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Introduction 

The world is changing, robots are coming, the line between technologies and humans are slowly diminishing (World Economic Forum, 2016). The beginning of the fourth industrial revolution has begun with the integration of digital, physical and biological systems (Schwab, 2016). Technologies like artificial intelligence, autonomous vehicles, and healthcare sensors are slowly becoming ingrained in our daily lives (Schulze, 2019).

Technology is one of the megatrends that is changing the way people work (Brechbuhl, 2015). Over the last decades, computers and robots have substituted numbers of manufacturing, transactional, and repetitive jobs (MGI, 2013), causing unemployment. Will humans ever be replaced by robots in the workplace? Susskind and Susskind (2015) believe that in the future, even white-collar workers will no longer have to work in the way they did before thanks to technological advancement. If this really happens, what will happen to the HR profession? 

Other megatrends like globalisation, changing demographics, and new behaviours are reshaping the workplace environment (Lancefield, n.d.; Morgan, 2016; Verma, 2018). In order to sustain, HR professionals must act quickly and adapt rapidly to a world that is increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (Bennett and Lemoine, 2014; Kraaijenbrink, 2018). The Ulrich model, which helped transform HR functions since the late ’90s, is it still as effective? Or just as the business world evolves, so should HR roles?

The following essay will discuss how the roles of HR will be reinvented in response to megatrends, focusing particularly on technology to determine the skills needed in order to stay relevant in a world dominated by AI. 









Main Body

There is no way avoiding it - organizations are affected by megatrends. Globalisation, changing demographics, new behaviours, and technological advancements are challenging how organizations perform in the 21st century (CIPD, 2015). 

Complicated Workplace?
The workplace now consists of 5 generations from employees born from the ‘40s all the way to the ‘90s, changing its demographics compared to before (Salzman, 2017; Bennett, 2017). The growing diversity of the workforce brings in new behaviours. Diversity is not just limited to age, race and culture anymore, but lifestyle differences and new behaviours. Employees are seeking to optimise work/life balance while others seek meaning from work (Reilly, 2017). People no longer need to be in the company to carry out their jobs, with more accessibility and mobility thanks to the internet, employees can work from anywhere at any time. Also, with the growing number of people fighting for gender identity and sexual orientation rights, HR should make sure that no one is being discriminated at the workplace (Amnesty, n.d.). Gone are the days where companies hire people within the same location or region. With globalisation, companies can take skills and knowledge from across the globe (Lawlor, 2007), increasing cooperation. Organisations are making changes to boost innovation and increase productivity, which requires significant culture change and HR needs to be well-positioned to support these changes (Frith, 2017). All of these is making the workplace ever so complicated.

Roles of HR, Now.
Ulrich’s three-legged model has become the standard method for many large and complex HR organizations in delivering HR services for the past 20 years (Holley, 2015; Scott, 2017; Orion, 2019). The model proposed that HR services should separate into three distinct roles to deliver optimum HR efficiency (Caldwell, 2008; Boroughs, 2015; Turner, 2017). These roles are as described below in figure 1 and table 1: 
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Figure 1: Ulrich’s Three-Legged Model by CIPD, 2019.
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Table 1: Ulrich’s Three-Legged Model Roles Explained by Ashdown, 2014.  

Even though it worked well, as time goes by, discussions started revolving around Ulrich’s model saying that the model is slowly becoming irrelevant with the rise of new megatrends (Reilly, 2017; Scott, 2017). 

Those who did not adhere to Ulrich’s model mostly had the same reason for it - the model is rigid and did not fit with organizations with a wide geographical spread (Orion, 2019). “Ulrich tends to be one single lens, rather than catering for the complexity of a global organisation,” says Will Peachey the senior VP at Capgemini. For instance, if a company operates in different countries, it would be hard to only have one centre of excellence doing payroll for the employees in different countries due to differences in currency and regulations (Roper, 2016). If the company split this function up, it becomes shared services in different countries, which is confusing and does not fit into Ulrich’s model. When promoting someone to a higher managerial position, it should not be solely based on how long they have worked for the company or how old they are, but rather the knowledge and skills they possess. This is a problem because some companies following Ulrich’s model, employees are given a higher title but their skills are not developed (Holley, 2015).
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Figure 2: Atkinsons’ Flexible Firm Model by MBN, n.d.

The Atkinsons’ Flexible Firm Model was developed to ease management processes by segmenting employees into core and peripheral groups. The core group is difficult to replace as members have specific experience or knowledge (MBN, n.d.). This would be employees in ‘centres of excellence’ and ‘strategic business partners’ from Ulrich’s model. The peripheral groups, on the other hand, are split into 2[footnoteRef:1] and can be easily substituted as they manage administrative operations not strategically critical to the business and are common across all business units (Deloitte, 2011). The first peripheral group consists of part-time and contract employees, while the second group are only needed to complete particular tasks (Oxford Index, n.d.). Both peripheral groups fall into the ‘shared services’ in Ulrich’s model. [1:  The blue circle in figure 2 is the first peripheral group while the green circle is the second peripheral group.] 


