened, or talked with others, it helped them to
assess their own competence levels compared to others:

“I go to events, read a lot, this way you can already see pretty well where the world is

going and where we are going as a company and what my skills are like versus those of
others.”

(Interviewee 4)

This way benchmarking and self-reflection were closely connected. It can even be said that
benchmarking requires self-reflection, as one interviewee stated:
“I observe others, reflecting that how does that person do this and that, what tools do they
have, but also, | can see where | am good at [compared to others].”

(Interviewee 5)

Getting feedback was also considered as an important way to assess own competence.
However, interviewees mentioned that they get feedback irregularly, that there is no
systematic way of requesting or receiving it. They pointed out though that they should be
asking for feedback more often. The feedback was mainly received from superiors and own
team members but also from peers, through employee surveys and even from own family.

The importance of it was noted in all interviews.
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Table 8. The competence assessment means of HR leaders

ASSESSMENT MEANS

o  Self-reflection
e Benchmarking
e  Getting feedback

6.3 Summary of the findings

As described above, the interviews revealed that the definition of competence was
multifaceted and ambiguous, making the identification of key competencies of HR leaders
multidimensional. Despite the ambiguity, competencies could be categorized into personal
characteristics, knowledge and actions. “Knowledge” was further broken down into
subcategories of business acumen, functional knowledge of HR, digital acumen and cultural
acumen. In addition, the key leadership competencies of the HR leaders were identified and

categorized as leading change and leading others.

The interviews stressed the importance of not only identifying key competencies but also
assessing their levels and thus identifying the most appropriate means to develop the key
competencies. Although the definition of competencies was complex, the assessment of
competence levels ad hoc and the development of competencies situational, the interviews
highlighted the importance of all these and the interconnection between them. The
interconnections between key competencies, competence assessment and development were
not explored in this study, however the existence of connections was nevertheless evident in
the results: in order to develop a key competence, one must first assess its level and then
choose the appropriate means to develop it. A summary of the survey results is presented in
Figure 7.
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CONTEXT

COMPETENCE
Personal characteristics
Knowledge
Business Acumen, Functional knowledge of HR,
Digital Acumen, Cultural acumen

Action

LEADERSHIP COMPETENCE
Leading change
Leading others

COMPETENCE
DEVELOPMENT MEANS
Formal
Informal ASSESSMENT MEANS
Learning from experience Self-reflection
Benchmarking
Getting feedback

Figure 7. A summary of the survey results

Although external factors i.e., context and their possible impact on key competencies were
not the focus of this study, the interviews revealed that the identification, assessment, and
development of key competencies always takes place in some context. The “outside-in
approach” presented in the theoretical section and to the interviewees at the beginning of the
interviews helped them to relate their key competencies to context, as one of the one
interviewee stated:

"This outside-in approach is exactly what | have been thinking about myself in terms of key
competencies. This is how it should be, that external factors influence what you need to
know™

(Interviewee 1).
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7 Discussion

The main objective of this study was to identify the key competencies of HR leaders and
how HR leaders develop these competencies. The study also sought to identify the
competencies that HR leaders have in relation to leadership and the ways in which HR
leaders assess their own competencies. The study was approached through two main research
questions and two sub-questions, which are answered in this chapter.

7.1 The key competencies and leadership competencies of HR leaders

The concept of competence is interpreted broadly, leading to ambiguity in its definition, as
supported by both the existing research literature (see Mansfield 2004; McEvoy et al. 2005;
Delamare De Leist & Winterton 2005; Mulder 2011) and the findings of this study. To
address this issue, Wright and colleagues' (2021) definition of competence, which included
personal characteristics, knowledge and action, was used as a framework for analysis. This
approach proved to be effective, as the categories included in the definition could be used to
classify the survey results and thus answer the main research question of “what are the key

competencies of HR leaders?”
Personal characteristics

Personal characteristics such as credibility or emotional intelligence emerged from the
findings thus support the competencies found in studies such as Yeung et al (1996) and
Selmer and Chiu (2004). Similarities were also found with the longitudinal study by Ulrich
and his colleagues (see e.g., Ulrich et al. 1995; Ulrich et al. 2012;) on HR competencies who
referred “personal credibility” and “credible activist” as one of the core competencies of HR
professionals. Although their research was not limited to the competencies of HR leaders,

the findings were also found to support the results of this study.

