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Abstract

Orientation: Digital transformation lies at the heart of what has been termed the Fourth Industrial Revolution, and many researchers consider this as one of the most significant drivers of change in the area of human resource management. For this reason, organisations and human resource practitioners (HRPs) are encouraged to re-evaluate their roles to ensure that they are able to impact the business performance.

Research purpose: This study reflects upon the potentially unique competency requirements of the HRP in a digitally transformed organisation by exploring the perceptions of the line partner.

Motivation for the study: Digitalisation is transforming the roles of HRPs. Consequently, HRPs may need a different set of competencies. Despite the transformation and the associated change in competency requirements, little knowledge exists regarding the HRP competencies needed (especially in digitally transformed organisations).

Research approach/design and method: The researcher identified 43 senior line partners through a purposive sampling procedure to participate in semi-structured interviews. Nineteen participants completed the interview process. The researcher analysed the interview data using thematic analysis.

Main findings: The main themes are the ability to design, extract, understand, analyse, interpret and apply information (data); continuous learning; stakeholder relationship management; and cultivating positive organisational practices.

Practical/managerial implications: The exploration of competencies provides organisations with additional context in terms of the complexity of the environment for the HRP, and provides a model that can be utilised for talent management.

Contribution/value-add: This study contributes to the limited knowledge regarding HR competencies in digitally transformed organisations, especially from the perspective of line partners.
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Introduction

Digitalisation is at the heart of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Schwab, 2016). Digitalisation, or digital transformation, propelled us into an era within which digital business models and digitally driven business processes are the cornerstones of company operations (Abolhassan, 2017; Cianni & Steckler, 2017). Digitalisation refers to the increasing penetration of digital technologies in society (with concomitant changes in the connection of individuals and their behaviours), whereas digital transformation refers to the managed adaptation to digitalisation to ensure sustainable value creation for the organisation (Gimpel & Röglinger, 2015).

Corporations are fuelling digital transformation to enhance engagement with their customers, empower employees, optimise operations and transform products and services (Bilgeri, Fleisch, Gebauer, & Wortmann, 2019). Digital transformation not only creates opportunities but also presents challenges (Schwab, 2016). The increased use of digital technology complicates the ways in which employees are managed, and process automation reduces the employee population as robots replace employees (Makridakis, 2017). On top of this, < 50% of executives believe that their organisations have the resources and capabilities in place to execute and support their company’s digital transformation strategy (DiRomualdo, El-Khoury, & Girimonte, 2018).

Traditional human resource management (HRM) support models are no longer adequate to demonstrate HR’s contributions to the business (Garcia-Arroyo & Osca, 2019). This lack of contribution comes at a time when the increased use of digital technology is enabling HRM functions to collect, store and utilise data, resulting in one of the most significant drivers of change (Stone, Deadrick, Lukaszewski, & Johnson, 2015). There is, however, an opportunity for the HRM function if it decides to adopt digital technology for operational impact and delivery (Ulrich, Younger, Brockbank, & Ulrich, 2012). Although support for digital adoption is widely recognised, Deloitte’s Global Human Capital Trends Report indicates that HRM departments are failing to keep up with technological innovations and development (Bersin, Pelster, Schwartz, & Van der Vyver, 2017), with as few as 35% of global human resource practitioners (HRPs) rating their HRM capabilities as good (Bersin et al., 2017).

Over the last decade, the HRP has made significant strides in moving from the role of caretaker and record-keeper to a place of strategic importance in the boardroom (Kavanagh, Thite, & Johnson, 2009). Based on the re-positioning of the HRP, accompanied with the nature of the HRM function, the HRP is now perfectly positioned to guide the organisation through the rapid era of digital disruption (Zeoli & Billeter, 2019). This positioning, however, only holds true if the HRP is transformed and has the right competencies for the journey. However, a literature gap exists in terms of the required HR competencies within the context of digitally transformed organisations (DTO). Existing literature only provides us with HR competency models that are relevant within a general context.

Research purpose and objectives

The purpose of this study was to explore the key HRP competencies needed in a DTO. The study focused explicitly on identifying and describing these competencies from the perspective of the line partner as a business partner. Most HR competency models are compiled with the input from the HRP and with little input from business. Wright, McMahan, Snell and Gerhart (2001) suggested that feedback from senior-level line partners is an invaluable method of ascertaining competency requirements, as these senior managers use HR services on both individual and people manager levels. For the purpose of this study, the term ‘competency’ is defined as knowledge, skills and attributes (Ulrich, Younger, Brockbank, & Ulrich, 2016).

Literature review

Digitalisation and the human resource management function, human resource management operating model and the role of the human resource practitioner

The adoption of a specific HRM operating model is driven by numerous factors, including the company’s objectives, the external environment, market conditions and the availability of labour (Harrop, 2017). With the introduction of digital technology and the likes of artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML), the HRM function possesses the ability to leapfrog other support functions and is progressively becoming more digitalised (Makridakis, 2017).

Digital technologies are changing the ways in which HR services are delivered to ensure greater customer focus, in-depth analytics and an all-round higher level of performance (DiRomualdo et al., 2018). Humans are being complemented by machines, which is causing process redesigns and a complete overhaul of HR service delivery (Guszcza, Lewis, & Evans-Greenwood, 2017). These process changes are affecting all areas of HR, with AI leading to rapid process acceleration and efficiencies in recruitment, replacing manual curriculum vitae (CV) screening by automated bots that complete such tasks in seconds (Kashyape, 2018).

Digital process management provides the HR function and managers with more transparency and greater access to previously closed data sets (Abolhassan, 2017). This enhanced visibility also comes with an additional layer of accountability to ensure data privacy, cybersecurity and fraud prevention (Rao, 2018). With so much of emerging technology available, higher levels of judgement will be needed as interconnected data sensors enable real-time monitoring of employees, raising privacy and security flags (Bondarouk & Brewster, 2016). The back-office services of HR are experiencing the most significant redesign with the automation of transactional tasks (Zeoli & Billeter, 2019). The use of digital technology does not stop with automation by means of AI. Other technologies, such as robotics and virtual and augmented reality, are being employed to enhance the HR experience (Parry & Battista, 2019).