Future Uncertainty and Changing Shape of HR.
HR administration tasks are predicted to be 100% computerised in the next few years and 30% of specialist work predicted going down the same path (Frey & Osborne, 2017). This can potentially eliminate shared services in Ulrich’s model and the first peripheral group in Atkinsons’ flexible firm model. In the HR world, AI is already been used in searching for suitable candidates, replying frequently asked questions, and monitoring employees satisfaction and performance (Marr, 2019). While it is safe to believe that AI is only coming after low-skilled jobs, Susskind and Susskind (2015) believe otherwise stating “advances in AI capabilities are of immediate relevance to professionals where manual dexterity is thought to be important.” In short, it is possible that professionals can too be replaced by AI.

With the Internet, it is easier for people to engage in the gig economy. “Gig economy itself is not new, but when people say gig economy now they refer it to new-technology enabled kind of work,” says Turner, former Director of Public Policy for Airbnb. App-based companies like Uber and Airbnb are replacing people as middlemen to connect consumers and producers quickly and easily, further eliminating the need for Ulrich’s shared services where HR recruits talents (Harris, 2017). In America alone, it is predicted that by 2021 the number of people working gigs will grow to 9.2 million (Intuit, 2016). Soon, the second peripheral group in Atkinson’s model will grow bigger, changing its shape.

What Happens Next?
HR must learn to continuously re-skill and get comfortable taking new jobs and roles (Bersin, 2016). Williams believes that: 
HR profession has the opportunity to get out there and add value. HR directors need to be courageous, prepared to take their teams into the unknown and be prepared to adopt this agile methodology of the combination of technology, human capital and data to move the success of their function into the future.
(Williams, 2015, p.18)
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Figure 3: The New People Profession Map by CIPD, 2018.

To cope with changes, CIPD proposed a map[footnoteRef:2] suggesting the knowledge the people profession (HR) needs to create value and make an impact at work. Using this map, new HR roles and skills needed can be identified to stay future-fit. Here’s how and why: [2:  Refer to map in figure 3.] 
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Figure 4: Core Knowledge from CIPD New People Profession Map (CIPD, 2018)

Core knowledge are basic things HR needs to know. In the future, work will be less about “using” technology but rather “interacting” with technology (Mercer and Wyman, 2017). As AI takes over admin jobs, the future of shared services centre will be data analyst (Scott, 2017). HR needs digital skills to analyse critically important data to influence and shape people and business strategy. London Stock Exchange Group HR are already putting people through numerical reasoning tests before they join to make sure they can interpret data to improve employee performance (Roper, 2016). The reason why is because AI can only generate data, while HR has to interpret the data and come up with strategies that suit the employees of the organisations best. 

HR must take on the role of ‘digital evangelist’ to understand the impact of technology and how it can improve productivity and collaborative work (AIHR Digital, 2019). According to Emily who works HR in Marriott Hotel, they are catching up with the trend of technology by using online platform to ease performance management process (2019). The platform gives employees real-time performance feedback, instead of the traditional ‘meet once or maybe twice a year’ to discuss on employee performance. This creates value to employees because a quick feedback is appreciated in a world where mobile equipment are making communication so easily accessible (Ernst & Young, 2018). Besides, people are already engaged in having their mobile phones everywhere they go so this change is particularly easy to implement. With this, employees can also improve themselves on the spot when they are not performing as expected. 
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Figure 5: Core Behaviours from CIPD New People Profession Map (CIPD, 2018)

Core behaviours outlines what it takes as HR professionals to steer the organization through uncertainty and towards success. HR must have the professional courage and influence to implement changes in organizations whenever needed. In this case, HR has to aid organizations to change in order to adapt to megatrends. This includes using a wide range of influencing styles and strategies to secure employees commitment. Juliet Bourke of Deloitte Australia highlighted that AI could never replace the ‘human factor’ and that social skills should be developed. Having social skills help HR leads better as teamwork and communication are carried out more effectively (Fatima, 2018). According to World Economic Forum, people management is one of the skills needed to differentiate ourselves in an AI dominated workplace (Gray, 2016). Machines do not have feelings and neither do AI. Sure, AI is now capable of detecting human feelings but it fails to relate and empathise with a situation (Bitbrain, 2018). Are employees willing to listen to a robot telling them what to do? 

