
Point of View
People and organisation

The HR Doctor
Nick Holley, Director, The Henley Centre for  
HR Excellence





Point of View: Nick Holley

1

In this series of tongue-in-cheek articles, first published in Personnel Today, Nick 
Holley, Director of the Henley Centre for HR Excellence, takes the role of HR 
Doctor. Nick diagnoses 10 common diseases suffered by HR professionals and 
the teams they work in and suggests the remedies needed to restore full health. 

1. Disconnection disorder
Symptoms
•	 Disconnected from the business, especially the commercial realities. 
•	 Physically separated from operations so no-one sees HR or knows what  

it does. 
•	 Never meets customers, so doesn’t understand what the business  

is about. 
•	Provides solutions to problems that no-one knows they have, driving  

an HR agenda (often picked up from consultants or at conferences) that do  
not deal with the real business issues. 

•	Benchmark against others - forgetting that best practice irrelevant of context 
is irrelevant. 

•	 No-one understands HR because it uses its own jargon.

Impact
•	 Everyone in HR is busy doing lots of HR stuff that fails to make a  

difference to the business. 
•	 This results in HR lacking credibility and being seen as disconnected. 
•	 HR is sidelined when important decisions are made. 
•	 The danger is key people issues are not taken into account and come back 

 to haunt the organisation.
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Examples
While working with a telecoms company in Nigeria, I spent a day at its call centre 
- the heartbeat of most telecommunications organisations and a good place to 
start if you want to understand the business issues. At the end of the day I had 
a debrief session with the call centre manager and one thing had intrigued me: 
even though HR was sponsoring my visit, I hadn’t met anyone from the team, 
so I asked what HR support he received. The manager said he had a dedicated 
HR business partner whose only job was to support the call centre. I asked why 
I hadn’t met her, and he said she didn’t work in the call centre, but in the central 
HR team at the group head office several miles away - and potentially several 
hours away because of the infamous Lagos traffic.
I have seen a number of HR strategies that include all the usual things – talent 
management and employee engagement surveys – but make no reference to 
the business. I recently worked with a global business that showed me its HR 
strategy. If I deleted the company logo from every PowerPoint slide, I couldn’t 
tell what sector the business operated in, let alone what company it was. This 
reminded me of a speech I heard from Paul Evans, professor of organisational 
behaviour at INSEAD, in 1993. He finished with the immortal words: ‘The world is 
full of solutions looking for problems’. At the time, I was guilty of reading books 
and implementing the ideas regardless of the business issues. Never again.

Cures
•	 HR professionals should think of themselves as business people first  

and HR people second. Loyalty should be to shareholders, or in the case of 
public sector organisations, a wider group of stakeholders, and not  
to HR. 

•	 Be fascinated not only by business, but by your business, reading about the 
industry and spending time understanding where the stresses are, how  
customers’ needs are met and how money is made. 

•	Spend more time on the numbers; the language of business is the language  
of finance. HR needs to speak this language. 

•	 HR must prioritise what it does against the impact it has on the  
bottom line. 

•	 Measure success against value creation and the difference HR makes – not 
against what it does. 

•	 Question whether there is a need for an HR strategy. Consider a people plan 
that is an integral part of the business strategy, owned by the whole business 
and underpinned by an HR operational plan that details how it will make  
a difference.

2. Delivery deficiency
Symptoms
•	 Projects are started but not finished. HR enjoys developing new ideas, but 

does not enjoy putting them into practice. 
•	 People are easily bored especially with follow through, with the result that 

nothing is actually delivered. 
•	 HR works purely on the basis of anecdotes; failing to collect or analyse real 

data to find out what is going on. 
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•	 It fails to respond to internal customer requests, seeing them as idiots who  
get in the way of designing another HR scheme. 

•	 HR people want to be prophets - they are only interested in being ‘strategic’ 
and are bored with the plumbing - the basics of HR that actually underpin its 
credibility. 

•	 HR lacks the disciplines of basic planning and project management.