Historically, the HRP has struggled to demonstrate a direct business impact (Panayotopoulou & Papalexandris, 2004). In this regard, digitally enabled human capital analytics, where analytical processes are applied to human capital management to improve employee performance, are proving to be a game-changer for the HRP (Dutta, 2018). As digital enablement continues, more HR analytics are moving to ‘push’ reporting that enables line partners to see relevant data in real time (Bersin et al., 2017). This revolution is influencing the perception of the HRP value-add and at the same time inducing HRPs to take on a more significant role in organisations (Kaji, Hurley, Gangopadhyay, Bhat, & Khan, 2019). To influence the perception of line partners with regard to the HR value-add, the HRP will have to use a full suite of digital tools to produce a positive business impact (Dutta, 2018).

To optimise the HRP’s opportunity to add value, HRPs need to assist their organisations in building strategic flexibility to preserve and develop their competitive advantage (Sekhar, Patwardhan, & Vyas, 2016). The HRP should contribute to the organisation to a far greater extent. It will be critical for the HRP to ascertain the advantages and disadvantages of digitalisation for employees and the broader organisation (Gartner Inc, 2018). The HRP, therefore, has an extended gatekeeper role in guaranteeing that companies use digital technology with high levels of judgement, as these decisions will have far-reaching effects on the organisational culture and the lives of employees (DiRomualdo et al., 2018).

Ultimately, digital disruption is no longer merely a way to change the business landscape, but instead has become a survival tactic and long-term strategy (Andriole, 2018). Companies must identify the core competencies necessary to remain competitive. This places additional responsibility upon organisations and the HRP to re-educate, retrain and replace the necessary competencies to ensure competitiveness through digital transformation (Andriole, 2018). To lead and support an organisational digital transformation strategy, the HRPs need to shift their focus towards the identification and building of digital capabilities, including new emerging capabilities such as ‘risk management, simplicity, connection and innovation; doing so will enhance company performance’ (Ulrich & Dulebohn, 2015, p. 195). Accordingly, the development of digital capabilities should be the goal of the HRM function, and the HRP has a unique opportunity through digitalisation to provide enhanced company support if the choice is to embrace digital competency development (Ulrich & Dulebohn, 2015). The HRM function has a dual role to fulfil in enhancing the HR competency levels and challenging the business and leaders to adapt to the changing digital paradigm (Frey & Osborne, 2017).

Human resource competencies for digital transformation

Digital technology and big data have infiltrated all areas of business life and the HRP’s role is no exception (Scholz, 2017). Digital transformation plays a crucial role within the current organisational context, increasing the need for aligned HR competencies. Based on a digital era competency evaluation, four key competencies are required of the HRP for success in a DTO. These competencies are ‘business knowledge, HR expertise, change management and technology expertise’ (Bengtsson & Bloom, 2017, p. 28). Within the DTO context, HRPs require analytical capabilities and data modelling skills that go far beyond what has previously been required (Lipton, 2017). In a DTO, HR competence is necessary in managing the data produced by technology, and more than this, the ability to plan interventions accordingly (Manuti & De Palma, 2017). Lipton (2017, p. 50) adds to the specific DTO competency focus by saying that ‘the ever-increasing pace of innovation and constant emergence of new technology has made competencies like risk-taking and tolerance for ambiguity critical, too’. Betchoo (2016, p. 3) also contributed by saying that the development of digitally aligned competencies revolves around being more ‘agile, people-oriented, innovative, connected, aligned and efficient’.

With the DTO context in mind, the Chartered Institute of Personnel Development (CIPD) emphasised the impact of digitalisation to such an extent that they have espoused ‘digital working’ as one of the core competencies within the ‘HR Professional Map’, stating that (CIPD, 2018):


[D]igital working is about understanding the role of technology and the impact it has on people and the people function. It is knowing the latest technology offerings and understanding how they can improve productivity and help more collaborative work. (p. 1)



Similarly, the Industrial and Labour Relations (ILR) School included the competency of ‘technology champion’ in its competency framework, defining it as ‘the ability to recognize emerging technological trends that will impact business performance, and to champion technology usage throughout the company to drive adoption’ (Kelly & Rapp, 2016, p. 6).

In South Africa, the SA Board for People Practices (SABPP) supports the digital context-driven view, adding that HRPs require competencies in the technology space if they are going to add value in the digital era (Subban, 2016a). The SABPP has placed so much emphasis on the DTO context that it has assigned the following naming convention to the aligned competency: ‘Citizenship for the future – innovation, technology and sustainability’ (Meyer, 2012, p. 3). The SABPP has gone even further and included the competency of ‘innovator’ into the national HR competency model and defined it as being a ‘citizen of the future’, which is defined as ‘the ability to drive innovation, optimise technology and contribute to sustainability of organisations’ (Subban, 2016b, p. 2). In 2016, the RBL Group introduced a revised HR competency model with nine competencies divided into three sections (Ulrich & Brockbank, 2016). In this model, Ulrich and Brockbank (2016, p. 20) nominate the competency of ‘technology and media integrator’ as key for HRP success in the digital era, explaining it as (Ulrich & Brockbank, 2016):


[H]R professionals must be able to leverage technology and technological tools to support their efforts to create high performing organisations. They also rely on social media to recruit, retain, develop and engage human capital. (p. 27)



The above literature supports the view that the digital revolution has changed the way HR delivers processes and services (DiRomualdo et al., 2018). Because of digitalisation, the HRP is now being complemented by a wide array of digital technology, which has directly affected the knowledge, skills and attributes required in a digital environment (Guszcza et al., 2017).