Notably, this study uncovered curiosity as a significant competence, a finding not explicitly
highlighted in previous research, although it is inherent in competencies such as continuous
learning (Schoonover 1997), creative problem solving (Selmer & Chiu 2004) and thinking
differently (Peters and Kabacoff 2012). Curiosity can be seen to be particularly important
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because the world around us is changing all the time and HR leaders need to keep up with
change, understand what is happening outside the company and adapt their own and others'
activities to external demands. Without curiosity, this would be impossible. Curiosity can
thus be seen as closely linked to Ulrich's (1995) idea that HR adds value when it helps the
business through its own actions to win the competition in the market. For this to be possible,

curiosity can be seen to play a key role.

Surprisingly, results made no references to career- or role-level competencies, contrary to
expectations from prior studies (see Yeung et al. 1996; SHRM 2016). For example,
credibility and leadership competencies can be seen to be intrinsically linked to career level,
i.e., the more senior a person is, the more likely they are to be senior in career or role terms.
This contributes to the argument that career level matters, but as Wright and his colleagues
note (2021,14) the same competencies should apply regardless of role or career level. This

mindset may be one reason why career- or role-level competencies did not emerge.
Knowledge

A strong emphasis on business acumen as a key competency of HR leaders is consistent with
prior research (e.g., Ulrich et al. 1995; Yeung et al. 1996; McEvoy et al. 2005; Ulrich 2017).
Business acumen was highlighted as being stronger than functional HR knowledge which
reflected the growing importance of a business-oriented approach to HR. This supports
studies such as Ulrich (1997), Brockbank (1999) and Ulrich and Dulebohn (2015) on the
need for HR to move towards a more strategic and business-oriented HR, i.e., turn its focus
on outside-in, in order to become a true business partner (Ulrich 1997). However, functional
HR knowledge is important, for example for understanding legislation, but it was less
important than business acumen among the core competencies of all HR leaders. This
contributes to the interpretation that HR is moving from an operational administrative
function towards a more strategic and business-oriented function, as pointed out by Azam
(2023).

In addition to business acumen, digital acumen was highlighted. This can be attributed to the
rapid technological developments of recent years (see e.g., Guggenberger et al. 2023; Shook
& Tayob 2023). Digital skills only emerged in the Ulrich and his colleagues’ competence
surveys in 2012 for the first time as they referred to “technology or information proponent”

as one of the competencies of HR. In Accenture's 2023 survey, this was already one of the
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key competencies as they found “technology and data” being one of the success factors of a
high-performing HR leader (Shook & Tayob 2023). As digitalization develops at an ever-
faster pace, digital acumen could be estimated to become an increasingly central competency

not only in the competencies of HR leaders, but of everyone.

Similarly, cultural acumen emerged as a noteworthy competence of HR leaders indicating a
new finding from the study. Ulrich and his colleagues have identified “culture” as a
competence area already in 1997 and Longenecker and Fink (2015) mention “cultural
stewardship”, by which they mean the importance of having cultural understanding, but in
general, cultural acumen has not been emphasized as a key competence in the previous
literature. In recent years, however, the term "diversity" has come up in various debates. As
the world has become more globalized, the need to understand different cultures, people of
different ages and backgrounds has increased the need for cultural acumen and can be seen

as one of the key competencies of HR leaders.
Actions

Furthermore, it was observed that interviewees predominantly used verbs to denote
competencies, aligning with the idea that competencies should focus on actions rather than
mere attributes, as advocated by Wright and colleagues (2021) and Ulrich (2023). In the
earlier literature, competence is described more in terms of “roles or attributes" than "action”,
but terms related to “action” were also found in studies other than those of Ulrich (2023) and
Wright et al. (2021) (see Schoonover 1997; McEvoy et al. 2005; Peters & Kabacoff 2021).
However, the emphasis on doing was not exceptional in the definition of competencies, as
opposed to, for example, personal characteristics or knowledge, but contributed to the

multifaceted definition of competence.
The leadership competencies of HR leaders

The key competencies related to leadership was separated from the other key competencies
of HR leaders. This separation is not necessarily needed, as the key competencies and
leadership competencies of leaders may well be intertwined (see Mumford et al 2007).
However, this study wanted to find an answer to the sub-question of “What are the

leadership competencies of HR leaders?”