Impact
•	 HR loses credibility, which would enable it to make a real difference to the 

business, because no one expects HR to actually deliver anything. 
•	 HR is seen as a cost, with the subsequent pressure to reduce the size of the 

function because no one sees any value added from what it does. 

Examples
In recent interviews with public sector chief executives, a common theme 
was that HR talks a good story but fails to deliver against its promises. In each 
of these cases, HR was being marginalised from some major decisions on 
organisational challenges emerging as a result of future spending cuts because 
it lacked the basic credibility.
My favourite analogy is from ice skating. In the Olympics prior to 1990, the 
champion skater won the gold medal not just for the spectacular jumps and 
complex moves and for their artistic interpretation of the music, but also for  
the compulsory figures. 
What we didn’t see on the television, a couple of days before the free 
programme, were the compulsory figures when the skaters drew figures in the 
ice and were measured for their consistency and accuracy. They didn’t win the 
gold medal for the figures, but they didn’t get to skate for the gold medal unless 
they did well. 
For me the compulsory figures are the basics of HR: paying people on time, 
recruiting, terms and conditions, etc. It doesn’t win HR the medals, but unless 
it does them well, the function doesn’t have the credibility to engage in the real 
value-added work.

Cures
•	 HR teams need to balance who they recruit, looking for and valuing ‘completer 

finishers’ as much as (or perhaps even more than) ‘ideas’ people. 
•	 Put in place strong governance to ensure clear goals are set and delivered. 
•	 Establish clear accountabilities for what is actually delivered and follow 

through with appropriate consequences, both the good and the bad. 
•	 Place value in old-fashioned basic project management techniques, not  

necessarily overcomplicating things, but establishing a disciplined approach  
to planning and review. 

•	 Apply the concept of the balanced scorecard to HR as well as the business, 
measuring delivery, but also adding value. 

•	 Train HR people in the discipline of getting things done and reward  
and recognise them for it. Find role models and heroes who are doing the 
basics really well or who are doing a great job of data entry, as well as those 
doing strategic HR business, partnering or designing new talent processes.
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3. Initiativitis*
Symptoms
•	 HR is constantly looking at the next new thing, the ‘silver bullet’ that will  

solve everything. 
•	 HR people want to make their mark by doing lots of ‘HR stuff’ as opposed to 

actually making a difference to the business. 
•	 Due to a parallel infection of ‘delivery deficiency’ HR people don’t follow 

through but are always looking to start something new. 
•	 As a result they try to do too many things and never prioritise the things that 

they can actually deliver and will make the biggest difference. 
•	 Because they see their value in being busy, busy, busy they can never let go 

even when a project is no longer relevant. 
* Note: Complications can set in leading to projectitis, programmitis,  
let’s-brand-everythingitis and the often fatal flavour-of-the-monthitis.

Impact
•	 The focus on continual reinvention confuses everyone especially the line and 

stresses out the HR team as they run harder and harder to stand still. In one 
company we worked with they had changed their leadership framework five 
times in six years. It cost money and time to make each change but the biggest 
impact was on HR’s reputation.

•	Line managers who supported their work became increasingly disillusioned, 
while those who didn’t support them simply saw it as vindication of their scep-
ticism – ‘you told us this was the right framework six years ago, you constantly 
change it so when do you expect to finally get it right?’ 

•	 HR becomes marginalised, de-motivated and the best people start leaving.

Examples
I remember years ago as a young, high-energy, passionate committed HR 
manager (I have a long memory!) working hard to complete a major project. A 
few weeks before completion the business carried out a major and unexpected 
acquisition.
Overnight my project was irrelevant. I went to my boss to discuss how I could 
adjust it to make it relevant to the new world. He took me aside and very clearly 
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told me it was irrelevant. I still pushed: I’d spent months on it and it had become 
my baby, part of who I was. My boss had to be even clearer: Nick let it go. You did 
a good job, everyone knows that but if you keep pushing something that isn’t 
relevant to the business you are going to alienate a lot of people, including me. 
So let it go.’ It was great advice.
In another company I was doing some work with extensive research revealed 
there were more than 250 HR projects underway globally, regionally and locally. 
In many cases there were duplications of global initiatives being undertaken at 
a local level. What was most worrying was that many in HR wouldn’t believe us 
until we showed them the evidence as no one had actually done the analysis. 
We worked on a clear prioritisation process based on the impact the project 
had on the bottom line (to what extent did they increase revenue or decrease 
cost?) compared to how difficult it was to implement. 
Eventually we narrowed 250 down to only seven projects that were fully 
supported by the business, were properly resourced, effectively implemented 
and had a measurable business impact. Not only was HR put under less pressure 
but the line really appreciated the focus on the ‘vital few’.