Research design

Research approach and strategy

A qualitative descriptive design, from an interpretive paradigm, was used. The design is appropriate as it provides basic descriptions of the phenomenon (i.e. competencies requirements of the HRP from the perspective of the line partners) whilst taking context into account (i.e. a DTO) (Sandelowski, 2010). As this study was interested in the interpretation of the perceptions of line partners, the researcher assumed an interpretive stance (Elliott & Timulak, 2005). Following on the interpretive approach, the researcher was not in search for ‘truths’ about the research participants’ experiences, but rather to explore how they make meaning from their experiences (Davis & Michelle, 2011).

Research setting, entrée and establishing researcher roles

The researcher purposively chose a multinational organisation at the forefront of digital transformation for this study. The environment is rich with best-in-class systems and processes and characterised by a high performing culture (i.e. fast-paced and outcomes-based). At the same time, employees in this environment are encouraged to think big, to innovate and to challenge the status quo in order to stay at the forefront of digital transformation. The researcher is employed in the organisation and it was important that the researcher remains impartial and mindful of any personal biases. In this regard, there was no sponsorship of this research project by the organisation and the study was conducted purely for academic research purposes.

Because of the accessibility permitted within the organisation, the researcher assumed a direct approach to entrée, which raised a few ethical considerations. The researcher obtained permission from the organisation to conduct the research through a multi-level sign-off process. The working relationship between the researcher and the prospective participants did not place the researcher in a position of authority, nor was there any potential for influencing the research participants. Although a collaborative employment relationship existed with the organisation, there were no personal relationships with the study participants that might affect the insider/outsider independence of the researcher.

Research participants and sampling methods

The aim of this research was to explore the impact of digitalisation on the competency requirements of HRPs from the perspective of the line partner. Consequently, the sample consisted of line partners with deep insights into both digitalisation and the role and competency requirements of HRPs. The researcher employed a purposive sampling technique for this study based on the following two criteria: (1) the participants needed to be senior managers within the company and (2) the participants needed to have a background of working in a DTO. Such participants have sufficient experience in working with HRPs to formulate competency requirements whilst taking context into account in their formulation.

Purposive sampling methods place primary emphasis on data saturation to ensure that the research continues until no new substantive information emerges (Hennink, Kaiser, & Marconi, 2017). The researcher invited 43 qualifying senior managers to contribute to the study, of whom 21 accepted the invitation. Two participants, however, later withdrew because of work commitments. The remaining 19 participants that accepted the invitation were interviewed. Data saturation was reached after the ninth interview. The majority of the participants were males (95%), older than 40 years of age (58%) and occupying senior management positions (95%). Only 26% of the participants were employed for less than a year, whereas the majority (69%) were employed for between 2 and 6 years. The demographic information of the sample is representative of the overall employee population in terms of gender, race, age and tenure on senior management level.

Data collection and recording method

Semi-structured interviews were conducted. According to Silverman (2016), interviews produce efficient data about the phenomenon of interest in accordance with interviewees’ experiences. Semi-structured interviews aid in keeping the data extraction uniform whilst at the same time allowing participants the freedom to render individual accounts of their experiences. Additional probing enabled the researcher to gather rich, deep and detailed accounts of the participants’ experiences (Lincoln, 1995). In this way, detailed subjective descriptions of competency requirements can be provided that are in line with the research design employed.

The following questions formed part of the semi-structured interviews:


	What in your view is a DTO? Would you deem your organisation to be one?

	What in your view is the impact of a DTO on the role of an HRP?

	In your view, what general competencies (knowledge, skills and attributes) do HRPs need to be successful in a DTO?

	Which of the competencies mentioned above do you regard as the most critical for organisational success and why?



The researcher recorded all the interviews in order to facilitate in-depth data analysis. The interviews were conducted in English, which aided with the transcribing process. In terms of informed consent and confidentiality, the researcher assigned the participants numbers (presented as ‘Interviewee #’ throughout the article) that form the basis of reporting.

Strategies employed to ensure data quality and integrity

To establish trustworthiness, the researcher focused on credibility, transferability, conformability and dependability (Krefting, 1991). To ensure credibility, the present study used thick descriptions of the phenomenon under investigation, peer review and debriefing. Transferability of the research findings was ensured by providing a detailed description of the research setting, sampling method and sample size. The researcher ensured confirmability by demonstrating that the findings emerged from the data and not the researcher’s own predispositions. The researcher and peer reviewer co-coded and reviewed the raw data independently. The researcher also made use of probing questions and paraphrasing to clarify participants’ statements (Morrow, 2005). In order to improve the dependability of the study, the researcher documented the various elements of the data-gathering procedure. The researcher evaluated the effectiveness of the research process through critical reflection (Shenton, 2004), and ensured dependability by creating an audit trail for both the research process and the research findings.

Data analysis and interpretation

Thematic analysis (TA), a data analysis method used to identify and analyse patterns in qualitative data (Clarke & Braun, 2013), was employed. Clarke and Braun (2013) outline six phases within the TA process and stress that it is a non-linear process. The following steps were taken to ensure rigour throughout the six phases: Phase (1), familiarisation with the data; (2) the researcher performed extensive coding; (3) searching for themes; (4) reviewing themes; (5) the naming convention of themes was aligned to similar names from the literature; and (6) writing up all the information.

Ethical consideration

Ethical approval was granted by the research ethics committee of the university (clearance number: NWU-00813-18-A7) as well as the Department of Human Resource Management at the organisation. Once ethical approval had been obtained, the researcher submitted the relevant approval and research process to the organisation for final approval to proceed. Following all the relevant approvals, an invitation to participate in the research was sent to all the participants. Ethical consideration was given to matters of privacy, confidentiality and anonymity, the termination of participants’ involvement and the provision of research attention. Participation was voluntary and it was made clear that participants could withdraw from the study at any time if they wished so.