Based on the results, leadership competencies were understood from the perspective of
leading change and leading others which supports the findings of Yeung et al. (1996),
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Lawson and Limbrick (1996), Selmer and Chiu (2004), McEvoy et al. (2005) and SHRM
(2016). In contrast, the authentic leadership mentioned by Avolio and Walumbwa (2006)
and Avolio and Gardner (2005) was not highlighted in the findings. While personal
characteristics such as credibility, self-awareness and emotional intelligence can be
interpreted as the ability to know oneself well, and the importance of self-reflection emerged,
in addition to importance of being authentic, the leadership competencies were seen as
leading something (change) or someone (others). Competence related to leading self per se
did not emerge in the results. Leadership competencies and answer to the sub-question were
therefore seen as primarily related to leading others or leading change, rather than to leading

oneself.

In conclusion, while the aim was not to redefine competence, the findings underscored the
existing ambiguity in its interpretation. Despite the ambiguity, the study was able to draw on
the definition of competence given by Wright et al. (2021) and to find the same components
that make up competence according to their definition. Thus, the answer to the first main
research question "What are the key competencies of HR leaders?" can therefore be said to
be a set of personal characteristics, of which curiosity emerged as a finding, having
knowledge, of which digital acumen and cultural acumen emerged as a finding, and action

i.e., doing instead of just being.

In answer to the sub-question, “What are the leadership competencies of HR leaders?”
competence consists of the ability to lead change and lead others, while the ability to lead

oneself did not appear.

7.2 The competence assessment and development means of HR leaders

Competence development was understood in a very similar way by the interviewees,
although previous research shows that it is also a vague concept (see Viitala 2005). There
were no references to competence management, as the focus was on competence
development. Managing competence may also be understood as managing the competence
of others than oneself (see Berio & Harzallah 2007), which could partly explain the fact that
the interviewees understood the concept of competence development primarily as the

development of their own competence.
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The examination of competence development from an individual perspective was
emphasized partly because the aim of the study was to find out how HR leaders develop their
competencies. Although the organizational perspective was not emphasized, competence
development does not take place in a vacuum (see Drejer 2000). None of the competence
development means presented in the results are isolated from the outside world, but training,
webinars, mentoring or learning from experience always take place in some context, and
thus reflect competence development at organizational level as well. The results also
reflected the encouragement from the outside world to develop their own competencies. This
was reflected, for example, in the need to benchmark one's own level of competence against
others and thus the willingness to develop one's own competence. This can be interpreted as
a link with the Fiol and Lyles (1985) study, which highlighted the organizational structure,

culture or strategy as a factor encouraging or hindering learning.

One key finding was that the development of own competence was a sporadic and needs-
driven activity. This supports the findings of previous studies (see Ulrich et al. 1995; Yeung
et al. 1996; Ulrich 1997), which found that HR leaders pay more attention to the competence
development needs of others than their own. Although the importance of competence
development emerged in the interviews, HR leaders’ own competence development was

sporadic.

There was no evidence of a direct link between specific competencies and competence
development means. However, since competencies are ambiguous, it is hardly meaningful
to make a precise classification, but it is reasonable to assume that each consciously or
unconsciously selected mean develops several competencies simultaneously in a specific
context. This also supports the argument that learning is often unconscious and the

boundaries between different means are irrelevant (see e.g. Marsick et al. 2017).
Competence assessment

The development of competencies requires evaluation first, as noted by Yeung and his
colleagues (1996). Self-reflection and benchmarking emerged as the most used means to
assess own competence. The importance of self-reflection also emerged in other studies (see
e.g., Avolio & Gardner 2005; Avolio & Walumbwa 2006), but benchmarking, i.e.,
comparing one's own competence with others and assessing what to develop and how to

develop it, can be considered as a finding. However, this finding can of course be related to
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the interindividual perspective mentioned by Ward and colleagues (2002), where one

compares their own competence to a standard set by oneself.