Cures
•	 The best cure I have seen, which was highlighted in our research into talent 

management, is to focus on implementing the basic HR processes really well 
rather than constantly reinventing them. 

•	 It requires constant and rigorous prioritisation. 
•	 It requires real business cases that start with a business issue rather than  

post-event rationalisation. 
•	 It requires an HR operational plan that focuses on what HR needs to do to 

deliver the business strategy, rather than an HR strategy that’s full of the latest 
fads but doesn’t deal with the issues, risks and implications of the business 
strategy. 

•	 It requires a focus on incremental improvement rather than continual  
radical change. 

•	 It requires a culture where people value challenge based on the difference it 
will actually make and whether it is actually better than what is currently done 
- set against the diseconomies of changing it.

4. Compartmentalisation
Symptoms
•	 People compete within HR when the business only sees ‘One HR’. 
•	 When things go wrong HR people blame each other rather than taking 

accountability for solving the issues. 
•	 HR doesn’t think systemically. 
•	 HR doesn’t makes the linkages that join everything up eg. compensation and 

benefits just does Comp and Ben, learning and development does L&D…
•	 HR doesn’t think across the business but only about their direct internal  

customers.
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Impact
•	 HR itself becomes splintered and pressurised by the business - but worst of all 

the issues that HR is dealing with require a systemic approach that an attack of 
compartmentalisation will prevent. 

•	 Most things aren’t solved by a training course alone or a change in the per-
formance management system. They require joined up thinking: how does 
the reward system support the desired change in behaviour that the training 
course is trying to achieve? How does the new performance management 
system link to the firm wide ERP or the learning management and reward 
systems? And have the people in the shared services centre been trained in 
how it works and their role in supporting it? No part of HR can be an island 
unto itself.

Examples
How many times have you been at an airport and your flight has been delayed? 
It seems to happen frequently but what annoys me even more is when the 
airline comes over the intercom and announces that it ‘apologises for the delay 
but this is due to the late arrival of the incoming flight’. That is supposed to make 
it alright is it? No it doesn’t. It’s still your flight that is late arriving so you can’t 
use this as an excuse when my flight is delayed. 
It’s the same with HR. In Henley’s recent research into the ‘three box’ model 
of HR we interviewed a number of line managers. They don’t see Centres of 
Excellence, Shared Services and Business Partners. They don’t want to hear 
excuses when one blames the other. To them it is ‘One HR’ and they just want 
their issues fixed.
One interview highlighted the problem. I was speaking to a senior HR business 
partner. We got to discussing his relationship with the L&D Centre of Excellence. 
I asked him if he spoke to his equivalent who ran the centre. He replied: ‘Of 
course I do. She sits across the aisle from me and whenever she comes over I 
speak to her.’ Not the answer I was hoping to hear.
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Cures
Some of the cures are the ‘hard’ things:
•	 One HR team with involvement from all parts of HR with strong leadership 

focusing the whole team on thinking as ‘One HR’. 
•	 A team or office coordinating planning and delivery, ensuring that  

resources are focused on the big picture of how HR can make a difference to 
the business. 

•	 Proper governance with clear accountabilities, handoffs, reporting and 
budgets coordinated across HR. 

•	 The right measures linked to variable compensation and consequences that 
focus on rewarding ‘One HR’-based behaviours.

