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What are the Current and Emergent HR Capability Needs (Gaps) for
Various HR Roles?
Abstract

Due to the evolving role of HR in business, it is essential to stay updated on which capabilities HR is currently
lacking, and which are going to be most needed in the future. In addition to the need for seamless delivery of
traditional HR transactional capabilities, we propose four areas for improvement:
•
•
•
•

Business Acumen
Advanced Analytics
Consulting skills
Change Management

While we give special attention to the HR Business Partner (HRBP) role, these capabilities apply to all roles
within HR.
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Executive Summary
Question & Introduction
What are the current and emergent HR capability needs (gaps) for various HR roles?
Due to the evolving role of HR in business, it is essential to stay updated on which capabilities
HR is currently lacking, and which are going to be most needed in the future. In addition to the
need for seamless delivery of traditional HR transactional capabilities, 1 we propose four areas for
improvement:
Business Acumen
Advanced Analytics
Consulting skills
Change Management
While we give special attention to the HR Business Partner (HRBP) role, these capabilities apply
to all roles within HR.
Business Acumen
The literature overwhelmingly finds that business acumen—the knowledge of how the business
operates and generates revenue—is the most important skill for HR professionals to develop. 2
Indeed, many now view business acumen as a prerequisite to becoming a HRBP. 3 The need for
this principle is reflected in a survey that reveals that only 17% of HR teams believe they have a
good understanding of the company’s products and profit models. 4
Case Studies: One company’s HR function underwent intense financial training (general and
company-specific), and despite some early resistance, nearly all participants noted its subsequent
utility. 5 Additionally, rotational programs or cross-functional opportunities that bridge the gap
between HR and other business units, including finance, can help develop business acumen.
Another fortune 500 company is also seeing early success in hiring MBA graduates into HR
roles, 6 though other opinions vary widely on the importance of an MBA within HR. 7
Advanced Analytics
A Deloitte study shows that while 75% of employers believe HR analytics are important, only
8% of companies are strong in this area. 8 As HR is moving away from transactional—due in part
to outsourcing—the capabilities of mining, analyzing, interpreting, modeling and forecasting are
critical to transforming HR into a strategic partner. 9 Not only does HR need to focus on reporting
and reflect on the past performance for decision-making, but it also needs to look forward and
predict future trends of people issues in the workplace. 10
Adoption of advanced analytics should begin by defining workforce challenges and identifying
data requirements to ensure consistency and accuracy in data collection. In designing a single
analytics platform for integrating and analyzing data from all sources, organizations should make
it accessible and intuitive to use for all HR stakeholders. Additional training and curriculum are
helpful to develop a better understanding of the tools and analytical mindset.
Case Studies: McKesson, a Fortune 15 business in healthcare distribution and technology and
CAHRS partner, introduced a new analytical tool, Visier, and aimed to implement an analytical
culture within the organization to enhance HR analytical capabilities. Its workforce intelligence
team developed a training and support portal, crafted learning curriculum and materials, and
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established virtual office hours for further learning. In addition, they created certification
programs and contests to encourage employee interest and engagement. With extensive training
on Visier and people data, McKesson took on a series of analytical culture discussions through
generating business questions, testing hypotheses, interpreting data, building metrics and
storyboards and driving results. The training on Visier and an increased focus on analytical
culture have shifted HR stakeholders away from metrics and report-building to more in-depth
understanding of business and human capital insights through advanced analytics. 11
Consulting Skills
Consulting Skills primarily refer to accurately detecting and effectively solving problems—skills
that HR is currently lacking. 12 HR professionals, especially those in the HRBP role, need to
creatively analyze current issues and provide solutions that are in line with business strategy.
Additionally, HR executives across industries noted a need for improvement in interpersonal
skills essential to consulting such as relationship-building across the organization, 13 asking the
right questions, 14 and knowing which battles to fight. 15
Case Studies: Recently, the energy company, Statoil, introduced a training initiative focused on
the consultative mindset that positively affected economic and qualitative outcomes. 16 Besides
direct training, encourage younger talent to develop deep expertise in a given HR Management
practice while they prepare for more consultative roles in the future. 17 Role-playing and HR
forums can also be an effective way to build a consulting skill set in your organization. 18
Change Management
With the ability to quickly react and innovate, HR can help organizations stay competitive by
employing the best talent, engaging a fluctuating workforce, and providing people-centric
strategies. HR, serving as the change agent, must possess various competencies to push change
efficiently and smoothly. Having effective relationship and conflict-management skills, a breadth
of forward-thinking HR knowledge, and a sense of business acumen can help HR professionals
be successful change agents in the process of assessment, design, and implementation.
Case Studies: IBM’s HR function has helped the organization manage more than 125 domestic
and international acquisitions since 2000, saving $6 billion in costs since 2005. 19 HR was once
an administrative and reactive function, but under its senior VP of HR’s leadership, HR at IBM
focused on identifying new skills needed at the front line, fostering global teamwork and creating
a result-focused culture. HR led the organizational transformation and drove new strategies to
accelerate and smooth the change process, further aligning HR strategies with business needs. 20
Conclusion
These skills can be developed internally through training and externally through talent
acquisition. Companies can design cross-functional rotation programs to encourage employees
acquire more business knowledge and obtain a consulting mindset. Online and in-person training
can enhance a more in-depth understanding of analytical tools. After closely assessing capability
needs and reviewing talents within the organization, this particular company will need to look
for new talents to bridge the gap and continuously grow its talents according to market trends
and industry needs.
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