Findings

In this section, the research findings are outlined according to the themes that emerged. In order to obtain an in-depth understanding of the impact of digitalisation on the competency requirements of the HRP, it was essential to explore whether or not the environment/organisational context within which the study was conducted could be classified as a DTO. Consequently, the interviews began by asking the participants to explain their understanding of a DTO and if they would deem their organisation to be one. The feedback from participants was overwhelmingly one-sided, with the vast majority commenting that the organisation could be described as digitally transformed. As evidence for this feedback, the participants substantiated their views with tangible examples that they identified as digitally transformed. This is a just confirmation of the original selection of the organisation as a DTO. Interviewee feedback is given verbatim.

For example, when asked about the definition of a DTO, Interviewee #7 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 22/07/19) stated the following:


‘Digitally transformed for me would mean that we use data internally to optimise or move us as fast as possible in terms of taking risks, or helping customers, or making decisions and having that data be something that makes us more productive and more efficient and smarter about outcomes’ and ‘There is a significant advantage in what I would consider a DTO to be able to filter out a lot of the noise and provide useful information that is actionable and relevant.’



Following the DTO contextual setting, a detailed TA was conducted, and four core themes emerged from the interviews. These themes revealed that the key competencies of an HRP within a DTO were identified as: (1) contextualising HR data and information, (2) continuous learning, (3) stakeholder relationship management and (4) cultivating positive organisational practice. These four themes, along with the required knowledge, skills and attributes, are summarised in Table 1.
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Theme 1: Contextualising human resource data and information

Being part of a DTO, differing from traditional organisations, demands a thorough understanding of the context of the business. The HRP needs some information technology (IT) knowledge and skills and should be able to use data generated within a digital business context to contribute to organisational success.

Subtheme 1: Knowledge, insight and understanding of the business context

A deep understanding of the specific organisational business context was one of the principal subthemes. The participants reported possessing an appreciation of the digital business context as a vital ingredient for HRP success. Emphasising the link with knowledge of the business environment, Interviewee #12 (MMgr, SoftDev, 12/08/19) added:


‘The HRP needs to have both the technical know-how and a deep understanding of the nature of the environment. I think if you are coming from a pure HR background into this [technical] environment, I think you would struggle actually because all of a sudden you are expected to engage in conversation that is completely foreign.’



It is evident that the line partners regarded the specific technical environmental elements as key, as Interviewee #19 (MMgr, SoftDev, 05/09/19) referred to the level of general engagement and understanding by stating:


‘I think for a successful HRP, they need to have at least an appreciation of the tech space and what is going on here; they must be able to talk the language of a tech environment. So just having some tech awareness so that it is relatable so that they at least have that base understanding.’



Subtheme 2: Information technology knowledge and practical skills, specifically in the area of digitalisation

The appreciation of the business context in Subtheme 1 aligns closely with the next theme, which focuses on the practical IT and/or digitally informed skills. Because of the nature of the business environment in a DTO, most of the participants highlighted the need for both an aptitude and interest in the technological space. Interviewee #7 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 22/07/19) reported the importance of this by stating:


‘The digital HRP is going to be highly ineffective if they cannot understand all of the [technical] capabilities that are available to them to be efficient, productive and effective. If you do not fully understand ML, or if you do not fully understand AI and the tools that are available, then you are probably going to be pretty ineffective in your role.’



Interviewee #10 (MMgr, SoftDev, 08/08/19) tried to clarify the level of IT proficiency required and stated that:


‘IT literacy does not mean being able to use Outlook. IT literacy is thinking in terms of tooling and process and knowing how it should be executed with the use of technology.’



Subtheme 3: The ability to utilise (design, extract, understand and apply) data in such a way that it can be leveraged to produce a positive business impact

Subtheme 3 focuses on the ability to utilise digital data. This theme received an overwhelming amount of support from almost all the research participants. Participants reported the importance of information utilisation in the information age and data as the main currency. Participants mentioned multiple layers of utilisation and Interviewee #13 (MMgr, SoftDev, 13/08/19) supported the utilisation of data by stating, ‘the whole point of digital transformation is to create a history that you can look back upon and obtain data to actually support decisions going forward’. Interviewee #1 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 02/07/19) added that ‘the core of any DTO is going to be data’.

Participants mentioned different levels of sophistication with regard to data utilisation, but Interviewee #1 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 02/07/19) emphasised the ability to analyse, interpret and apply the insights from data for business impact by stating that:


‘There are vast amounts of data that we are not tapping into that would help us make much better decisions, help us spot problems, challenges and opportunities earlier, and know very quickly whether interventions are working.’



Interviewee #17 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 05/09/19) also underscored the amount of data available by noting:


‘In a digital world, I think what makes it easier is that you can actually codify all of those [people practice] scenarios. Digitalisation gives people the ability to get more information, more access.’



Theme 2: Continuous learning

In the changing world of work, and more so in a DTO with rapid change, it is expected from a practitioner to manage ambiguity and an unpredictable business environment. Learning agility will be important to make judgements in situations with limited historical evidence to rely on. In a DTO, the risk of errors will increase, demanding a certain level of resilience to ‘bounce’ back after mishaps.

Subtheme 1: The ability to deal with ambiguity

Continuous learning was the second core theme, emphasising the necessity for HRPs to effectively engage and interact with their surroundings. Based on the rapid pace of change within the DTO environment, Subtheme 1 refers to the ability of the HRP to deal with ambiguity. Interviewee #6 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 19/07/19) mentioned the changing business environment and the potential impact this might have on the HRP: ‘the role of HR is radically transformed in a DTO, and there would be a psychological and strategic role to fill and not a transactional one’. Interviewee #8 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 24/07/19) focused on the rapid number of changes by stating, ‘it is difficult for the HRP to keep up-to-date with the digitised playbooks and work instructions’. Interviewee #14 (MMgr, SoftDev, 13/08/19) agreed with this view and added, ‘based on the change in the operational environment, you need someone [HRP] who is comfortable taking on multiple challenges at the same time, comfortable with ambiguity’.