But from our research it is the ‘softer’ things that make the real difference:
•	 The leader needs to recruit for and reward the right behaviours: trust, col-

laboration, no egos, etc. Egos are key: people in HR need to understand it’s not 
about them individually, it’s about the HR team and even more it’s about the 
business (As David Brent once said: ‘There’s no I in team, though there is ‘me’  
if you look carefully.’) 

•	 The leader needs to move people around within HR and develop and coach 
the right behaviours. 

•	 It requires a shared understanding of, and respect for, everyone’s role. 
•	 There needs to be continuous engagement, real listening to each other and to 

the business. The problem is too many people are waiting to speak rather than 
really listening. 

•	 It means spending time building one team not just reporting on what happens 
or not, but on problem solving and developing the right behaviours together. 
It also means recognising and managing the inevitable tensions rather than 
denying them.

 5. Dominance Pathology
Symptoms
•	 HR sees HR as its job and never involves the line 
•	 HR ignores views that are different to its own 
•	 HR feels it needs to control everything to do with managing people, rather 

than recognising its role is to support the business and the line in identifying 
and addressing the key people issues. 

•	 HR becomes the guardian of the ‘corporate no’, hiding behind a wall of 
employment law and HR policies and procedures. HR takes away all responsi-
bility for managing people from line managers. Its response is always ‘you can’t 
do that because…’, rather than ‘the implications and risks of doing that are...’ 

•	 HR never consults with anyone with the result that it implements a load of ‘HR 
stuff’ that doesn’t actually make a difference to the business. 

•	 HR simply steamrollers resistance.



8

Point of View: Nick Holley

Impact
•	 The problem is that this approach alienates everyone. People try and avoid 

involving HR because they know the only response they’ll get is ‘computer  
says no’. 

•	 This marginalises HR with the result that line managers take risks they don’t 
know are risks. At best HR has to clear up the consequences after the event; at 
worst they can have a serious impact. While not an HR example, Nick Leeson is 
an example of the potential impact where someone hides their mistakes.

Examples
The biggest problem I often encounter is this results in HR developing things 
that make HR’s life easier without thinking through whether, at best they help 
the line or, at worst they actually make the line’s role harder. In one instance I 
was asked to go to Spain to see what I was told was a best of breed performance 
management system. This online system required line managers to complete 
132 boxes on each of their direct reports. This generated 430,000 data points 
with 200 built in tools to analyse this data. When I stood back from what 
appeared to be a really whizzy system I began to ask some practical questions.
•	How many of the tools have you actually used to analyse the data?
•	What key things have you learnt from this analysis?
•	What have you done differently as a result that has added value to the  

business?
The sad thing was that the answer was ‘nada’: nothing. What was even sadder 
was no one had thought to ask how long it would take a manager with 40 direct 
reports (as they had in their call centre) to complete the system. I heard stories 
of managers who had taken two days holiday to do it. I heard stories of how a 
group of managers in IT had actually created a bolt on programme that spoofed 
the system into thinking they had completed the process. 
This is dominance pathology at its worst, implementing a system that made  
line manager’s lives a misery without actually generating any value added for 
the business. The only value added appeared to be for the HR team who seemed 
to spend an inordinate amount of time presenting their whizzy system at HR 
conferences to loud applause.
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Cures
•	 Create an operating model for HR that focuses on being simple,  

straightforward, helpful, commercial, aligned, respected and credible. 
•	 Spend time in the business understanding how stressful it is to manage a P&L 

or a large militant labour force. This means secondments, job rotation or even 
going as far as recruiting line managers into HR so they can share their experi-
ence and ensure HR fulfils its role in supporting the business. 

•	 Train HR people in risk management concepts so they understand how to 
avoid and mitigate risks in a rapidly changing world, rather than thinking a 
policy can foresee all eventualities and will be enough. 

•	 Train and reward HR people to operate in front of rather than behind the ‘wall’, 
engaging with the line, challenging where appropriate, but always doing it 
from a business outcome focused approach.

