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How can HRM play its part in generating and maintaining a competitive advantage over the coming 5 year period?
The US tech sector has gained the stature of one of the fastest growing and most prominent global industries in the information era. This sector has singlehandedly produced some of the highest valued companies in the world like Apple, Google and Amazon which have all crossed $1 Trillion in valuation (Klebnikov, 2020; Rees, 2021; Ghosh, 2021). Conversely, it is also the sector with the highest turnover rate, 13.2%, in the US marketplace with reports of the three aforementioned companies retaining an employee for an average tenure of 2, 1.1 and 1 year respectively (Johnson, 2018). IBM as a prominent denizen of this industry is also not immune to the issue. According to Dennison (2021, p.1), “The Achievers’ Employee Engagement and Retention Report suggest that a stunning 52% of workers plan on looking for new jobs in 2021” including employees from IBM. This turnover issue is an industry staple due to the precarious position that the US tech sector harbours; due to a noticeable disparity in demand and supply of high skilled tech professionals within the industry (Farndale et al., 2021). As such, there is a significant issue of poaching employees within the industry. However, the end for such hiring practices remains to gain competitive advantage through the attainment of knowledge and avoidance of redundant costs such as training and development can be avoided. 
IBM has been utilising AI (Artificial Intelligence) technology to accurately predict the turnover potential in their employees, through big data analytics along with software related to decisional dashboards. This technology can be further utilised to target and improve employee engagement amongst those that have been identified as demotivated, further reducing costs comapred to the competitors (Mirza, 2019). Providing HR facilitation, such as flexible co-ordination of work schedules, inter-departmental strategic communication and engagement measures could increase the average tenure of employees with the company thereby providing a competitive advantage in the long run.  Furthermore, the next 5 years will see more Gen Z workers are likely to enter the workforce. The unique business and market environment has shaped the expectations and priorities of the current generations of employees (Acheampong, 2021). Chernomas (2020) presents the case of the increased cost of living, education and healthcare with reductions in social security nets and political as well as corporate resistance to wage increase as bottlenecking the choices within the US labour markets. Market rigidity in such a manner has been further reinforced by concerted efforts towards anti-union practices in prominent tech companies have led to a condition that limits choices for highly skilled tech professionals (Hossfeld, 2020). Mlitz (2021, p.1) shows that, form October of 2019 to 2020 of the same month, employment in the US tech sector has become harder to fill by 3.9% and it was already at below 50% candidate placement within the sector, 41.1% to be exact, according to the year-long survey conducted during the one year period. 
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Fig 1. Global tech Job study results (Mlitz 2021, p.1)

To gain and secure a competitive advantage in the future IBM will be required to use its AI technology in conjunction with performance management and engagement matrices to retain more employees. This will allow the organisation to make the engagement and retention process more efficient and allow faster response to the shifting expectation of new high skilled employees entering the marketplace over the next 5 years. 



What does it mean for the structure, design and strategy of the HR function?
HR structure is functionally important in order to maintain a properly operational business environment. As such, implementing a proper HR structure, when managing exigent circumstances, is all the more important. Covid -19 has been one of the titular events of the past 2 years and is still impacting the global economic landscape, exasperated by the emergence of the delta variant and vaccine scepticism, within the country (Zhong et al., 2021). A properly functioning HR structure includes the hierarchal or flat positional structuring to makes the system accountable and to determine the decisional authority; thereby stability, within any given project. HR design should reflect the distinct situational factors in order to retain and engage the customers; thereby introducing operational flexibility. The strategic approach, such as the utilisation of AI for employee turnover assessment leads to the possibility of long term benefits of retention and engagement (Mirza, 2019). Furthermore, it would enable IBM to close the high turnover rate within the industry. Utilising Ulrich’s HR competency model (Brockbank, Ulrich and Beatty, 1999), to create an integrated strategic HR function directly at the probationary phase of employee recruitment where it is most needed in this sector should represent the significance of these three aspects (Hongal and Kinange, 2020).  
Ulrich’s three legged models of HR competency allows for an integrated structuring of HR functions with the rest of the organisational operations through four distinct facets; namely Strategic Partner, Change Agent, Admin Expert and Employee Champion (Rees, and Leatherbarrow, 2021). Interlocution of business partners and employee champions with management requires structural implementation of network and team-based HR structures to compliment normal operational activities. Ulrich (1997) illustrates the four fundamental roles each of these facets undertake as presented below.
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Fig 2: The three legged stool model (Ulrich, 1997, p.24)
The management of strategic HR is undertaken by the strategic partners, management of transformation and change by change agents, management of firm infrastructure by admin expert and management of employee contribution by the Employee champion. Newer models try to engage front line managers as technically and administratively adept counterparts to HR professionals, as a form of rectifying the criticism that relates to the lack of dexterity HR professionals could present in the practical setting (Rees, and Leatherbarrow, 2021)  
This model would allow for the integration of HR professionals into the operational level in order to identified shifting employee needs and considering the talent of individuals could save organisations significantly. Furthermore, adopting the cost of new recruitment and training towards rewards maximise motivation and engagement amongst employees (Setiawan et al., 2021; Kryscynski, 2021).  By employing external business partners to alleviate some of the internal vocational limitations in the high skilled tech labour market utilisation of strategic partners offshore can significantly reduce the market pressures (Satpathy et al, 2019). Integrating an employee champion agent into the decisional matters involving employee welfare has also been shown to significantly help engage the employee in the long term (Mozgovoy and Mettler, 2019). As an HR expert, identifying and contracting talented individuals in recruitment and probationary work stages would allow the company to start engaging the employees through rewards management considering specific interests (Armstrong and Murlis, 2007; Voehl, 2020). Finally, the change agent is required to identify and calibrate the organisational approach to market requirements. According to Deloitte (2021, p.8), “35% of employers are grappling with remote-work-driven changes in employee productivity.” Having a change agent would aid the management of issues being faced within the current business environment. 
HR is inherently a subject matter that requires flexible application in times of dire operational strains. The Covid-19 pandemic has created such as situation. Utilising Ulrich’s model to implement integrated HR positions could help tech sector businesses reduce the costs associated with the hiring, training and disruption of work during the period (Mayo, 2020). Such structuring allows for higher flexibility and leads to better handling of conditional impacts such as the Covid-19 crisis presented (Zhong et al., 2021). The future sustainability impact of such structural implementations would allow organisations to easily manoeuvre in volatile business environments by fostering immediate identification and implementation of localised HR policies. Finally, the impact of strategic decisions like utilising the 3 legged stool model under circumstances that require flexibility could potentially save significant amounts in terms of recruitment, training and hindrance based costs. As such, a properly functioning HR structure, design and strategy is required for organisations to utilise the department as more than an ancillary support function but, as Ulrich suggests, as a driver of value within organisational operations. IBM’s technology can extensively support such a structuring. 
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