Subtheme 2: The ability to apply sound judgement

The second subtheme was the ability to apply sound judgement. This mainly stems from the complex and layered decision-making model that exists within the digitally transformed environment. Interviewee #9 (MMgr, SoftDev, 08/08/19) commented on the complexity of the environment within which the HRP operates and added that:


‘It is an incredibly soft dynamic space that they [HRP] work in, and then you have this really hard edge with things like the economics of the business or kinds of legal aspects where there is very little room to wiggle because of the ramifications they can have. They [HRP] need to know when to be soft and when to be hard.’



Interviewee #14 (MMgr, SoftDev, 13/08/19) shared this view:


‘In a DTO, a lot of HR services would be self-service for the customers and HR would be handling the exceptions cases. The HRPs in a DTO will apply much more judgement and operate in the grey. They will make context-driven judgement applications.’



Subtheme 3: Being agile and adaptive

The pace and speed of business execution have rapidly accelerated in the digital era, and the HRP operating within a DTO needs to be agile to adapt and adopt new practices and ways of working. Interviewee #6 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 19/07/19) emphasised this point, noting:


‘Being a DTO means that you’re now engaging with customers through digital channels, you’re automating. By being more agile and lightweight, you [HRP] are able to say yes to deliver on customer needs.’



Interviewee #3 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 04/07/19) commented on the changing business environment by stating, ‘the HRP needs to be able to recognise the changing needs of the employees and the changing needs of the business and the market’.

Subtheme 4: Resilience

Resilience is the fourth subtheme. This subtheme is closely linked to the subtheme of ambiguity, judgement and agility needed in the DTO environment. The following quote by Interviewee #3 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 04/07/19) frames this ability well:


‘The HRP needs to have a different level of resilience in a DTO, based on the added complexities of time zones, cultures, fast pace, etc.’



Interviewee #11 (MMgr, SoftDev, 12/08/19) agreed with this view and stated:


‘In a DTO, you are going to see large volumes and a fast pace. Information and data will flow through rapidly, and thus, you will need to have more resilience.’



Theme 3: Stakeholder relationship management

In DTO-driven organisations with complex business models and a high level of digitisation and automatisation, allowing a line manager access to information needs HRPs who can clearly communicate on technology-related topics. The ability to effectively engage, interact and communicate with various stakeholders is high on the priority list.

Subtheme 1: Excellent verbal and non-verbal communication skills: Communication skills, both verbal and non-verbal, were another subtheme referenced by the participants. In a DTO, HRPs will engage with multiple stakeholders across a variety of geographical, cultural and language dimensions and the ability to draft clear, concise and culturally sensitive communication is a critical competency. Interviewee #2 (MMgr, SoftDev, 04/07/19) underscored both the complexity and importance of the communication competency in a DTO by stating:


‘Knowing how and how best to reach out to individuals, how to set priorities on different requests because you no longer hear a tone of voice, you are no longer face-to-face with that person, you can no longer see their expressions or whatever the case may be.’



This is amplified by the numerous mediums through which communication is distributed in a DTO environment. Interviewee #8 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 24/07/19) emphasised this by saying:


‘In a DTO, the HR practitioner can be overwhelmed with the various channels through which to communicate, with the result that they may focus their attention on the medium and not the message.’



Interviewee #3 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 04/07/19) focused more upon the nature of the business model that created additional complexity and added that: ‘due to the global matrix environment, we almost operate in a disjointed manner, very remotely. We need to be virtually connected and on the same brainwave’.

Theme 4: Cultivating positive organisational practice

In a fast-moving business environment, the HRP needs to play a critical role in employee wellness. With the availability of information, the HRP must ensure confidentiality and the privacy of personal information. The ability to understand, value, integrate and protect the core values and rights of all employees whilst aligning it to the organisation values is a core competence in a DTO.

Subtheme 1: Functioning as wellness and cultural custodian: Within the cultivating positive organisational practice core theme, the subtheme of functioning as wellness and cultural custodian was derived from the interviews. Interviewee #1 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 02/07/19) commented on the importance of maintaining the organisational culture and moral fibre and emphasised the additional responsibility that the HRP has as follows:


‘I mean keeping the organisation honest, keeping the organisation humane. Because it is going to be very easy to slip into automating all the things, the software does all the things and software is not particularly good at being humane.’



Interviewee #7 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 22/07/19) agreed with this and added:


‘At some point in time maybe there is a situation where the HR interface with the employees is digital and not human, and I just do not know how satisfactory that would be to the employee.’



Maintaining a wellness balance is challenging in any environment; however, in a DTO, this is especially true because of the speed and rigour of the business operations. Interviewee #8 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 24/07/19) commented on the interconnected components by stating, ‘the collective wellbeing of the DTO stems from having the right culture and the HRP is part of the bigger ecosystem’. Interviewee #7 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 22/07/19) asked, ‘could an employee get the same kind of empathetic advice from the digital interface?’ Interviewee #12 (MMgr, SoftDev, 12/08/19) also added to this by cautioning the HRM function: ‘the more efficient and digitised an organisation becomes, the more the HRP could become disconnected from the employees’. Interviewee #19 (MMgr, SoftDev, 05/09/19) also made this point and said:


‘We should have an understanding of the challenges that come with that [DTO]. What drives tech employees? What are the unique characteristics associated with the performance of tech employees? How do they differ from other employees that we have across in the business?’



Subtheme 2: Functioning as the protector of privacy: A number of participants referred to data privacy as another of the subthemes supporting the core theme of functioning as wellness and cultural custodian. Interviewee #13 (MMgr, SoftDev, 13/08/19) was wary of the potential volume of new data being generated and how this was being processed, stating:


‘You [company] now have an increased amount of information that you need to process. And there is always the risk of not processing it in the right way. Usually, we just interpret the signals we get from the systems. The problem with data utilisation is that you don’t necessarily know if you are interpreting the data in the right manner. The use of AI, ML and other digital technology should be closely guarded.’



In a bid to highlight the rigorous access standards that should be in place, Interviewee #8 (SnMgr, SoftDev, 24/07/19) noted the following: ‘an understanding of the regulatory model is a necessity for those who want to gain access to information and those who want to restrict access to it’.

