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INTRODUCTION
Welcome to the results of ACE’s International HR Barometer, 2011. This is the second Barometer we have conducted with the aim of gauging the mood in HR across Europe so that we can draw conclusions about current issues, identify trends, and debate how to enhance HR’s contribution to business success. 
This time, as well as looking at the role of HR, we have also aimed to examine a key HR process: the use of competencies. Our aim here is to look at how we can achieve the maximum benefit from this widespread practice.
This survey has been undertaken as the world emerges from one of the most traumatic recessions of our times. Analysis from the OECD[footnoteRef:1], released on 4 April 2011 reports “Growth in the G7 economies outside Japan appears to be stronger than previously projected, with accelerating private sector investment and trade boosting recovery. Growth could rise to an annualised rate of about 3% in the first half of 2011. The outlook for growth today looks significantly better than it looked a few months back,” OECD Chief Economist Pier Carlo Padoan said during a presentation of the OECD’s latest Interim Economic Assessment. “In Europe, Germany is driving the economic recovery with unemployment down, and export-driven industrial production steadily increasing. Nonetheless, many of the countries represented in this survey are still experiencing economic uncertainty. This is particularly the case in Portugal, recently in receipt of a bail-out from the EU, and in Italy where, in April, the Italian treasury cut its growth forecasts for this year to 1.1%. The UK’s growth rate is slow, with first quarter results for 2011 at 0.5%. [1:  Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development] 

Our survey ran between January and May 2011, and attracted 758 responses. The largest numbers being from the UK, Italy, France, Portugal, and Holland (from 81 in the UK to 155 in Holland). There are also responses of around 35 from each of Germany, Greece, and Turkey, small numbers from Belgium, and Slovakia, plus a handful from other countries, including Spain, bringing the total to 13 countries from mainly Western Europe but including Slovakia in Eastern Europe. 64% of responses are from international organisations. 
This report analyses our results, draws conclusions and also puts forward recommendations on developing HR practice.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This survey covered 758 companies from across Europe. Responses are from a range of industries and across a span of organization size, though with a bias towards larger businesses. Around 64% are from international organizations. 
The role of HR
HR continues to enjoy support from the top (86%), and is seen as a valued and strategic business partner. 
Looking at how HR spends its time, 25% report that they spend most of their time on day-to-day issues.
43% are engaged in forward-looking and proactive initiatives, and 32% are following a long-term strategic HR plan for organisational transformation.
Only 22% report that their line managers take people management responsibilities seriously. However, only 34% currently have a programme in place to upskill managers, and only 28% view developing line managers’ coaching skills as their top priority, albeit this emerged as the highest common priority.  It seems safe to conclude from these findings that the role of the line manager has not yet matured, and as the economy picks up it is likely we will see more effort placed here.
60% of respondents have a talent management programme, and 50% of these focus talent management on ‘high potentials’ with only 22% focusing on everyone.
The use of competencies
Overall, competencies are used extensively, and are held to be effective. It seems safe to assume from this that there is considerable expertise in organisations about their use.
The biggest benefits are achieved from their use in assessing performance, planning development, mapping career paths, planning career moves, and prioritising training needs.
Findings also suggest competencies are being used to integrate with other people practices, including reward, and workforce planning.
Most organisations offer a range of different options for helping people develop their competencies. Traditional development methods such as training, and also assessment and development centres are holding their own, both in terms of benefits and extent of usage. However, e-learning and social media are still not ranking high in terms either of usage or effectiveness. 
Given the need for change management in today’s business climate, it is unsurprising that competency frameworks are seen as useful for helping people develop the specific competencies required for the future. 
For those organisations that have succeeded in embedding competencies, the involvement of line managers has been a critical factor, as has the importance of having a common language around competencies.
Leadership emerges as the main competency that has increased in importance in today’s business climate.
Recommendations
HR has the confidence and the credibility to focus more on organisational transformation so as to position the business to deal with the complexities of the modern business climate.
Competencies are used widely and effectively. There is scope to revise them to suit our fast-moving business world, and so they integrate all people practices and link to business strategy. Behavioural competencies bring organisational values to life, and have an important role in clarifying the organisational culture.
Talent management should aim to harness everyone’s talents and potential. Focusing more on line managers and less on high potentials will bring significant business benefits.
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OVERALL RECOMMENDATIONS
Our main aim in producing this International HR Barometer is to keep you in touch with what is happening in HR in Europe. We also want to use this understanding to stimulate thinking on where we go next, which is our aim here in setting out our recommendations. The time seems especially right for this as the economy slowly begins to recover in many countries, and we can now focus our attention on how to drive organisational performance and help our businesses deal with the uncertainty and unpredictability of the modern business climate.  
The phenomenal rate of change in the environment means we need to formulate new business models, new leadership models, and new HR models. The exploding use of social media alone is changing how we do things, and how we think. It is changing people’s attitudes: they are more used to sharing information, hungrier for it; and it is encouraging people to be more open about themselves, or about what they are working on. It is changing the power balance in organisations through the way our people can access information, and interact with the outside world. 
Moreover, we live and work in a society that is occupied with becoming more efficient, more aspirational, and determined to get the most out of what we have: somehow we must achieve more with less.  
The picture emerging from this Barometer is of an HR population that has gained in confidence over the last few years, and is now well placed to effect change. We have seen that, on the whole, HR has moved from its largely day-to-day administrative role to being proactive and forward looking. The next step is to drive organisational transformation not through a set of initiatives, however forward-looking, but through a strategic programme that aims “to keep the organization learning faster than the environment around it”[footnoteRef:2] so that it keeps ahead of change, and is able to adapt to this new business context.  [2:  The Value of Talent: Promoting Talent Management Across the Organization, Caplan, J, Kogan Page 2011.] 