The future role of HR will be the ‘advocate’ that inspire others through a compelling people vision which shares the broad meaning and purpose of work (Ducheyne, 2014). Employees would want to listen to someone they can relate to and communicate with. Therefore, social skills is important to gain trust and confidence of the employees that further motivates them to perform better. As mentioned before, the workplace is becoming ever so racially, culturally, age, gender, and sexually diverse. HR as the ‘advocate’ in the company is the moral compass of the organization (Lloyd, 2015). Their role in ethical conduct is to nurture an ethical organizational culture where everyone feels comfortable and want to work in (Haris, 2016). With all the changes happening because of megatrends, change management has to be taken care of and with the skills of people management this would be easier to manage (Smith, 2013). 
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Figure 6: Specialist Knowledge from CIPD New People Profession Map (CIPD, 2018)

There are critical skills and capabilities that can not be reduced to an algorithm. Human characteristics like creativity, innovation, critical thinking, complex problem solving, and emotional intelligence will be increasingly important (Yates, 2018). The pool of people in centres of excellence and strategic business partners which is the core of business needs to be expanded by upskilling employees so that people in shared services centres or the peripheral group can still hold a job. In 2017, 56% of senior AI professionals argued in a Ernst & Young poll that the lack of talent and qualified workers is the greatest single barrier to the implementation of AI across business operations (Daly, 2018). The implementation of AI means change and going back on the previous discussion on change management, HR leaders should have the social skills to influence this change. They should take care of employees welfare by not leaving any one that is lowly skilled behind. However, people who have the power to do so are often people in the centre of excellence, strategic business partner, and core group of the company (Mohinudeen, n.d.). They possess the skills of critical thinking and complex problem solving in spotting things that needs to be changed, and leadership skills to influence the change. How can employees in the peripheral group then shift to the core group? The answer lies in learning and development. 

Some say HR will become ‘curators’ of talent and skill development to make sure employees stay in the game (Bevan and Pirri, 2016). People learn better when they are praised and faster when they are given feedback. If a robot does that, it will sound empty and emotionless.  When physical and emotional interactions are involved in learning, people tend to remember better what was taught, that’s why it is quicker to learn when games are involved (Smith, P.K. and Pellegrini, A, 2008). An algorithm can only do what it is programmed to do, so it can’t possibly do anything ‘human’ like being creative and come up with ways to create learning and development courses and training. Any product of the algorithm is solely a demonstration of the programmer’s creativity, not the machine’s (Vandagrift, 2016). Therefore, the way people learn and discover new ideas are all dependent on one’s creativity. Robots are only programmed to learn from what have been done and to repeat that process over and over again. In order to advance to the next level of learning and development, that is all up to humans ourselves to think of new ways on how to do it. In this case, the strategic business partner that help guides organizations towards its mission and vision, and changes if necessary.























Conclusion

Megatrends like globalisation, changing workplace demographics, new behaviours, and technology are changing the shape of HR and in order to sustain in this volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous working environment, companies will be forced to keep up with the change. 

Following this, new HR roles will be created and in order to stay in the game, HR have to upskill themselves and also the employees so no one will be left behind. 

Ina nutshell, the new HR roles that is predicted will be created in the future are:

· ‘Digital evangelist’. Their job is to spot new technology trends that can improve collaboration and teamwork, instead of replacing humans with robots altogether. HR has to make the best out of technology by using it to improve employees. 

· Data analyst. HR will be needed to critically evaluate and interpret important data created by AI to come up with strategies that best suits the organisations. 

· The leader or the ‘advocate’ that will lead and influence employees to change. AI lacks the ‘human’ skills to relate to people’s feelings and emotions enough to influence and persuade change. 

· ‘Moral compass’ within the organization. With the workplace growing ever so racially, culturally, age, gender, and sexually diverse, it is HR’s responsibility to create a culture where everyone feels welcome and wants to work there. 

· ‘Curators’ of talent and skill development. Instead of removing employees in the peripheral group and shared services centres, HR have the obligation to learn and grow employees so they can still keep their jobs in a world where AI takes over. 

To stay in the game, these are the skills required to differentiate ourselves from robots and not be substituted by them:

· Digital skills to critically analyse and interpret important data created by AI to come up with business strategies that best suits the company. 

· Social and people management skills to effectively communicate in order to lead and create change successfully. It also helps to gain influence from people. 

· Creativity. AI is only limited to its algorithms that is created by it’s creator. Whatever creativity that AI has is what humans have. They can only repeat what has been done but can not come up with ideas on what has not been done. Unlike humans, our creativity creates innovation. 

· Emotional intelligence. Even though AI can now effectively recognise facial emotions, they lack empathy to relate themselves with humans. Humans on the other hand with emotional intelligence, we are able to make the workplace ‘human’. 
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