What was not highlighted was the importance of measurement in assessing one's own
competence. This differs from previous research (see e.g., Hager et al. 1994; Bohlouli 2017)
where competencies are measured in order to be able to assess them in relation to a specific
task or level of demand. Only feedback was found, but even this was seen as an occasional
rather than a systematic way of assessing one's own level of competence. Asking for
feedback was considered important though, but self-reflection and benchmarking emerged
as the most common means. As feedback is based on another person's evaluation, and self-
reflection and benchmarking are based on personal evaluation, it was interesting to note that
the latter method of evaluation was used more by the interviewees. However, the means are

not mutually exclusive but complementary.
Formal and informal learning

It was evident from the data that the interviewees initially looked at competence
development through formal means as these were the first ones they identified. This supports
the observation made by Littlejohn and her colleagues (2011) when they claimed that formal
learning is generally considered learning, whereas other types of learning are not so much
(Littlejohn et al. 2011, 30). Means such as participation in trainings, webinars and events
emerged and were seen to support previous research (see e.g., Ulrich 1997; le Clus 2011).
Informal ways of developing competencies included mentoring, coaching, project-based
learning, and self-learning methods such as reading and note-taking supporting the findings
of Ulrich (1997) and Littlejohn and her colleagues (2011). Networking, on the other hand,
emerged clearly as one of the key informal ways of developing competencies. Littlejohn and
colleagues (2011) refer to learning through discussion with others, which is the same as

networking, but this was not otherwise highlighted in the research literature.

Both formal and informal means were identifiable in the data, the emphasis being on
informal means. Although it is important to note that a black and white division into one or
the other method is not relevant, because as Marsick and her colleagues (2017) point out,
learning is also unconscious. However, for the purposes of interpreting the results of the

study, it was justified to make a distinction between formal and informal.
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Learning from experience

In addition to formal and informal learning means learning from experience emerged from
the data. One of the key findings was that learning from experience was viewed from two
perspectives: experience that develops the competencies needed for work and experience
that comes from living. The distinction between the two is blurred though. Experience that
builds up the competencies needed for the job, such as the experience of co-operative
negotiation, which is relevant to the job of an HR leader. On the other hand, life experience
Is gained with age, through experiencing different challenging situations, and this experience
can also be used in situations that aim to build up work-related experience. In particular, life
experience was emphasized when assessing the importance of experience in acting as an HR
leader. This finding supports the studies of Srikanth (2019), Dragoni and her colleagues
(2011) and Avolio and Walumbwa (2006) in which they referred to facing challenging
situations builds up experience. Although they did not use the word "life experience" in their
research, unlike the interviewees in this study, they can be interpreted as meaning the same

thing.

Learning from experience is not an easy concept as noted by Robinson and Wick (1992). It
requires self-awareness, in other words, to be able to extract what you have learned from
experience (Robinson & Wick 1992, 63). This study showed that self-reflection and
benchmarking were the most commonly used assessment tools, both of which also
emphasized the importance of learning from experience. This can be interpreted that in order
to learn from experience, one needs to identify what the experience taught (i.e., self-

reflection) and against what the learning took place (i.e., benchmarking).

Gaining experience on the business side, a mean highlighted for example by Cascio (2005)
and Roberts and Hirsch (2005) in their studies, did not appear in the results. All interviewees
had done job rotation within HR, but none had experience in business roles apart from
occasional early career roles. With the exception of one interviewee, who was currently
working in business development in addition to her HR role, and who said she was gaining

new competencies in this business role.

In summary, HR leaders’ competence development was mainly occasional, based largely on
informal learning means and learning from experience which distinguished between learning

from work experience and learning from life experience. The choice of the mean of
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competence development required first an assessment of what needed to be developed. The
interviewees primarily used self-reflection and benchmarking in their evaluation. After this
identification, they chose how to develop their competences. The answer to the main
research question “What means do HR leaders use to develop their own competencies? is
divided into formal and informal means and learning from experience which can be divided

into learning from work and learning from life.

Answer to the sub-question "How do HR leaders assess their competence levels?" can be
summarized in the means of benchmarking, self-reflection and feedback, of which
benchmarking can be considered as one of the findings of this study. In addition, the lack of
measurement in the range of means to assess one's own competence levels can be considered

as a finding.

7.3 HR as a business-oriented profession

Although the development of the HR profession or the impact of external factors on HR
leaders’ key competencies or the means to develop them were not explored, they could not
be completely avoided. The contextualization supports for example Ulrich (1997) argument
that to be a business-oriented HR leader, the challenges experienced by business must also
be reflected in the HR leader's work. The identification of business acumen as one of the key
competencies also supports this finding as well as importance of having knowledge of issues

such as sustainability and customers.