Discussion

Four themes and accompanying subthemes are reported in the previous section. In this section, the findings are analysed in relation to the literature, thereby combining inductive and deductive approaches. This allows the participants’ voices to be interpreted in a broader model of existing knowledge and enables an in-depth understanding of the research findings.

As a starting point, it is essential to highlight the alignment between the definitions of a DTO, as referenced by the research participants, and those provided within the literature. Although it is beyond the scope of this research, alignment is important for contextualisation. In defining digitalisation, Betchoo (2016) referred to the interconnected nature of digital technology as one of its primary elements, with social media, mobility, analytics, cloud computing and the Internet as critical examples. The use of advanced technology for data collection, storage and processing was also referenced with powerful tools such as AI and ML, seen as the differentiating technologies in a DTO (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014; Davenport & Kirby, 2016). Keywords cited by the research participants include ‘data usage’, ‘data optimisation’, ‘actionable insights’, ‘connection’, ‘tool usage’, ‘customer enablement’, ‘decision-making’, ‘increased productivity’, ‘efficiency’ and ‘service delivery’. These keywords also form part of the definitions of digitalisation (i.e. the increasing penetration of digital technologies in society with the associated changes in the connection of individuals and their behaviours) and digital transformation (‘managed adaptation of companies in light of progressing digitalisation in order to assure sustainable value creation’) (Gimpel & Röglinger, 2015, p. 5). It can, therefore, be concluded that employees unanimously perceived the participating organisation as a DTO.

Based on the DTO contextual environment, the study participants were asked to identify the critical HRP competencies in a DTO. With the assistance of TA, participant feedback was grouped into four core themes within the findings section of the research article. The discussion of these four themes, in relation to the literature review, is presented next.

Contextualising human resource data and information

To demonstrate the importance of having knowledge, insight and understanding of the business context, most of the participants highlighted business insights or business acumen as the cornerstone of effectiveness in a DTO. Understanding this context and the impact of digital technology on all aspects of the organisation is seen as critical for HR success (Kelly & Rapp, 2016). Understanding the business context and being digitally knowledgeable are competencies cited by both the literature (Kashyape, 2018) and the interviewees as crucial for HRP success in a DTO. Within the literature, words such as ‘speed’, ‘execution’, ‘tech-savvy’ and a whole host of digital technology phrases from big data to ML capture the DTO context (Davenport & Kirby, 2016, p. 46).

When comparing contextualising HR data and information with existing literature, there is a large degree of alignment. Both the Society for Human Resources Management (SHRM, 2016, p. 32) and CIPD (2018, p. 6) simply call this competency ‘business acumen’. The Australian Human Resources Institute (AHRI, 2015, p. 3) refers to this competency in their ‘Model of Excellence’ and defines it as being ‘business-driven’. The University of Cornell’s ILR School, in turn, uses the terms ‘business acumen and business contributor’ to demonstrate the focus required (Kelly & Rapp, 2016, p. 6). In South Africa, the SABPP refers to ‘organisational capability’, whilst one of the four pillars of the competency model is HR and business knowledge (Meyer, 2012, p. 4). In the most recent research conducted by the RBL Group, they refer to ‘strategic positioner’ (Ulrich et al., 2016, p. 6). When compared with the synthesis of current HR competency models by Vu (2017, p. 5), there is an intersection in the area defined as ‘business-related’ (Vu, 2017, p. 5).

To demonstrate the importance of having information technology knowledge and practical skills, specifically in the area of digitalisation, Buchanan, Kelley and Hatch (2016) made specific reference to the competency of being digitally well informed when they identified current global HR trends. They indicated that the new breed of chief executive officers (CEO) is progressively getting younger, more global and more technologically informed, resulting in an increased need for HR functions to follow suit. Collecting, storing and processing HR data are becoming critical aspects of the HR agenda (Manyika et al., 2016). Research conducted by Bersin et al. (2017) found that the HRM function is transforming as a result of the availability of big data sets for studying employee behaviours to identify levers for performance enhancement. The availability of data is accelerating as digital enablement continues and wearable devices and the Internet of Things create more data in real time (Bersin et al., 2017). The research participants agreed with this and added that data are much more visible now and that as a result, identifying trends is much easier. It is, therefore, important that HRPs not only understand data, but also identify where in the organisation data are created, how to capture these data and how to put systems in place to extract and report on the data. Makridakis (2017) agrees with the sentiment of data utilisation and commented that the availability of powerful tools such as AI and ML had provided HR with the ability to advance their business insights and execution rapidly.

When comparing information technology knowledge and practical skills to the existing literature, CIPD (2018, p. 8) refers to ‘digital working’. The AHRI (2015, p. 1) refers to these competencies in their ‘Model of Excellence’ and defines it as being ‘business-driven’. The University of Cornell’s ILR School, in turn, referred to ‘technology champion’ (Kelly & Rapp, 2016, p. 9). In South Africa, the SABPP refers to this as being ‘citizenship for future innovation, technology and sustainability’ (Meyer, 2012, p. 4). In the most recent research conducted by the RBL Group, they refer to ‘technology and media integrator’ (Ulrich et al., 2016, p. 6). When compared to the synthesis of current HR competency models by Vu (2017, p. 5), there is an intersection in the following areas: ‘HR tools, practices and process-related’.