6. Easy Way Outosis
Symptoms
•	 HR does HR because it likes people rather than business. 
•	 HR is timid, driven by the need to be liked as opposed to respected. 
•	 HR lives for the crumbs of appreciation and recognition that ‘real’ business 

people sometimes drop from the top table. 
•	 HR avoids conflict, never says no or challenges. 
•	 HR works with the easy people, the people who share its passion, rather than 

the people with the power or the ones who will have the biggest impact on 
business results. 

•	 HR is politically naïve, or even worse is driven by a higher political agenda (with 
a small P) to make the world a better place rather than supporting the busi-
ness. They would like the world to be as they are, or as they would like it to be, 
rather than accepting the world as it is and operating appropriately.
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Impact
•	 HR lives in a box, rolled out when an HR issue arises. The HR person jumps out 

does their stuff but is then forced back into the box whilst the agenda moves 
back to business issues. People like the HR people who live in the box, because 
generally they’re really nice people, but no one quite knows how they add 
value beyond providing a keep out of jail card.

At best they are marginalised so important people related issues aren’t raised 
and addressed. At worst they are seen as a nuisance driving an altruistic agenda 
that alienates them from the business and usually results in them preaching 
their message from outside the tent. 

Examples
I remember running an HR programme in Russia. At the end I asked people 
to reflect on their personal takeaways: the first person stood up and said she 
realised she’d been speaking to the wrong people. She’d been speaking to the 
people who shared her passion for HR, the people who ‘got’ the people agenda 
and the people who were easy to deal with because they were generally  
nice people. 
Her key learning point was that these weren’t necessarily the right people to 
speak to. The people to speak to were the ones who had the biggest impact 
on the bottom line, the people who had the real power, the movers and the 
shakers. The problem was they often didn’t get HR and in many cases were 
‘bastards’. She had seen this as their problem not hers but now realised this was 
her biggest problem. She needed to find reasons to work with them and ways 
to build credibility with them, because if her job was to create value she had to 
work with the value creators.
One organisation which I admire and have worked with talks about ‘HR with 
attitude’. It sees the customer as the organisation and the shareholder not 
just the management. It encourages HR people to push back in an acceptable 
way. The acceptable part is important; it’s not just about saying no but about 
helping the line understand the risks and implications of their actions. Indeed 
the challenge is curing your ‘easy way outosis’ without suffering an attack of 
‘dominance pathology’!

Cures
A lot of this comes down developing HR’s political acumen:
•	 Working out who the movers and shakers are. This means actively mapping 

out where the power lies and who has the biggest impact on the bottom line. 
•	 Understanding their agendas, recognising that the best idea is the idea the 

person you are trying to influence just had. It’s better to listen to their prob-
lems and fix them than try to sell your problems. Better to gain credibility first 
and use this to challenge the business around people related business than 
being ignored as irrelevant. 

•	 It means running with the grain of management thinking. Running against it 
usually results in the white blood cells ganging up on the diseased organism 
and rejecting it. 
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•	 However a word of warning: HR still needs to be the ‘moral compass’ for the 
business. It needs to raise important issues, but those who suffer from ‘easy 
way outosis’ do this in a naive way that undermines their credibility and means 
these issues are never addressed with potentially serious consequences (some 
would say HR in some institutions during the recent credit crunch took the 
easy way, getting too close to management rather than building their credibil-
ity to the point where people listened to their concerns).

 7. Lack of depth malady
Symptoms
•	 This lack of depth is most critical in the most important area, HR’s understand-

ing, not only of business in general, but of their business. It is pretty cheeky to 
call yourself an HR business partner if you don’t understand the business you 
are supposed to be partnering with. 

•	 This lack of commercial acumen often results in HR being intimidated by the 
numbers. As a result some HR people see finance as the enemy as opposed to 
their key ally. 

•	 In the worse cases HR lacks depth in the source of its expertise. They don’t 
know the basic HR models and don’t philosophise about HR. 

•	 As a result when challenged there’s no depth. This is becoming a bigger 
problem as more and more books are published on HR related topics so  
that many line managers believe they are experts. 