The study also partly revealed the HR leader’s balancing act between external (business) and
internal (functional) demands, which contributes to Azam's (2023) (see also Blumenfeld et
al. 2022) view that HR continues to balance between traditional and transformative roles.
However, the results showed a greater emphasis on the importance of business acumen
compared to functional knowledge, which can be concluded to support the view that HR
leaders are expected to play a business partner role and that they rate themselves more as
strategic business partners than operational experts. In contrast, the survey did not reveal at
all how much of HR leaders' time or focus is spent on strategic or operational activities.

Thus, Boudreau's (2014) finding of a lack of time spent on strategic work did not emerge.

Public



75

7.4 Limitations and future research suggestions

One of the main limitations of the study is the extent of the data collected through interviews,
where interviewees were asked to provide information on, for example, their own team
development practices or external trends that may be related to key competencies. The
purpose of this study was not to identify external factors other than to provide interviewees
with a framework (outside-in) through which to view key competencies. The study also did
not explore ways of developing competencies of others, so references to these were omitted.
However, the data obtained could be used in further studies that could explore in more detail
the possible link between external factors and key competencies or other competence

development practices.

Another limitation of this study is the homogeneity of the interviewees. The interviewees
represented similar organizations in Finland, had similar work experience and similar roles
in the organizations. This was a conscious choice by the author to make the responses as
comparable as possible. However, the responses might have differed if the study had been
conducted in another or more countries, in public sector organizations or if the interviewees
had a more diverse background. In addition, the number of interviewees was limited to eight.

With a larger sample size, the results could have highlighted different issues.

The study was conducted through interviews. Interviews as a method have their own
limitations, as they always involve interaction between the interviewee and the interviewer
and are subject to interpretation. If interviews had been accompanied by a questionnaire, the
sample size could have been increased and the analysis could have been less open to
interpretation. The questionnaire could also have been used, for example, to assess the

relevance of the competencies, which was missing in this study.

In the future, it would be interesting to investigate the links between external phenomena
and competence, which was outside the scope of this study. Are there causal links between
them? Do external factors influence the means of competence development? It would also
be interesting to look more closely at the competencies that will be needed in the future and
thus try to find predictions, for example, about the kind of leadership that will be needed in

the future.
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It would also be interesting to carry out comparative research between different generations
or different nationalities, whether there are differences or similarities in their attitudes to
competence and competence development. One research topic could be how others, such as
business leaders, customers, competitors, or other stakeholders, assess what key
competencies HR leaders should have. It would also be interesting to carry out a comparative
literature review of the different definitions of competencies. Are there differences or do

they all ultimately mean the same thing?
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8 Conclusion

The aim of this study was to find out what the key competencies of HR leaders are and how
they develop them. It also sought to identify the key leadership competencies of HR leaders
and ways in which they assess their own competency levels. Little research had been done
on this topic in the previous literature, although several studies found that competencies and
their development are important because of the external expectations and pressures on HR
leaders.

The framework of the study was set around the so-called outside-in approach, where the
influence of external factors to key competencies, is essential. The starting point for choosing
this approach was that the role of the HR leaders should increasingly be that of a strategic
business partner, where the external factors faced by the company, its employees, partners,
and customers should also guide the focus areas of the HR leaders’ competencies. However,
in this study, external factors or their links to key competencies were not further explored.

The study was guided by two research questions and two sub-questions, which were
answered through interviews with eight experienced HR leaders. Before collecting the data,
the author reviewed a wide range of literature to gain an understanding of how competencies
are defined, what HR competencies have been identified and how they have been developed.
In addition, the choice of methodology (qualitative) and method of analysis (content

analysis) for the study was made prior to the actual research.

The main findings of the study showed that HR leaders have several competencies, either
related to personal characteristics, knowledge, or action, which underlines the complexity of
the concept of competence. A particular finding of the study was digital acumen, cultural

acumen and curiosity, which were cited as key competencies by almost all interviewees.

The methods of competence development followed patterns familiar from the literature. On
the basis of this study, they were divided into formal and informal. In addition, learning from
experience was placed alongside the two. A key finding in relation to learning from
experience was that interviewees saw it as an accumulation of either work-related or life-

related experience.
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The development of HR leaders’ own competence was sporadic and driven by need,
according to this survey. Although competence development in general was considered vital,
the interviewees showed more relaxed attitude towards developing their own competence.
The assessment of own competence was also more random, i.e., the level of competence was
assessed in relation to self-imposed standards and not systematically measured, for example

through questionnaires.