To demonstrate the importance of having the ability to utilise (design, extract, understand and apply) data in such a way that it can be leveraged to produce a positive business impact, Parry and Battista (2019) said that there are numerous digital tools such as robotics, and virtual and augmented reality that can be utilised to enhance performance. The availability of data makes this data analysis possible, and Abolhassan (2017) noted that HRPs now have access to previously closed data sets that enable them to create more transparency. This transparency through data enables the HRP to make sound data-driven arguments for change in the organisation. In her analysis of the perception that HR adds value to the business, Dutta (2018) encouraged HR to make more use of the digital tools at its disposal. Dutta (2018) further said that, in particular, data science and intelligence tools should be utilised as the differentiators of success. Automation and AI therefore not only complement the work of the HRP, but they also bring the challenge of acquiring new competencies (Guszcza et al., 2017). This ‘cognitive collaboration’ should be regarded as a significant benefit, and Guszcza et al. (2017, p. 6) added that when humans and computers work in an augmented relationship, they think better together. When comparing the ability to utilise data with the existing literature, CIPD (2018, p. 7) refers to ‘analytics and creating value’, whilst the University of Cornell’s ILR School refers to ‘data and analytics’ (Kelly & Rapp, 2016, p. 8). The SABPP refers to ‘solution creation and implementation’ and lists ‘analytics and measurement’ as one of the HR capabilities (Meyer, 2012, p. 4), and the RBL Group refers to ‘analytics designer and interpreter’ (Ulrich et al., 2016, p. 6).

Continuous learning

To demonstrate the importance of the ability to deal with ambiguity, Parry and Battista (2019) commented that uncertainty and ambiguity are the new normal. Research participants echoed the view that the ever-changing and ambiguous environment is here to stay and added that the HRP needs to be adaptable and willing to change. Human resource practitioners need to be able to navigate this changing environment, not only for themselves but also to help the business and their internal customers (i.e. employees) to make sense of the changes (Stephan, Uzawa, Volini, Walsh, & Yoshida, 2016). Stephan et al. (2016) observed that HR must play a significant role in assisting employees in making sense of digital technology and guiding them through the highly ambiguous transformational journey. When comparing the ability to deal with ambiguity to existing competency literature, the RBL Group adds the competency of ‘paradox navigator’ (Ulrich et al., 2016, p. 6). The ability to self-navigate and, at the same time, guide and assist line partners and employees through the rapid change journey requires a number of unique competencies. In comparison with current competency model literature, SHRM (2016, p. 27) referred to this as ‘navigation’.

Bondarouk and Brewster (2016) stated that with so much emerging technology available, superior levels of judgement are needed as additional data and visibility continue to raise the privacy and security concerns. To demonstrate the importance of the ability to apply sound judgement, the research interviewees added by saying that HR has the additional accountability to help the business stop, analyse and determine a constructive path forward. Additionally, the research participants added that within a DTO, most of the hygiene or transactional HR activities have been automated and, as a result, interactions with HRP are strategic, requiring higher levels of judgement. DiRomualdo et al. (2018) highlighted the importance of this and added that these high judgement scenarios might have far-reaching effects on the organisation and the lives of employees. Rao (2018) added to this by saying that the elements of a highly ambiguous environment, fuelled by scenarios of high judgement, created a very complex environment in which HRPs need to operate. When comparing superior levels of judgement to the existing literature, SHRM (2016, p. 27) referred to ‘organisational leadership’ as being essential for success, whilst the SABPP referred to ‘leadership and personal credibility’ (Meyer, 2012, p. 4). The RBL Group adds the competency of ‘credible activist’ and ‘paradox navigator’ (Ulrich et al., 2016, p. 6).

To demonstrate the importance of the ability to be agile and adaptive, the study participants added that speed of execution is vital within the DTO environment where communication channels and culture are largely different. Rao (2018) postulated that the combination of a variety of geographical locations, backgrounds and mindsets creates the need for a review of how we manage this workforce within which different communication styles and mechanisms are needed. Based on the disruption caused by the introduction of digital technology, the HRPs are forced to adapt and re-evaluate their roles (Panayotopoulou & Papalexandris, 2004). When comparing agility and adaptability to the current literature, CIPD (2018, p. 9) and AHRI (2015, p. 5) mentioned the importance of ‘managing change’ or being a ‘change leader’. In comparison with the synthesis of current HR competency models by Vu (2017, p. 5), the theme of ‘change’ was cited.

To demonstrate the importance of resilience, the study participants commented that, because of the complexities of global working, time zone differences, different cultures, ample amounts of data and a fast-paced environment, the HRP requires a different level of resilience. Bhatia (2016) stated that the HRP is required to innovate, accelerate the speed of execution and adapt to new digital leadership roles. Oswald and Kleinemeier (2017, p. 76) argued that ‘as digitization increases the speed and intensity of change, employees should also possess more fundamental competencies like dealing with complexity and increased tempo; they ought also to be resilient’. When comparing resilience with current competency model literature, AHRI (2015, p. 3) referred to an ‘expert practitioner’.

Stakeholder relationship management

When comparing the competency theme of stakeholder relationship management with the current literature, SHRM (2016, p. 37) refers to ‘consultation’. The ILR includes the competency of ‘external stakeholder relationships’ (Kelly & Rapp, 2016, p. 9) and the SABPP refers to these competencies as ‘leadership and personal credibility’ (Meyer, 2012, p. 4). To demonstrate the importance of having excellent verbal and non-verbal communication skills, several participants highlighted that in a high percentage of cases, the HRP would be communicating an undesirable outcome and, as such, an astute communicator is needed. The study participants added that because of the complexity of multiple cultures and geographies, the phrasing of communication is vital. The Society for Human Resources Management (2016, p. 46) competency model also reported the need for excellent communication skills with such importance that it is regarded as one of their nine core competencies and defined as ‘the ability to effectively exchange information with stakeholders’. The ILR added a competency of ‘internal boundary spanner’ (Kelly & Rapp, 2016, p. 9), whilst the SABPPs HR model also supports the importance of communication and defines this competency as follows: ‘Interpersonal and communication skills: All HR work depends on successful relationships, and excellent interpersonal and communication skills are of utmost importance’. Research participants emphasised this even more by saying that, because of most of the communication being digital in the global matrix environment, HRPs need to be expert communicators with one of the participants commenting that the HRP needs to be on the same ‘brain wave’ as the rest of the organisation.