•	 Complications can really set in when HR suffers an attack of ‘compartmentali-
sation’ at the same time. If HR people lack technical expertise across the full 
breadth of HR they don’t join things up or see the implications of their actions 
on other aspects of HR. The result being they don’t connect or work together 
with other parts of HR. 

•	 ‘Lack of depth malady’ can result in a severe dose of ‘oversimplificationitis’. 
There are many occasions when HR overcomplicates things but there are also 
times when HR oversimplifies things through a lack of understanding. As Ein-
stein said ‘Make it simple enough but no simpler.’ 

•	 All of this leaves HR looking amateurish and lacking in credibility. 
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Impact
•	 As with many of the diseases we have studied to date ‘Lack of depth malady’ 

can have a serious impact on HR’s credibility. As a result HR is kept in its ‘box’ 
and is never ever consulted on the important decisions where there serious 
people implications. The danger is heightened by the presence of managers 
who have read a book and think they are experts resulting in the wrong diag-
nosis and the wrong cure for these people issues.

Examples
I was working with one management team in a bank and their Chief Financial 
Officer told me about his HR Director colleague. At a meeting looking at a major 
investment decision the project was about to be nodded through when the HR 
Director who had been pretty quiet piped up: ‘Hang on a minute I’ve just been 
running through these numbers and this NPV (net present value) calculation 
is out. The denominator is wrong and when I’ve fed in what I think is the right 
number this is a negative NPV. Why are we agreeing to this?’ 
When the CFO checked the numbers the HR Director was correct. As he said: 
‘It was a bit embarrassing for me but he was dead right and I and the rest of the 
board have looked at him in a different light ever since.’
One head of talent at a major utility had been reading an analyst’s reports on the 
business, which highlighted a major concern around succession cover for the 
CFO. She worked with the investor relations team to create a business case for a 
serious investment in talent management, which the board signed off because 
they could see the impact on the share price.
I coach an HR Director who had a strategy review with his non-execs. He 
recognised that they didn’t actually care about HR and what it did, but 
cared about the delivery of the business strategy. Rather than presenting an 
HR-centric report to them he focused on the key people capability issues 
underpinning the business strategy and gave them confidence in the business’s 
ability to address them. He realised that for most people it’s not about HR but 
about the business.

Cures
•	 If you have no understanding of business it is critical to go through a crash 

course, understanding critical concepts such as cash flow, break even, fixed 
and variable costs, net and gross margins, net present value, PE ratios and 
shareholder value, etc. If any of these concepts either have no meaning, or 
even worse you see them as irrelevant to your role as an HR person, you really 
need to get real. 

•	 Spend time in the business understanding the business. Look at the numbers, 
read the annual report and management accounts and if necessary get a friend 
in finance to explain them to you. How do you make money? What are the 
critical numbers in your business? What is critical to your shareholders? 

•	 Develop systemic ways of thinking: don’t think in a linear way but look at how 
the different elements of the business and the HR mix link together. 
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•	 Invest time in your own professional development, read around the subject, 
go to conferences, and reflect deeply on the nature of HR, the art, the craft 
and the science. It always impresses me when I work with HR people in Sub-
Saharan Africa how many of them have not only undergraduate qualifications 
but also Masters degrees in HR-related subjects.

8. Me-me-me syndrome
Symptoms
•	 Me-me-me syndrome is closely related to narcissism. HR people who suffer 

from this think it’s all about them. 
•	 Sometimes this is driven by arrogance but more often it’s driven by a lack  

confidence - so HR always has to prove how good it is. It spends huge amounts 
of time measuring HR activity to prove how good it is when the business 
doesn’t really care what HR does, but cares about the difference it’s making. 

•	 As a result HR never looks at things from someone else’s perspective. It never 
listens or seeks to understand. Not only that but HR never seeks or acts on 
feedback as it sees it as criticism rather than a gift that will help it improve. 

•	 HR people who suffer from Me-me-me syndrome make poor coaches as their 
inner voice is focused on being a good coach rather than being focused on the 
person they are coaching. They ask themselves what question will make them 
look good rather than what question will help the other person. 

•	 Finally it can drive a fatal impatience: ‘Why do I have to waste my time on them 
and their needs when it just gets in the way of what I need to do?’