The main contribution of this study has been to increase knowledge about the key
competencies and leadership competencies of HR leaders and how HR leaders assess and
develop their own competencies. The outside-in approach used in the study provided a
framework for HR leaders to assess their key competencies in relation to a context:
organizations are not isolated islands, nor should HR leaders be. Ultimately, the focus is on
curiosity about both the outside world and oneself, as one interviewee put it: “if you do not
have the curiosity, you are not actually learning and developing yourself further and gaining

new insights. ”
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1 - Interview questions

Interviews started with introduction to the subject and with the slide below:

Introduction to the subject of the study Ke University

* There has been extensive research on HR competencies, but little research on the competencies of HR leaders or on how HR leaders
develop their own competencies. This is somewhat surprising given the unprecedented need for strong HR leadership

* Framework adapted and modified from Wright et al. 2004, 37

An outside-in perspective

HR competency

Business issues/ . .
ess 1 HR competencies development strategies
outcomes
& methods
. . HR competency
Business issues/ - HR competencies _ development strategies
outcomes & methods

An inside-out perspective

Background questions

1. Where do you work?

* Industry
*  Number of employees
* Revenues

2. How long have you worked in HR? Briefly describe the milestones in your
professional career.

3. Do you have relevant work experience outside HR? If yes, in what capacity?

4. How long have you worked as an HR leader? Briefly describe your current role and
responsibilities.

5. Who is your manager (direct and matrix)?
6. How many subordinates do you have? What are their roles?

7. What is your education?

External phenomena

1. In your opinion, what are the external factors that influence what the critical
competencies of HR leaders are?

Public



How do you prioritize the external factors you have identified in terms of competence
development?

How do you ensure that the key competencies align with the current and future needs
of the organization? What challenges have you encountered in this regard?

Can you share examples of specific industry or market trends that impact the key
competencies of HR leaders?

In your opinion, how do factors such as technological advancements and digital
transformation, impact the key competencies of HR leaders? What about the
competencies of the HR team?

In your opinion, how do you think factors related to labor market affect the key
competencies of HR leaders?

Key competencies of HR leaders (RQ1 and SRQ1)

1.

In this study competence is defined as a set of personal characteristics (be),
knowledge (know) and actions (do) that manifest itself as measurable behaviors in a
specific context. In your opinion

a. what are the personal characteristics HR leaders should possess?
b. what knowledge HR leaders should have?

Based on your experience, what are the key competencies business leaders,
customers or other stakeholders expect and require from HR leaders?

In your opinion, what are the key competencies that HR leaders should possess to
effectively drive organizational success and why?

In your opinion, what are the key competencies that you believe are key for HR
leaders to effectively manage change and transformation within an organization?

Can you share examples where you as an HR leader have successfully demonstrated
your ability to influence and persuade key stakeholders? What competencies were
essential in those situations?

What role do you think HR leaders play in fostering a positive and inclusive
organizational culture? What competencies are essential for creating and sustaining
such a culture?

In your opinion, what are the key competencies HR leaders should possess to
effectively lead and motivate their team members?

Competence development means (RQ2 and SRQ2)

1.

2.

How do you personally approach the development of your own competencies as an
HR leader? What means or strategies do you find most effective?

How do you assess your own competence?

*  What steps did you take to address those areas and enhance your skills?
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10.

Are your competence development strategies based on a short-term or long-term
perspective, i.e., are you developing your skills to meet current or future needs?

Can you provide examples of specific professional development activities or
programs you have engaged in to enhance your HR competencies? How have these
activities benefited you in your role?

How do you stay updated with the latest trends, best practices, and advancements in
the field of HR?

In your experience, what role do mentorship or coaching relationships play in the
development of HR leaders’ competencies? Have you had any mentorship
experiences that have positively impacted your professional growth?

How important do you think the amount of experience is for succeeding as an HR
leader?

Do you actively seek opportunities to develop competencies outside of your primary
area of expertise?

Can you share examples of how you have applied the concept of "learning from
experience™ in developing your HR competencies?

How do you encourage a culture of continuous learning and competence
development among your HR team? Are there any specific initiatives or programs
you have implemented to support their growth?
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