Cultivating positive organisational practice

To demonstrate the importance of functioning as wellness and cultural custodian, Frey and Osborne (2017) commented that the potential impact of automation and job displacement could have a significant impact on the employee population, adding that the HRM function has a pivotal role to play as the custodian of organisational values (Frey & Osborne, 2017). This view was also shared during the research process, and they added that, because of the pace of change in a DTO, the culture could be very volatile. The study participants also commented on the consequences of atomisation and said that a less human interface has an impact on the culture as people are still going to need human engagement. Brown et al. (2017) added to this risk and stressed that a ‘less human’ organisation may have a severe impact on employees at a time when business leaders are already wrestling with unprecedented individual risks. Manuti and De Palma (2017) commented that the interaction between man and machine could also be beneficial to workforce wellness as technologies such as AI and ML could serve as an early warning system for the manager in terms of job satisfaction and even employee burnout. Parry and Battista (2019), however, said that it was the role of the HRP to monitor and maintain the wellness equilibrium within the organisation.

When comparing wellness and cultural custodian with the current literature, SHRM (2016, p. 50) refers to this competency as ‘global and cultural effectiveness’, whilst CIPD (2018, p. 5), in turn, mentions the importance of ‘managing culture and behaviours’. The AHRI (2015, p. 4), in turn, refers to the importance of ‘a workplace and workforce designer, and a culture and change leader’. The RBL Group adds the competency of the ‘culture and change champion’ (Ulrich et al., 2016, p. 6). When comparing the competency of contextualising HR data and information with the synthesis of current HR competency models by Vu (2017), the competency of ‘organisational culture’ was again common.

To demonstrate the importance of functioning as the protector of privacy, Stulgienė and Čiutienė (2012) noted that, in their view, HRM policies and processes were lagging behind DTO trends. The study participants also stressed the importance of privacy and the interpretation of data. Data, and more specifically HR data, can be interpreted in multiple ways and with different contextual layers and, as such, research participants cautioned on the extraction of a binary result. The view that HR and data management policies and practices are lagging behind the digital curve is exacerbated by the volume and transparency of the data available (Rao, 2018). When comparing the protector of privacy to the current literature, SHRM (2016, p. 22) emphasised the importance of ‘ethical practice’, whilst AHRI (2015, p. 4) referred to being an ‘ethical and credible activist’.

When comparing the competencies identified through the research with existing competency models, it became evident that the literature provided overwhelming support for all the competencies highlighted by the research participants. What is less evident is the importance of these competencies for HRP success within the DTO context, as opposed to a non-DTO environment. For example, participants deemed the contextualisation of HR data and information as essential for success. Additionally, continuous learning emphasises the ability of HRPs to deal with ambiguity and to be able to adapt and apply good judgement. These skills are essential in a DTO environment characterised by speed and the automation of routine HR tasks. Human resource practitioners also need to apply high-level decision-making, even more so than in a non-DTO environment. Therefore, it is important to not simply look at the alignment between the competencies identified in the current study and previous research, but also evaluate the level of importance for HRP success in the DTO as highlighted by the study participants.

Limitations and recommendations

There were a few noteworthy limitations of this study. The first limitation is based on the exclusion of the HRP from this research, meaning that a self-reflected view from the HRP could not be obtained. A second limitation was the generalisability of the research results caused because of the focus on the DTO context, and as a result, this limited the data gathering to a single company. The last limitation arises from the timing of the research. The researcher gathered participants’ views at a single point in time, and as such, the research relied heavily on primary data of the interviews, providing a limited opportunity to verify these perspectives.

The following recommendations were made: HRPs need to utilise the additional visibility created of the HRP competencies for self-development within a DTO context. Organisations need to encourage proactive engagement between line partners and their HR practitioners to ensure transparency in terms of competency expectations. Organisations should utilise the HRP competencies within a DTO context to tailor attraction, development and performance management programmes. Industrial and organisational psychology practice should be adopted to modify the current educational curriculum to include digital competencies.

Conclusion

To explore the potentially unique competency requirements of the HRP, the researcher interviewed senior managers who operate within the DTO environment to gain their perspectives about the impact and key competency requirements of the HRP. The findings of this research demonstrated that the HRP requires key competencies in the following areas: (1) contextualising HR data and information, (2) continuous learning, (3) stakeholder relationship management and (4) cultivating positive organisational practice.
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TABLE 1: Core and sub-themes of the study.
Number (#) Core themes

Knowledge

Skills

Attributes

i

Contextualising HR data
and information

Continuous learning

Stakeholder relationship
management

Cultivating positive
organisational practice

Knowledge of the business and business
context

Knowledge of IT technology

Knowledge of digitalisation

Knowledge of the complex business
environment

Knowledge of legal matters
Knowledge of recent practices

Knowledge of automation

Knowledge of time zones and cultural diversity

Knowledge of the environment and customers

Knowledge of diverse cultures

Knowledge of communication channels

Knowledge of key labour legislation and
organisational policies

Understanding of the regulatory model
Understanding of the challenges that come
with the DTO

Knowing what drives tech employees

Al artificial intelligence; DTO, digitally transformed organisation; ML, machine learning.

Digital skills in terms of the design,
extraction, analysis interpretation and
application of digital data

Speak the language of a technological
environment

The skill to identify the impact of the
environment on the business

Optimising automation

Managing information and data

Skills to influence virtually

Excellent verbal and non-verbal
communication skills

Skills to communicate virtually

Creating and maintaining a cohesive
cultural ecosystem

Demonstrating empathetic advice in the
digital interface

Interpreting data

The use of Al, ML and other digital
technology

An ability and a willingness to learn

Design thinking

Critical analytical thinking
Ability to utilise digital data

Proactively analyse trends and implement
solutions

The ability to deal with ambiguity

The ability to deal with multiple challenges
The ability to apply sound judgement

The ability to be agile and adaptive
Resilience

The ability to engage across geographical,
cultural and language dimensions

Communicating with impact

Managing diversity
Ethical mindset

Maintaining the organisational culture and
moral fibre
Driving employee value proposition

Culture and wellness custodian

Protector of privacy

Building humane organisations