Impact
•	 Me-me-me syndrome results in lower trust. If you read the book The Trusted 

Advisor it looks at a formula that helps explain what drives trust. The biggest 
impact on this ‘trust quotient’ is how self-centred you are. The more self-cen-
tred the lower the trust; after all if you are only interested in you why would I 
trust you to work in my best interests? 
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•	 In Henley’s research we found that a critical role for many HR people is to  
be the confidante to their line partner, the person with whom they can share 
their deepest concerns, knowing that they will get a sympathetic but  
professional response. 

•	 Me-me-me syndrome destroys the trust on which the confidante relationship 
is built with the result the manager has no one to turn to in the business. This 
is great for the executive coaching industry but not so good for the  
bottom line.

Examples
I have been working with one HR team who recognised the importance of 
engaging with their customers in the business. The problem is they saw this as 
selling what they were doing rather than truly understanding their customer’s 
needs and developing solutions for them. If it’s about the business with whom 
you are partnering – not HR or you – then you need to engage with the business, 
listen and understand, remembering we have two ears and one mouth so listen 
more and speak less.
To be honest I suffered from Me-me-me syndrome when I was younger. I 
lacked self-confidence and spent too much time trying to be liked rather than 
respected, with the result I found it difficult making the tough calls. 
As a young OD professional involved in a major reorganisation I knew that 
a particular line manager was a major impediment to the change. When his 
director asked me if he should move him out, I advised him to give him time to 
change. In my heart I knew he wouldn’t but I was worried he would find out and 
wouldn’t like me or even worse shout at me! The reorganisation turned into a 
disaster as this manager effectively blocked the whole change for six months. I 
learnt to take myself out of the equation and base my advice on what is good  
for my customer.

Cures
•	 The cure is simple: You need to constantly challenge yourself on whether what 

you are doing is being driven from the needs of the business or your  
own needs. 

•	 It means remembering that there’s no limit to what you can achieve if you 
don’t have to take the credit. It means remembering that the best idea is the 
idea the person you are trying to influence just had. 

•	 It just means stopping yourself once in a while and shouting in the mirror:  
‘IT’S NOT ABOUT ME!’.

9. Action paralysis
Symptoms
•	 HR thinks it is doing lots of things, that it’s busy, busy, busy, but actually it is 

seduced by the appearance of activity when it isn’t actually taking action to 
address its issues. Examples of this include:

•	Overemphasis on consensus – HR spends all its time managing stakeholders 
and searching for consensus by which time it’s too late.

•	Over complication – gold plating everything rather than creating solutions 
that are fit for purpose.

•	Perfectionism – trying to find the perfect solution so never getting round to 
actually doing anything.
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•	Irrelevant benchmarking – constantly hunting for best practice without  
recognising the context or the practicalities. Best practice irrelevant of 
context is irrelevant. 

•	 As with so many of these diseases action paralysis can be caused by overdo-
ing something good. Analysing the data and stepping back to understand the 
context and the situation is great as it focuses you on doing the things that 
address the root cause of the situation. Spending your whole time analysing 
and never coming to a conclusion results in the related disease of ‘analysis 
paralysis’.

Impact
•	 The impact is really simple: HR never delivers anything of value because it’s 

too tied up with running around and around chasing its own tail. For a while 
people are impressed by this seeming hive of activity, but, as the underlying 
problems get worse and worse eventually someone with power notices and 
outsources HR. 

Examples
In one organisation I worked in I remember a consultant telling me that she 
couldn’t believe how much time we spent managing stakeholders. Given it was 
a complex matrix organisation, but also a fast moving business in a dynamic 
industry, we were delivering solutions that the business would sign up to but 
months after they were really needed. I was also killing myself racking up the 
air miles flying round and round the world constantly changing our plans to 
get this or that person to agree, with the added downside that the constant 
compromise diluted the impact of what we finally delivered.