Our findings also show that most organisations view talent management as an initiative aimed at high potentials or future leaders. This is unsurprising as talent management started as a response to the global shortage of leaders, and at first was focused on attracting future leaders to the business. The best way to deal with skills shortages, of course, is to grow your own and so talent management rapidly evolved to include programmes aimed at retaining these special people in whom we would invest our money, our effort and our hopes. That was all well and good for a while but to compete in this new world environment demands flexibility, and an ability to change, adapt and innovate. Moreover, the only way to achieve more with less is to raise performance levels and increase productivity. In this new context, we must evolve talent management and switch its focus so that we harness the talents and capabilities of everyone within the organisation. Our aim in doing this must be to raise levels of employee engagement and build organisational capability[footnoteRef:3]. Our recommendation, therefore, is for HR to turn its attention now to designing an inclusive talent management strategy that will achieve organisational transformation.  [3:  ibid] 

Several findings in this survey cover the role of the line manager and these suggest that there is still a way to go before line managers fully embrace their people management responsibilities. We have known for a long time that the old ‘top down, hierarchical’ methods, often known as ‘command and control’ are no longer workable. Not only have attitudes changed too much, but so have organisational structures, which are now characterised by matrix working, joint ventures, outsourcing, cross-boundary working and so on. Not only does this make constant supervision impossible, but it is increasingly common for line managers to manage people whose area of expertise they do not fully understand. This has always been so, it is just more noticeable now. Putting these factors together with the critical role line managers have in raising levels of employee engagement, it is not hard to conclude that in developing our talent management strategy, our efforts will be best focused on line managers rather than high potentials.
In our new world organisation, we must replace ‘command and control’ with ‘shared vision, shared values and shared understanding’.[footnoteRef:4] This means people throughout the organisation are clear what the business stands for, what it is trying to achieve, which behaviours are acceptable and which unacceptable. They then know how to act, boundaries become clear and people are empowered to act and take responsibility and decisions within them. This requires a focus on behaviours. It is behaviours that bring your values to life. Without clearly articulated and practised behaviours, values are empty words. When people discuss them and consciously think of developing them it helps them know what’s expected of them. It sets the tone, and the culture: ‘how we do things around here.’ Behaviours are also important because it is behavioural skills that enable people to rise through the organisation and take on new challenges. [4:  The Value of Talent: Promoting Talent Management Across the Organization, Caplan, J, Kogan Page 2011.] 

The picture that emerges from the International HR Barometer shows that there is much expertise and understanding amongst the HR community on how to use competencies. Findings also show that there is scope for further developing their use, especially if we are to create the agility and future focus that today’s businesses need in order to survive and thrive. 

We hope that our thoughts on competencies, and on talent management and transformation will help you achieve this, and that you and your organisations will enjoy prosperity.
Janice Caplan, Christine Van Velthoven, Helio Moreira, Marian Kubes, Marion Neefe, Fulvia Frattini, Christoph Brechtel, Marie Mazerat.
ACE
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