Cures
•	 HR people should learn about Pareto analysis. Pareto, an Italian mathematician 

showed that 20% of what we do has 80% of the desired impact. HR needs to 
learn where to focus, when enough is good enough. 
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•	 HR needs to learn to ‘hold a strong opinion weakly’. This means doing enough 
analysis to form a robust opinion but then beginning to move. The ‘only 
outcome you won’t get is the one you expect’, so it is critical to pilot things 
and learn from them; changing your opinion to fit new data and realities. The 
danger with over analysis is you take too long to form an opinion but then 
won’t change it to fit an emergent and unexpected reality. 

•	 The military have a saying: ‘No plan survives contact with the enemy’. They 
plan but they recognise they need to implement the plan quickly so they can 
learn. This means planning the detail as close to reality as possible (usually this 
isn’t at group head office) and only planning the detail up to the point where 
you get the first feedback on what is actually happening. By letting go of the 
urge to control by planning detail in advance HR can have greater control by 
responding flexibly to what is actually happening. 

•	 Business is moving ever faster so HR has to learn to move at the speed the 
business is moving at. This means prioritising focusing time on the vital few 
and focusing on making things simple enough though no simpler.

10. Hair shirtysm
Symptoms
•	 HR people who suffer from this final disease are some of the most pitiful 

patients. They spend their whole time asking why they don’t have a seat at the 
table rather than actually doing things that add value; establishing their cred-
ibility so no one doubts their place. 

•	 They endlessly gaze at their own navel wondering why no one respects them, 
rather than getting out there and listening to their customers – what are their 
challenges, what are the people implications, what do they need from HR and 
how does this match with what they are currently delivering? 
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•	 The problem is they become delusional - thinking it’s more fun to whinge 
about it than actually do something about it. This can lead to a mental 
disorder known as projection where the patient projects his or her own short-
comings onto the business. Often they blame the business because it ‘doesn’t 
get HR’ and go off to another organisation where their lack of credibility mani-
fests itself in the same way. 

•	 One of the key symptoms is the patient becomes increasingly frustrated by 
their lack of credibility. They become impatient: if they keep it to themselves 
that’s fine, but often they show their impatience and frustration to others 
evoking the same reaction in them. 

•	 One word of warning; this is a highly contagious disease. Patients can often 
be found roaming HR conferences in large groups winding each other up and 
spreading their infection to young vulnerable (but healthy) HR professionals 
undermining not only themselves but also HR in general.

Impact
•	 Of all the diseases I have diagnosed, I would argue this one leads to the most 

professional suicides. People who suffer from hair shirtysm develop a reputa-
tion for being whingers. At best people avoid them, at worst they offer them 
the chance to carry on their whinging somewhere else. 

Examples
I once worked in a partnership in an HR role. A lot of high potentials asked 
me how they could make partner. My answer was ‘be one’: we never took a 
risk promoting someone to partnership unless they had been consistently 
displaying the skills and behaviours of a partner for several years. 

Cures
•	 To get a seat at the table means behaving as a member of the top leadership 

team, focusing on the business issues not only from an HR perspective but also 
from a broader commercial perspective. In talking about his business part-
ners one line manager said: ‘I invite their opinion outside their domain, then 
it really clicks, they’re a well rounded business professional whose opinion I 
value on all things’. 

•	 Recognise that the more you ask for a seat at the table the less likely it is that 
you’ll get one. If you want a seat, take your hair shirt off and focus on building 
your personal credibility. 

•	 Work with the organisation to understand its needs. Drive your agenda out  
of their agenda. In the short term it might mean compromising, but remember 
that the long game is usually the quickest way to get somewhere. 

•	 Very few people are as passionate about HR as you are. Why should they be? 
The danger is you are drawn to the ones that do share your passion rather than 
the ones with the power and the influence. Identify who has the power and 
impact and recognise they are more concerned with themselves than  
with you. 

•	 This all might sound Machiavellian, but we have to recognise that business is 
populated by Machiavellis not Mother Theresas. Of course HR must be the 
moral compass for the business, but if you want to play the game you have to 
understand the rules of the game and engage with it – not sit on the touch-
lines whinging.
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